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Art in lraq To-day
by .Iabra f. .fabra

rFIfE history of modern art in Iraq (which possesses
I some of the oldest works of art in the world) is some

zo years old. Between the fourteenth and twentieth
centuries poetry is about the only personal art that did
not entirely disappear in a country where the spoken
image_has always held a greater fascination for its people
than the visible one. It was at the beginning of World
War II that painting and sculpture ievealed the first
sig-ns of revival. The colourful palette of some polish
rgfugeg impressionists staying ihen in Baghdad had
dazzled a few young Iraqis; and an English artist,
Kenneth Wood, r.vho did some painting in Baghdad in the
midst of a group of keen youngsters contributed to the
rising enthusiasm. As soon as the war was over, a
number of students were sent by the Government on
Art Scholarships to Paris, London, and Rome, and at the
Fine Arts Institute, established in r939, a rapidly
mounting number of students were enrolled unti-l thi
Institute had to give morning as rvell as evening courses
to cope with the demand.

flq output, particularly in painting, has been
considerable. Many artists have already alhieved local
fame and Iraqi work has been, espelialy since the
Revolution of 1958, exhibited very w1dely ibroad. On
examining this enormous output one is confronted with
the question of tradition more than any other. Foreign
viewers expect to see a dominant element which may be
called Iraqi or simply Arab, and are likely to be criiical
of the visible influence of Paris. Iraqi irtists who are
only too conscious of the need of an indigenous quality
to mark their art, often wonder whether their critici
appreciate the difficulty in which they find themselves
when the whole idea of painting is practically a Western
import. Rut they have also reilized that the indigenous
quality they seek, so undetermined, uncrystallizid, can
only be realized when they have struck roois in their own
soil and delved into the historical layers of a vast uneven
heritage, the accumulation of forty ienturies or so. It is
interesting, therefore, to see how Iraqi artists attempt a
fusion between a style ancient as civilization itself, and
an attitude to the problem of expression as up-to-date as
to-day's newspaper,

In the Arab rvorld, cultural continuity was interrupted
by a stagnatiorr of several hundred years. As it is not
always easy to pick up the thread where the ancients left
off, the question of tradition, particularly for the
cducated classes, becomes something of a psychological
problern. In art, the problem is even more acute, since
painting, as we know it now, did not flourish in the Arab
Golden Age. Painting in oil is practically a western
invention, and its development is closely tied up with the
historical development of western religious, economic,
and social thought. Thus, Arab artists are acquiring a
method behind which lies a historical attitude, perhaps
still alien to thcir public, if not always unintelligible to it.
As in many other spheres of intellectual activity, we are
perforce beginning, as it were, at the end, desiring to
achieve fruition rvithout the benefit of slorv growth and
ripening.

On the other hand, the national impulse is so porverful
that tradition, a force that can be creative as well as
destructive, cannot be easily dismissed. In fact, it often
is rather obsessive. 'Ihe artists look back over centuries
of their history (just as the poets have done, although
they have now begun to rebel) in search of roots, but
never find the ground that is entirely accommodating.

In Islam there has been a traditional injunction against
the portrayal of the human figure : the injunction was
intended to combat the proclivity of early Moslems to
worship images instead of God, the One, the Almighty,
but it gave Arab artistic genius an entirely new channel
of expression. It was thus that floral and geometrical
patterns were developed to exquisite perfection and
employed to decorate anything from great domes and
vast interiors to small copper pots and plates. With the
passage of time, however, these elaborations and
abstractions became less and less inventive, until they
ended by being entirely repetitive and survived as
fossilized forms. These immutable forms have in fact
become the raison d'dtre of numerous Middle Eastern
crafts such as ceramics, carpets, and inlays, but they
have become so impersonal in style that they allow little
scope for the creative urge of the individual artist of



Siesta, by Jewad Selirn

to-day, who seeks self-expression through a more pliant
medium.

Manuscript illumination was for centuries the visual
counterpart of poetry. Though mostly Persian, it is an
Islamic-art with roots in Middle Eastern paganism and
affected by contemporaty Byza;ntine influences' In these

illuminations, the objects of daily life are stylized into
the stuffofdreams. Inthelinear figures and groups is the
spirit of the arabesque, and in their content, the essence

oT frignty figurative Abbasid poetry. But for the artist
of to-day, the sophistication seems effeminate, and this
very sophistication, in any case, appears to have been

exploited to exhaustion.
in Byzantine iconography some artists. lind all

enriching affinity with Arab tradition, since its sources
were noi limited to Greek art. Syrian influences in
particular-deliberate distortion for the sake of power
and expressiveness anticipating modern expressionism-
and Iriqi and Iranian influences in general contributed
a great deal to Byzantine art. However, the comparative
dfficulty of seeirig this art in its full splendour, as well as

its dominant Christian quality, has not yet encouraged
our artists to devote sufficient attention to it.

Most artists in Iraq look on ancient Mesopotamian
sculpture and bas-relieis not only as a source of influence,

but also as the ground where their roots are implanted'
It is important tlo know that some of these great remains

ur" *o^." accessible to the average young man, in
museums and excavations, than say, Persian illumina-
tions. Moreover, there is in the massive simplicity of
Assvrian and Sumerian figures an attraction for to-day's
art6ts that the involved, but highly paradisiac linear
patterns of Persian painting certainly lack in an age of
conflict and unrest.

But even in the artistic wealth that archaeological

excavations have brought to light, they do not always

find enough to hold iheir attention. It is not only
because oi the interference of traditions nearer in time
and culture, but also because the function of art has

changed considerably since Assyrian days..'The imposing
imaEEs of ancient times were mide primarily for religious
or o"olitical Durposes : it is by and large the art of a great

hierarchy. Aithough since the Revolution in lraq
artists have found iI exciting to express large political
purposes, art to-day is still mostly q ryia-dl. class house-

hold ornament or a means of direct individual statement'



Not only is the size of the art object much smaller, but
the function is quite divorced from religion and until
recently it held very little political or collective import.

Such, in brief, have been the pros and cons of the
search for roots. A number of talented Iraqi artists have
insisted that only regional, social, and if necessary,
political themes, could give their work the national
iharacter that might prove to be one more phase of a

continuous tradition. Modern Mexican art has had its
influence on some of them. Equally important for them
is the drawing upon local folklore with all its implied
symbolism and imagery. This is a salutary tendency so

long as it does not drive the artist towards triviality and
slipihod technique. Those who emphasize the
importance of national themes are now learning that it is
not the content of painting or sculpture that creates a

school, but the style, the method, the vision. Without
these, the work will lack in significance and personality.
The persistent problem, therefore, is that originality for
our artists is, paradoxically, related to the national
heritage of centuries, on the one hand, and the national
aspirations of to-day, on the other.

Boys with Water Melons, by Jewad Selirn

Leading among the dynamic figures of the movement
in modern Iraqi art, has stood Jewad Selim, sculptor and
painter. His sudden death last January, in his forty-first
yeat, came as a shock to the art world of B,aghdad.
During the last twenty years of his life, Jewad's work,
based 

-on 
endless experimentation, developed rapidly

through constant, untiring, discussion and theorization.
He belonged to a family almost entirely made up of
painters, and had the good fortune, after a short spell in
i{ome and Paris, of working during the war years at the
.Archaeological Museum in Baghdad. This gave him a

thorough grounding in ancient Mesopotamian sculpture.
Perhapi more than any other artist Jewad Selim, who
later studied art in the London Slade School from r946
to tg+g, made his contemporaries aware of the problem
of styie and tradition. In spite of his immensetnowledge
of the history of painting and sculpture, Jewad preserved
an innocence, a freshness of vision, which made him draw
on local forms, symbols, habits, superstitions-all the
folklore still very active in the alleys and coffee-shops of
Baghdad and the surrounding countryside. When he

formed the Baghdad Modern Art Group in rg5z, he hadMan and llorse, by Jewad Selim



no idea that he was, in fact, providing a volatile move-
ment, whose members were an amazing mixture of
professionals and amateurs, with a direction not so much
rigid as inspiring. Himself a teacher of sculpture at the
Fine Arts Institute, his work came out in an interminable
flow of drawings, paintings, sculpture, book-cover
designs, even designs for local silversmiths to have on
caskets or carry out in ear-rings and jewelry. Perhaps it
was only logical that, as soon as Iraq was declared a

republic on r4th July, 1958, he should be asked to
design the emblem of the Iraqi Republic. Equally
logical was that he should be commissioned to make the
Revolution Monument.

It was very tragic that Selirn shoulci die soon afier hc

finished casting the greatest and largest monument an
Iraqi artist has ever made in the last z,5oo years. It is a

so-metre long frieze, 4 metres wide, consisting of a

number of groups in low-relief bronze, flung bridge-like
across the entrance of the National Park in the centre of
the capital-a spectacular achievement for a young artist
who, owing to various exigencies, had to complete the
work in less than eighteen months ! It embodies Jewad
Selim's peculiar combination of power and lyricism, of
the Iraqi and the universal, together with a mystical
tragic love for his country.

The other artist whose influence on the movement has
been dominant is Fayek Hassan" For more than ten
years he has heen thc ccntre of a gror.rp called S.P.

Guest-tent, by Fayek Hassan
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(Societi I'r'imitivc) rvhosc rlcmbers are linorvn tor their-
lole o1 experimcntation nith firrnt. Frcnch inlluences
ilre nlol'e rrisible in lheir u'or'l< than e lscs'herc, and Far,ek
Hassan, Priris-eclucated himse lf, has tlie group r-en.nrirch
uncler his inspiratior-r. Colorrr is his lorte u'hich, aftcr n
f'ertile periocl of irnprcssionist landscapc paintine, has
sraduallv changcd its function lbr hirn until, cllrring the
last fen' years, it has approzrched the abstract.
Intcrsectirrg planes of sornbre colours cut ?rcross figures
ln cour)trv costumes or tcltts riith shcikhs and beclouins
r-eclining bv their cofi:ee pots. llis eroup's interest in
cokrut- plnnes is perhaps m,rre relrrtetl to still life, olten
irr cubist stvlc, resulting in clesigns that have influercecl
rnc,tlent lt'cltitc(lure in lrir,1. rvhtlt;r: lrt lt,rs irr r-er.ent
ver.rs_ basccl his experinrcntatioll rr itli colorrr on ligures
ri l-rich repre seut coLlntrl lile or beclouins in thc- citv.
Such ligrrres, of coursc, l"relp to pr.or,ide just that extia
qualitr, of strangeness, u'ith their flou.ing l-obes and
prancing lnimals, r,i hich are a boon to :rn artist n'ho t irnts
to gi-'.e sorne nirtional chzrracter to his uork. -,\ssunring
this to mcan " social consciousness " some artists have
takcrt up similar themcs zrncl clevelopecl thern irrt.o

'Iwo Peasants

By Fayek Flassan
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something rather different and, occasionally, even more

oowerful.' Such is the case of Mahmoud Sabri. Sabri is an artist

in love with line as a medium (he is an cxcellent

marching in demonstration. As his
draughtsmanship gained in Power,
the figures got less numerous on his
canvaies, the agony dissolving
sraduallv into lyricism, until his hell-
ior*"ttt.d men and women began

to emerge as though in a trance of
ioy. His comparatively recent
i'-builders " seem to dance as they
handle their bricks and mortar.

Khaled al Rahal recaPtures the
element of joy in ordinarY life
more than any'other' Like Jewad
Selim, his knowledge of the alleys of
Baghdad is first-hand, and having-
goie himself through the agonY.of
ihe gutter he has come out with
drav;ings, paintings, ancl sculpture
all relaied ln theme to his exPeri-
ence, but sulTused with Power and
existential joy never Plagued bY

sentimentaiity. I shall never forget
how one evening in 1948 (he was

twentY-two then, and unknorvn),
he took me to a tinY, shabbY room in
a small shabby house in one of
Baghdad's oidest quarters, where-tte
.ai ott a rush-mat and out of a

battered chest he Produced, like a

magician, a pile of most beautiful
drawings, many of r,vhich were
studies for his sculpture. They were
mostly drawings of women : in
public baths, or belly-dancing' or
making love, all fat, full-fleshed,
vibrating with the intensity of being
alive. Later he studied sculpture in
Rome, and has since translated this
dclightinto plaster, stone, and metal.
and a good number of Paintings
which, sometimes exploiting a clever
primitivism, never lose this quality

of exuberance' His large stone sculpture of a woman and

;;il;-;.;;,iv "r""ted"itt 
Baghdadis National Park' still

;;r ih; *;ri"us qualitics of ihose early drarvings of his :

u se.-ittg flight,^ expressive of the relish and joy ot

life.'-^in 
u soller key are Lorna Selim's portrayals of the lit'e

of simoie folks. 
-Extrcmely 

inventive-in the manipulation.

of a iew themes, her approach to them,.a-blend ot

affection and humour, has left considerable influence on

;';;;6;t of artists. Through her rvork, spare, decorative

t..!ltg "",tte 
dreamy and"the mystic, other artists have

Peasants, bY Mahmoud Sabri
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child recentiy erected"in Baghdadts National Park, still
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i; the case of Mahmoud sabri. Sabri is an artisr has the..,-r.'-ior.,. qualities ofihosc earlv drawings of his :

in love with line as a medium (he is an ;;1;;, u *".-ing nigh,,'expressive of thc ielish and joy of

li""ent.*un), and squalor as a subject. A quiet, soft- 1if9

spoken young man himself, his painting;..tnrp,'urrg,riui, 
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a solter key are Lorna Selim's portrayals of the life
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"Extrcmely inventive in the manipulation

always going througf,"r.'rfri-"f.0+:t: fr.ff''---if-t"li of u f.* th.*.t, her approach to them' a blend of

suffering is physical, never spiritual. Mahmoud Subri', affection and humour' haiieft considerable influence on

way of creating an " lraqi art ".is by .-phu.Lii!-;it; u-*rt"U.t of artists. Through her work, spare' decorative

Iraqi way of life, together r,vith an o"r".y" "g?i".1 
v..girlg on the dreamy and"the mystic, other artists have

iniust ice,social, or political' His earli-
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canvaies, the agony dissolving li;G:ffire$,'r.,jW#i
sraduallv into lyricism, until his hell-
iot-"nr.d men and women began
to emerge as though in a trance of
ioy. His comparativelY recent
-" 

builders " seem to dance as they
handle their bricks and mortar.

Khaled al Rahal recaPtures the
element of joy in ordinarY life
more than any'other' Like Jewad
Selim, his knowledge of the alleys of
Baehdad is first-hand, and having
goie himself through the agony.of
ihe gr-rtt.t he has come out with
drav:ings, paintings, ancl sculpture
all relaied ln themc to his exPeri-
ence, but sufiused with Power and
existential joy never Plagued bY

sentimentality. I shall never forgct
how one evening in 1948 (he was

twenty-t\vo then, and unknorvn)'
he took mc to a tiny, shabbY room in
a smaii shabby house in one of
Baghdad's oldest quarters, lvhere-u'e
.ai on a rush-mat and out of a

battered chest he Produced, like a

magician, a pile of most beautiful
drawings, many of rvhich were
studies for his sculpture. They rvere
mostlv drau'ings of women : in
public baths, or belly-dancing, o.r

making love, all fat, full-fleshed,
vibrating with the intensity of being
alive. Later he studied sculpture in
Rome, and has since translated this
delightinto plaster, stone, and metal.
and-a good number of Paintings
which, sometimes exploiting a clever
primitivism, never lose this quality
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awakened to
subjects.

The Flood, by Tareq Madhloum
new possibilites of form based on national Similarly Hafidh Duroubi's paramount interest, like

that of Khaled al Jader and Faraj Abbo-all trained in
England or France or Italy-is in the inner painterly
possibilities of landscape and figure. In his more recent
work, Duroubi shows considerable power in reducing
his subjects to a highly decorative pattern-a departure
from his earlier impressionism.

It is significant that nearly all the artists I have
mentioned are also teachers of art. Their influence is all
the more pervasive since they never work in isolation,
As nuclei of ardent groups, their work arouses constant
argument, often violent controversies about
" humanism ", " social responsibility," " Iraqi-ism,"
apart from the larger over-all question of tradition. The
painters are myriad now, the competion intense, pupils
often outstripping their masters, Evaluation, therefore,
can only be partial, but of one thing there is not the
ghost of a doubt : the Iraqi art movement is powerful,
exciting, and fruitful.

After 1954 there has been a wave of ,,socially
conscious " work obsessed with poverty, a very little oi
which has achieved the distinction of Lorna Selim's work
or that of Mahmoud Sabri's. However, there have
always been those who sing with their own voices.
Straker Hassan brings in a- religious tragic note, an
obsessive sort of questioning and dreaminf, quite new
to Iraqi art. Fadhil Abbas at his best is moie cbncerned
with the fe9ling of the city's crowdedness : his city being
the busy old quarters, or the streets where blacli-robed
women-go out at dawn to sell their dairy products. For
Ismail Shaikhli, the " local " coffee-shop is a rich source
of subject matter, treated in the calm unemotional stvle
of a later cubist, whereas for Atta Sabri, a member of ihe
old guard and a very competent landscape painter, it is
the earth, the trees, the wild vegetation of a 6ack garden
or a lonely mountain village that are stimulating.



Porttait ofa Girl, bY Faraj Abbo
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