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General Supervisor

Contemporary Iraqi visual art is considered one of the most
profound and richest Arab artistic experiences, due to its unique
interplay between civilization and history, and contemporary
reality with its political, social, and cultural transformations. This
art originated in a land considered one of the oldest centers of
human creativity, where the Sumerian, Akkadian, Babylonian,
and Assyrian civilizations left behind a vast visual legacy that
remains present in the collective memory of the Iraqi artist,
forming an inexhaustible symbolic and aesthetic reference point.

FADEL WITWIT
Modern Iraqi visual art began in the first half of the twentieth
century, influenced by global artistic trends, particularly

European schools. However, it was not merely an imitation
of the West; rather, from its inception, it sought to establish a
distinct artistic identity that blended modernity with the spirit of
heritage. Prominent artistic groups, such as the Baghdad Group
for Modern Art, played a pivotal role in establishing this trend,
with its pioneers calling for the incorporation of Mesopotamian
and Islamic symbols into contemporary artistic expressions.

he artistic experience evolved, contemporary Iraqi art
> a mirror of daily life and a means of expressing the
hopes, and anxieties of the Iraqi people. Paintings
res reflected the effects of war, exile, alienation, and

rauma pressing resilience,
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General Supervisor

Contemporary Iraqi artists are distinguished by the diversity of
their artistic styles. Some combine realism and expressionism,
while others embrace abstraction, symbolism, or conceptual
art, employing a wide range of materials and techniques, from
oil painting and sculpture to installation art and modern media.
This diversity is not arbitrary, but rather stems from a multiplicity
of visions and differing personal experiences, particularly among

FADEL WITWIT
Ggig Jals

artists who havelived through migration and exile. Thisis reflected
in their works through the struggle with identity, memory, and
belonging.

Despite the severe challenges facing Iraqi visual art, such as weak
institutional support, security conditions, and the emigration
of artistic talent, it still maintains its prestigious position both
regionally and internationally. Iraqi artists have participated in
international exhibitions and have succeeded in conveying their
humanistic voice through the language of art, affirming that
creativity can transcend borders and wounds.

clusion, it can be said that contemporary Iraqi visual art is
rely an aesthetic practice, but a cultural and human act that
olivion, carries the memory of an ancient homeland, and |
voice that expresses the Iraqi people in their pain and .
1 art that p firming that creativity
ances, bearing
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Sometimes we end the year feeling like we haven't accomplished anything noteworthy,
no grand goals, no significant leaps forward. But some beautiful actions and words aren't
"nothing."

A beautiful pain...

They are something... just not as dazzling as we usually judge things.

We have always strived to do something big and beautiful, to make clear changes. Our
magazine, now in its 29th year, has seen us hold more than 54 exhibitions in Russia,
Poland, Denmark, Sweden, Egypt, Morocco, Austria, and the United Kingdom. We have
also published, without interruption, 130 issues of this magazine since the first issue was
released in May 1997.

But some years have a different role: a year that keeps you standing despite the exhaustion,
and a year in which you added nothing of note, a year in which you were kind when it
would have been easier to be cruel.

We welcome a new year not with grand promises, but with a sincere intention to be less
harsh on ourselves, to do one good deed consciously, not superficially, to allow ourselves
to start anew as if we had done nothing at all since we began.

I'm not saying I accomplished nothing, but rather that I survived a year that sank its fangs
into my consciousness and my conscience, and the consciences of all people, because
we survived the evil of war that could have erupted at any moment. Even though it was
postponed this year, its specter haunts us every day.
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We survived without losing our hearts, and we are still alive with love. We will try as much
as we can to spread beauty because, as Dostoevsky said, it is the solution. Yes, art is the
solution for us, and there is no other.

The love of life fills us, and the desire to change ourselves and then others grows and
multiplies deep within us day after day, and we will never stop trying as long as we are
alive.
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Karimah Ash

prc!-stigio{ls Silver Lion award.
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Presenting three moving-image works
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on a journey through Ashadu’s practice
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working men and observing people an

Nigeria’s history.
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Shown for the first time in this exhibition and accompanied
by a series of new sculptures, MUSCLE (2025) is an up-close
portrait of bodybuilders in the heart of the Lagos’ slums - a
work that progresses the artist’s interest in patriarchy and the

socio-economic structures of West Africa.
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rlier moving-image works from the artist: King s **(King of B%ylg (2015** :dlball (adsla (ilaiiw (nlas (48 pall audy Les
into the inner workings of the Makoko abattoir, alis 509 **(Cowboy (2022** 95 5Sba puluat dulafull J‘*"f-":‘-" e 8IS0 puidy
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to experience her unique approach to filmmaking and to engage with the themes - sty panlall ity g

that permeate her work — masculinity and performance, labour and autonomy,
1 6 andscape and history

Traversing the personal to the universal, this exhibition is the first chance to see
a focused presentation of Ashadu’s visceral and accomplished work in London,
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Artist Saad Al-Ani and the Head of the Iraqi Plastic Artists Association
Najaf, City of Science, Jurisprudence, Knowledge, and Arts

Najih Abu Ghneim

The hall of the Plastic Arts Association in Najaf hosted the eleventh annual
art exhibition.

The exhibition was opened by the head of the Iraqi Plastic Artists
Association, Mr. Saad Al-Ani.

Mr. Al-Ani spoke to the London-based Al-Mustaqil newspaper, saying, “Some
may think that the holy city of Najaf is closed oft within a special framework.
But it is a city of science, jurisprudence, arts, and knowledge. Today I am
present in Najaf and I am very happy to be here. It is an honor for me to
open the exhibition for such pillars and giants of art. I was surprised by their
refined artworks, which rise to the level of the works of great artists. They have
reached a high level that expresses promising aspirations for the maturation
of the art movement in the province.” Al-Ani added, “I sincerely feel joy, and I
congratulate Najaf and its people.” And its artists, intellectuals, and all lovers of
beauty in this beautiful city of Najaf. I also congratulate the Najaf Fine Artists
Association on this important artistic achievement.

He added, “I cannot repay even a small part of what I owe to Najaf”’
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He called on the artists to have their works displayed together in a special
exhibition dedicated to Najaf every year, and to increase the number of
paintings. The fine artist, Naseer Jawad, welcomed Professor Al-Ani and his
accompanying delegation. He added that the Najaf branch of the association,
in turn, welcomed the eleventh annual exhibition, which included more than
seventy works ranging from painting and sculpture to ceramics, with the
participation of forty artists. The exhibition was distinguished by its diverse
artistic schools and styles, reflecting artistic visions and approaches that
demonstrated the awareness of the Najaf artist and their engagement with the
fine arts movement in Iraq. In conclusion, artist Saad Al-Ani praised the efforts
made in preparing and organizing the Najaf branch's hall for fine arts. He
listened to the proposals of the province's artists and promised to provide the
necessary support for developing the association's branch headquarters in Najaf.

Upon his departure, along with his accompanying delegation, Mr. Al-Ani

commended the history of Najaf, saying, "The holy city of Najaf is an ancient

city with deep roots and a unique place in the hearts of Iraqis and non-Iraqis
alike. This is Najaf, always vibrant with art, beauty, science, and knowledge."
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Universal Colours Launch in Baghdad

22

On October 18th, ”"The Gallery” in
Baghdad hosted the launch of our
magazine, Universal Colors.

The official opening ceremony was
conducted by Dr. Arif Al-Saadi, President
of the Iraqi Writers Union and Director
General of the House of Cultural Affairs.

A number of artists and friends attended
the opening, as did the featured artist,
Mr. Fadhil Wit Wit, who signed copies

« of the magazine for those who wished to

purchase it.

The event was impressive and

= distinguished by its high-caliber

attendees, especially given The Gallery's
established following and its respected
position among Iraqi artists.
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The artist Salam Jabl ar Jiyad is one of the >yl adw LA ey
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Thus, theartistSalam Jabbar successfully completed
all these academic lessons. What remained for
him to begin the process of reinventing his artistic
identity?
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Academic lessons, in their usual contexts, provide
the artist with opportunities to become familiar
with tangible raw materials used on pictorial
surfaces, such as paints and solvents. They also
learn how to create designs that align with their
vision and artistic temperament, enablin
to craft forms that serye as their disti
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Through numerous artistic processes and
years of continuous artistic practice, Salam
Jabbar has managed to reinvent himself, as
evidenced by his recent drawings. These works,
while dedicated to engaging with academic
approaches and exploring intellectual,
literary, and philosophical perspe

fundamentally rooted in culti /
was this achieved? £

As we live amidst thg t moﬂ'of cont

Iraqi life, c rized by sorr
of deep artist is ke parti
even in a small way, in t 1'! na of daily

ontested by many factions. He lets
ion wander far ﬁway to the vast
ntemplation, from which he

draws fort ms, stories, ilosophical d

pictorial writings about Al-Jawahiri and Al-
Nawab overflow with fertile imagination and
openup in minds images ofauthenticityjustified

by awareness and logical understanding of the'

events and changes that our country, Iraq, is
going through. This kind of national artistic
participation, interacting with the realities
life, is not strange for the artist, as the a
Salam has dedicated tremendous efforts to jo
the literary and cultural process as a writer
and art critic with his own books and artistic
research, which derive their solid artistic values
from the essence inherent in the texts
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Yawning in the Presence of
the Moon

V dulySiiss ailis/ 2l & ol

Amira Naji/Visual Artist

The Spanish artist Pablo Picasso said that Ol swlss ol Sl HLAN J ol
art wipes away the dust of everyday life Bhadl yLié > 3;_" oS ey (!

from the soul, a statement that perfectly
encapsulates what this painting does. It
doesn’t merely remove the dust; it reveals
the deep layers of humanity beneath.
Here, the artist doesn’t simply present a
visual scene but opens a gateway to the
self and its collective history, where color
transforms into memory and light into a
narrative about“humanity’s relationship
with space and time.
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The painting “Yawning in the Presence of the
Moon” belongs to a realm that transcends
form to reach the essence of the idea. It doesn’t
depict a moment of dreaming but rather the
consciousness of the dream itself. It's a work
that stands at the edge of wakefulness, offering
the viewer the opportunity to delve beyond
the image, where visual symbols blend with
intellectual content to create a text open to
contemplation. The moon here is not merely
an element of light but a symbol of serenity
and reflection on existence, and the water is
not a reflection of the sky but a mirror of the
self seeking solace in the unknown.

In constructing his paintings, artist Dr. Salam
Jabbar relies on a precise visual geometry

in which the color blocks are distributed 1y __._1.

according to an internal system that makes the
scene balanced despite its dreamy shifts. The
shades of blue, white, and violet are juxtaposed
to form a visual rhythm that carries within it a
hidden note of nostalgia. As for the lines and
texture, they came to confirm the relationship
between the material and the idea, where the
colors are present as an extension of human
feeling, not as a means of beautlﬁcatlon
¢ artist does not chase after direct beauty, but
rather seeks the beauty of meaning,lM%uty
which is close to silence and is manifestéd in
the dignity of the composition and the depth
of the significance.
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Brtist of the issve

The work exhibits features of the symbolic
expressionist school, where the real and the dreamlike
intertwine to express the human struggle between
inner and outer worlds. However, the artist does
not simply replicate Western surrealist concepts but Y
imbues them with a unique character stemming from
his environment. He bases his vision on the cultural
heritage of his country, a civilization that taught early
generations how to engage with light, clay, and water.
We see subtle allusions in the painting to domes,
arches, and inscriptions that embody the identity of
the place. These are not mere formal references but
rather cultural symbols that connect the past with
the present, making the painting a bridge between
heritage and experimentation, between the universal
human dream and the profound local memory. T
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treats thi_moon as a

Artist Dr. Salam
spiritual symbol
It is not merely a
but a witness to the

simply a reflective surface, but a symbol of the
primordial life from which ancient c;#s
sprang. In this painting, the water is t mory

of the first river, the memory of the cities that

arose on its banks. It carries the secret of

beginnings and invites the viewer to delve into
the depths of existence, where elements unite to
depict a vision of the universe and humanity.

ted to Eastern time.

suspended M N
le of life between birth >

and absence, light and shadow, existenc
annihilation. The water embracing the b
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Through this balanclethWe b ateria
reviving the relationship betwee and

from his roots, but rather evokes them as an
being. The clay formation at the bottom of the p
essence, which shaped the myths of our ancestors, 2
from above suggests the continuity of the civilizational
painting is saying that art is a natural extension of the nation’s history, and
that every light within it is born from the memory of the clay.
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This expeg;nce is characterized by an intellectual awareness that transcends the
limits of formation to a philosophical reading'of existence: The artist realizes that
beauty is not in‘perfection but in contradiction in that area where light and shadow,
silence and noise coexist. Hence comes the title “Yawning in the Presence of the
Moon” as a profound metaphor indicating the passage of man between two worlds:
the world of he ality, and the w anscendent dream. Yawning here is
not an actof la 'ailﬁut a moment of : ess in which man opens his mouth to
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From an academic perspective, the work can be
interpreted as a new form of contemplative painting,
where the compositions are not based on traditional
perspective but rather on the internal rhythm of
colors. This imbues it with a spiritual dynamism
that transcends mere description and approaches
existential experience. The artist explores the limits of
form to grant the painting a philosophical meaning
that connects humanity and the universe, mind and
place, so that yawning becomes a visual act that
awakens awareness.

The presence of cultural heritage in the work is not
rooted in nostalgia but rather in an act of awareness
and belonging. The artist reinterprets the symbols
of his environment within a contemporary context,
asserting that modernity is not a break with the past
but a dialogue with it. Thus, the moon, water, and clay
become symbolic elements that carry within them
the features of the civilization that gave birth to him,

fruit, regardless of the changing visual climate around "
them.
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On a conceptual level, the artist portrays the Arab
individual in a moment of cosmic contemplation, not as
a local being, but as a voice within existence, searching
for balance between belonging and freedom, between
earth and sky, dream and reality. In this sense, the
painting becomes a mirror of a renewed identity and an
expression of the spirit of a nation that knows how to
dream even in moments of slumber.

Ultimately, the painting transcends the boundaries of
the visual scene to become an open text for thought. It
does not merely inquire into the nature of the dream,
but into the nature of the nation that dreams; not into
the image of the moon, but into the light of history
it reflects. It is a painting that believes art is the most
sublime language, connecting humanity to its roots and
its destiny, and that beauty is not a luxury, but a way of
understanding life.

The artist here offers a testimony of love for his country,
through which he reformulates the relationship between
memory and the future, to confirm that when art is
nourished by earth, water, and light, it becomes more
truthful and more humane. He does not paint, but rather
writes a new visual history that extends from clay to the
moon and from yawning to consciousness. With this
tranquility rich in meaning, the artist gives us a painting
that resembles a chromatic prayer in which the body
intertwines with the dream, and silence is transformed
into a language to confirm that art does not need noise
to be heard, but rather truth to be immortalized.
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The origins of this space, where artists practice their craft, date b ackto
the 17th century. Previously, artists frequented open 10DS th.at—
combined a space for teaching drawing with an exhibitic 0 he M (
the patronage of collectors and dealers. After centuries of :
dominance over art, private rooms for work and study emerge d l"" .
contemplation became integrated into the act of painting itself. -y

g
"A Century of the Artist's Studio: 1920-2020" is the title of the
exhibition that opened last Thursday evening at the Whitechapel
Gallery in London and runs until June 5th. It features models of
nearly one hundred studios belonging to eighty artists from around
the world, representing diverse artistic movements.

%
The rg!mzelrs are kec!nstructmg the studios of several artists,
' droon: of French artist Henri Matisse in Nice,
ings, engravings, and drawings; the wooden
from the studio of German artist Kurt
i( where Filipino artist Roberto Chabit
conceptual sculptures, and the secret studios of

The exhibition features nearly one hundred studios belonging to
eighty artis c%world

§ . | . .
Also_on di e private drawing studio created by Austrian-

: ang his service as a conscript in a concentration
———— ! i orld WarJs Visitors can also see the bed of Mexican
artist Frida Kahlo, on which she painted many of her works while ill,
s i . ateau de Vauvenargues in France, where _
-'“"F asso resided for a period. The exh1b1t1
ngs, sculptures, installations, and films that portray th
as a work of art. It documents artists' studios by internationally
ed photographers and filmmakers, offering insights into ho
st's studio space relates to their ideas about art, politics, and
during key periods in their lives.
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a photograph of photographer Josef Sudek in his studio

In one photograph, Russian artist Alexander Rodchenko is
seen in 1925 creating light installations in his Moscow studio.
Another shows American abstractartist Helen Frankenthaler
sitting atop one of her paintings. The exhibition also includes A ‘
during the Nazi occupation of his city, Prague.

f I

Studios of other artists such as Maud Lewis from Canada, E A RT | S T S S U D I o

Felicia Aban from Ghana, Ai Weiwei and Li Yuan Chia from .= - o e .. .
China, Kim Lim from Singapore, Lisa Price from South TH 23_92 P ?L‘i I Jt&‘ i:f"n u‘:‘m;ﬁém‘sfﬂ;{.d| sl g
Africa, Rotimi Fanny Kayode from Nigeria, Anwar Jalal - u‘lm‘? .“gs:m o ‘3. 2o ‘9':”‘9'““ *‘3 1‘9:'0 SERRNC L 3-"? o
Shamza from Pakistan, Alina Zapochnikova from Poland, d! ?!3"43 Al °J:9"° S W ‘.‘“3" €9~?'9 .JJL“S.‘“J'S “idi"“ ‘L*‘Sfi““w 3 il
Wilhelmina Barnes Graham from Britain, and Kerry James G YW JYS b g Sy 9 Sl sigadl plasdly U"u‘.ﬁ‘ﬂ"“m
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Life is my studio.

(Bachelard’s concept of place is summarized as transforming it from a mere geometric
structure into a poetic entity that lives in memory and spirit. The first, familiar place is
linked to the first home that nurtured a person and formed their imagination. He also
believes that the essence of place lies in the poetic images and the places of memories
it evokes, especially those related to the house and all its details, such as the cellar, the

attic, the stairs, and the cupboards, making it a center of security and imagination.).« '

From Bachelard’s perspective, the house is not a single entity, but rather two: the physical
house on its surface, and the other house beneathiit, despite his connection between thﬁ. N
shelter of the house and its attic, and as a repository of childhood secrets—which it is.
My studio, or rather my studios as multiple spaces and wdrkshops, reflecting the varlom
stages of my life, does not stray far from this Bachelardian ,cé”ncept even/ thoughg_ m. T
revealing its secrets here. I would not replace any word in this quotation except the F E{ s =3 :_1_::' =
word “childhood,” to refer to my artistic childhood, to which I have become add1c éd: B s : .
Since the house was present here, my bedroom was my first s@dlo—t e space between e o -
with my small easel, drawmg paper, and various palnts This w
graduation from the Baghdad Institute of Fine Arts in the acadef'n L
studio then became my cell, where, over two years, I created a series
circumventing the censorship imposed upon me. Those small ske ¢
impact on my subsequent artistic output. After my release from tha
to work in rooms or the courtyards of mud-brick and briek
occurred in the 1970s after I partnered with my friend, the:
Shukerji, in a spacious building shelter located on Al-Mush:
district. We transformed this large space into a studio an ¥
An inaugural exhibition was held, attended by most of
in Baghdad. Our invitation to participate was mtend'e to er

the same step. Our studio, or art workshop, was the second in Bag da
the pioneer Hafiz al-Droubi. It seems our initiative encouraged b
Hussein to establish his own sculpture studlo." ollo ed by the artist F
studios were not without gatherings and pe ctivities, espe
generation, as we experienced in our work ati
other countries in the late 1970s.

What did the Al-Mushajjar Street studi
was shared with my colleague, Al-Sh
secretly kept an eye on each other. Thi
with shared, unspoken understanding
rather, their overall atmosphere, and e

vecause they weren't identical;
¢ combinations, shared certain
ale paintings we had previously- ¢
been too limited. o,

sl
o}

postponed were born, as the allotted space
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ap e to unburden myself of the worries and esponsib
we entered, we forgot the world swirling around us. Wit
a new kind of intellect unconstrained by worldly de
any absurdity here, it was a delightful, unconscious ki
consciousness, not rigid pragmatism. Here, your intertwin
color, dreams, and the heightened awareness of the details of e
shape these details according to your desires and the spaces t
deconstructing the environmental and physical structures.
against time, nor were we competing with others in the quantity or quality of our output, even

ere was
ensatory
s, drawn from
gage in dialogue. You
abit, while simultaneously
n this space, we weren't racing

if quality here was often ambiguous in its intentions and judgments. We didn’t look at anyone »

else. We were simply the occupants of this isolated studio, and our

cerns were confined to it, "
amidst the network of streets in Bataween, with its low houses an%iendly residents. A sense’
of warmth seemed to emanate from the studios white concrete and canvas walls. This studio

remained a part of our lives for several years until I established my own studio in my new home
The Temporary Studio: To document my mobile studio, as it may seem, I neglected to men
that our desire for a dedicated space to practice our profession, or rather, our artistic passmn

began in my second year after graduating from the Institute of Fine Arts. That's when I met my

friend, the artist Jawdat Hasib, and his colleague, Fakhri, immediately after their graduation.
We agreed to rent a shop in the Murabba’a area of Rashid Street to use as our studio. It had a
charming story behind it. :
After completing our work there—our various drawings, which we strived to produce according
to our limited artistic abilities at that early stage of our artistic practice—and since Baghdad at
the time lacked a dedicated exhibition space, we approached the owner of a casino on Rashid
Street to display them on its walls. At the opening of our exhibition, we were shocked to find
this casino, along with our displayed works, sealed shut. The studio and exhibition thus ended,
postponed to another time. What I remember most from this experience in that shop-like

studio is our artistic endeavors, which were largely characterized by a sense of fun. In your first
experience, you feel that the space you work in, despite its small size and the general nature of
its surroundings, is more like a stroll than a private artistic endeavor. It was an experience thﬁt E '\.‘

while not detrimental or hindering to the continuation of my artistic journey, provided a greater
incentive than it was intended to be. And that is what matter.
My home became my studio: After designing my studio_to .o*Ecupy the
new house, the eight years of my life were just l% ning, and the hous
" :
1?'

oor of my
till in ruins

Due to limited resources, this spacious studio,
facade, remained unoccupied, as the living room, also'in
dimensions as the studio. Despite its furnishings, it pro
space. Since I couldn’t furnish the second-floor studio, I de
happy I was to have my young children playing around me, a
with comfort and didn’t object to the organized chaos in which']
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R Th},s'hwng room studio {)ecame a source of anxiety for me, as I longed to replace it with a more
struct-xted studio—one lfke those dedicated to artists in European countries, with their carefully
,ﬂ)lgnned, spaces and their arrangement as if they were a workshop producing a particular
* product. The intimacy of my work in that living room was synonymous with the intimacy
61’ i family life. Rather, it stirred within me stories of bygone eras, relics of lost times, yet
eyspurred me to enter thexr wondrous realm. My home was not merely a place of residence;
her'house took shape y mind, and the moment I crossed its threshold, the secrets of
< event1 in my paintings would unravel. Yes, they were events, some accessible to others,
thersq;ns[:parable from me. Those days, though distinctly Iraqi, did not constitute an ordeal
or me, as long as T confined myself within the confines of this gallery and the familiarity of my
ng—my family—and" my artistic output became my parallel family. This practical
.~ approach accompanied me through'my years of exile, which began in 1997 and continue to this
day, despite the opportunity to work with another artist in a large studio. Since it lacked the
familiarity of the studio omA@r_&reet,m‘Y time there lasted only about four months,
during which I was moré pre with my colleague than with the space itself. The studio,
the very thing that occupies the mind and soul, if it doesn't offer you the necessary freedom to
unleash your artistic instincts, thenit's.not a studio at all, nor ;plate-gcgu should frequent, even
against your will. And that's how it was. Back to the studio on the second floor of my house,
after I left it, and left Baghdad, and left Iraq. This studio contained several paintings and about

thirty ceramic sculptures. Didn't I say I turned it into a storage space for my works? But it seems -

I'wasn't the only one who left. All these artworks-also left. But'w. here to? There's absolutely no
answer. Perhaps they were thrown away with the garbage. Perhaps' they were buried within the
foundatlons ofa house under constfﬁ ion. Perhaps they emigrated without any documentation.

_ sports and arts projects to prove its worth as one ¢
| thing (and this strangeness stems from our
' ] am of the Sarajevo

Mosque. The man I addressed in English responde portant thing Xvﬁs our

studio, a studio for all the participating artists, a hal]..sesem'bhng the spacious iwan of a }nosque,

with a fountain in the center and an extension 349‘ mpty rooms on either side. These rooms gave

me the idea to create a work in one of them, as my friend, the artist Abdul Amir Al-Khatib, had

done. With him, we differed from all the easel drawings pres;gtgﬂ’ by the other participants.
~ The ideas we offered didn't work the same way as those other painters. This spacious studio of
~ ourswasa place of leisure for some, a p_lggfof strenuous effort for others, and a space for witty
commentary on the outdated traditional techniques some were using. Amidst all this chaos, I
felt like I didn't belong. Even in my approach to my work and my artistic tools, some considered
us an enigma, which led to my indifferent attitude towards everyone around me—not out of
arrogance, but to gain freedom amidst this chaos, which I wasn't accustomed to in my artistic
practice. Perhaps I'm closed oft from myself. Perhaps my self cannot bear fragmentation. And
what unites these fragments is only my actual studio, even if it's cramped and hinders the broad
vision I aspire to. From this came the idea of working on breaking down my artistic ideas into
a series of small pieces that, when combined, form a single work. And s: the limited
space of my current studio—a two-?apartment in my Swedish exile- ue to search

for fragmented ideas to bring them her. This doesn't mean I hav ntured into larger
works. But, this is the reality: if you don't grasp the space allotted to you, it will consume you.
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theme

I arrived in Finland, specifically in its capital, in 1997, after
spending seven years in its former capital, Turku. I came as a
graduate student, pursuing a master’s degree at one of the most
prestigious art academies in Europe.

An artist searching for a studio, I began my search after my
work piled up in the student residence. Some students suggested
I apply to a place called the Cable Factory. Yes, it was a cable
factory, but in the mid-1980s, the Helsinki municipality moved
it outside the city center and transformed it into the largest
cultural center in all of Northern Europe.

I applied for a studio, and after about a year, they gave me one. I
found myself surrounded by more than 360 studios belonging to
Finnish artists, in addition to museums, galleries, art and music
schools, television channels, and everything else that makes it
the largest cultural center in Northern Europe.

This phenomenon is widespread throughout Europe and
originated in America, where Americans began converting
prisons, factories, and large warehouses into studios before
World War II.

My employer considers this my home, and sometimes I even
intend to live there. In fact, I lived there for more than three
months, and I won't deny that I prefer it to my own house, even
though there’s no running water in the studio. But...

The sun streams in from every direction, a refreshing breeze fills
my senses when I open the windows, and the scent of rain and
snow permeates my heart. There’s a tranquility like no other,
except perhaps in paradise. I feel an unparalleled joy whenever I
enter it, and that's how it was when I lived there.

The studio is my life. I often imagine myself being dragged out
of it as a lifeless body. How many times have I left my own home
without a care, because I have my real home?

(Amir Khatib)
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theme

Perhaps it's habit or nostalgia, since I've spent over twenty-five
years in this studio. I consider myself part of this cable factory,
even though my Finnish colleagues don't seem to care much
about my presence, or even my work—work that irritates some
of them because it's different, or perhaps even offends them.

I have many friends in this cable factory, and also some who see
me as an outsider, wishing I'd leave as soon as possible so they
could take my place. And I also have memories with some of
them, who reluctantly accepted my presence and now only pay
me lip service.

Yes, I am the odd one out. My hair color is nothing like theirs,
and neither is my skin, which was once dark but turned white
under the scorching Egyptian sun in 2006. As a child, I had
vitiligo, and my skin tone became similar to theirs. I think they
don't like my whiteness! Perhaps, but I don't care. I've become
just like them. I don't know my neighbor's name, and I don't
interfere in the affairs of my acquaintances or my children.
They have their lives, and I have mine.

The most important thing is that I keep this studio. Yes, I'm
retired now, and my pension is modest, but despite that, I pay.
the studio rent. I never feel financially strained, and I don't feel
like I'm cutting back on food or other necessities. The studio
is more important than food, more important than the house
I live in, and more important than anything or anyone I hold
dear.

This is not an exaggeration or something extraordinary. Yes,
it is my favorite place. Without it, I cannot imagine life. Most
of the time, I go there, sit, browse my mobile phone, read a
story, review an old work, complete a task I haven't finished, or
think about a new job. It is the only place that inspires me and
motivates me to live
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And from here, amidst all this harmony;,
expressive diversity intensifies, employing
methods that preserve meaning and
concepts that point to legitimacy and
identification with that identity, which
interprets it in its details and anchors it to its
reality. This, for example, connects heritage,
identity, and aspects of rootedness that the
artist adopts in his concepts to express the
land and humanity in their individual,
social, and environmental issues. A case in
point is the contemporary Emirati visual art
of Abdul Rahim Salem, which reflects Gulf
and Arab art, each with its own approach
to interpreting and expressing its sense
of belonging to its roots, according to its
environment, its interaction with others,
and its openness to the cultures of the world
around it, all while presenting an image that
enriches its presence.
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From here, amidst all this harmony, expressive
diversity intensifies, employing methods that
preserve meaning and concepts that point to
legitimacy and identification with that identity. The
artist Abdul Rahim Salem charted a course towards
heritage, environment, and myth in contemporary
visual arts, employing an abstract form that has
become an expressive necessity.

This openness to the world serves to affirm
belonging and artistic identity in his work, while
simultaneously creating a sense of uniqueness
and distinctiveness that evokes the deep-rooted
origins of his art. His work is based on ideas,
ideals, heritage, color, expression, form, features,
icons, symbols, materials, and scenes that are
integrated and added to artistic concepts to express
a metaphysical dimension of awareness. In Abdul
Rahim Salem’s “Al-Mahira” exhibition, the Emirati
story and belonging are framed within the concept
of myth, shaping its events. It is a creative message
of communication between Western and Eastern
cultures, a profound affirmation of intellectual
presence and cultural harmony. The artist expresses
this through his harmonious visions, sometimes
invoking and at other times obscuring the features
of individuals and their affiliations, all conveyed
through the symbolism of form and color. This
is further demonstrated by the use of heritage
to activate ideas, as seen in Abdul Rahim Salem’s
artistic experience, where he incorporates the daily
Emirati environmental reality into his paintings.
Through stories told to resonate with the viewer,
Abdul Rahim Salem captures the essence of life,
shaping its details with his unique style. As a
prominent academic artist, he has successfully
narrated the aesthetic details of reality, expressing
his concerns and ideas through his art. He draws
inspiration from the environment, heritage, visual
language, and the features and forms of materials,
resulting in a magnificent creative expression that
carries the roots of the narrative in colors steeped
in maturity, reflecting the details of life—land and
people—to tell the story of the motherland and the
beloved. This experience has captivated emotions,
inspired by the environment of the Emirates, which
carries within its depths the energy of color and the
impact of abstraction to narrate ancient legends.
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Visual art, in its expression of heritage and identity,
is a visual balance that unites memory with idea,
presenting creative material with its own emotional
spontaneity. This blends craftsmanship, skill, and
innovation, stemming from a visual sign. This is
what Abdul Rahim Salem has produced: a ritual
of narrative and visual storytelling. Visual art is
employed, both culturally and artistically, to express
the general concept of the viewer's artistic vision,
whether from the new generation, who must engage
with their heritage, or from the world at large,
presenting it with a masterful self-expression. This
imbues the work and the experience with a unique
character and a distinctive mark, imbued with a
vitality and dynamism that remains steadfast in its
embrace of abstraction as a form of expression, while
simultaneously evolving with modernist visions by
employing mythological history and its compatibility
with the expression of roots in the land, in an epic
harmony with the idea of survival and eternity.

Emirati visual art possesses its own rhythm and lines
that harmonize with colors, such as earthy tones,
cool and warm colors, ranging from blue to yellow
and green. The environment, nature, symbols, and
their symbolic meanings vary with clear precision
and diverse expressions, depending on the intended
idea. Ideas are employed to fulfill their intended role

in conveying meaning and significance. Here, visual
pleasure is achieved first, and the work creates a
kind of familiar presence and discovery stemming
from the environment itself and the fundamentals, "

of coexistence in society, its customs, and traditions.
Addressing heritage aspects and meanings of identity

in visual art, and its significance, refers to origin,

authenticity, roots, and renewal in its moral and
material dimensions, distancing it from imitation.

Innovation defines the function of understanding &

and simplifies the idea through techniques, style, and
execution without compromising the original, but

rather through intellectual and creative harmony.

Thus, the experience of the artist Abdul Rahim Salem
remains an authentic Emirati and Arab experience
that carries the concerns and aspirations of the artist
in a world teeming with ideas.
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FOCUS

Al-Sayyab... A Chromatic Presence

Naseer Al-Sheikh
Iraqi Poet and Critic

The central figure in the paintings of Iraqi expatriate
artists in London constitutes a textual reality. The
poet Badr Shakir Al-Sayyab (1926-1964) was its
symbol and icon. The exhibition was held at the
“Ibraz” Foundation, affiliated with the Kamal Al-
Azhar Cultural Foundation, and sponsored by “Finaa
Art;” a Qatari art foundation belonging to the Qatari
artist Aisha Al-Sulaiti, who allocated an open budget
to ensure the success of this project due to her great
admiration for the poet Al-Sayyab.

Artist Dr. Alaa Bashir participated with two oil
paintings. In this work, he remained true to his
established style, evident in his recent works. In
the first painting under consideration, the vortex
surrounding the human psyche serves as the overall
atmosphere of the canvas. Because the figure
depicted is the poet Al-Sayyab, his face emerges from
his suffering, draped in a green robe that represents
the objective correlative of his village, Jikur. His face
hints at a shy smile, but fate, at the top of the painting,
is embodied in a captivating eye fixed upon the poet’s
destiny. The blue of the color surrounds the pupils
of fate’s eyes amidst undulating hues that lend the
painting its psychological and cultural dimensions.
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FOCUS

The poem “The Rain Song” presents a narrative of life,
subject matter, and profound aesthetic impact, its glory
etchedintheannals of Arabic poetrysinceits pioneering
beginnings in the mid-1940s. From it, the artist
Muzahim al-Nasiri drew two magnificent works that
embody the poet al-Sayyab in an idealized image of the
poet in the collective memory. In the first painting, the
poet rests his head on his right hand, gazing at the pages
of a large book. But when we look at the poet’s face, we
see his vacant stare, lost in a romantic world, in which
he was already immersed throughout his short life. The
gradations of color, dominated by earthy tones, suggest
an age-old scene and a sense of ambiguity. However,
the unexpected element lies in the appearance of the
fish, its smooth, reddish sway creating an essential and
aesthetic connection to the elements of the poet’s life.

The painting “Bouib” by the artist Salem Madhkour was
a panoramic work in its pictorial depth, the breadth of
its meaning, and its aesthetic space. It embodied the
creative nature and its pristine presence in those years
that the poet lived in his village, which was crowded
with palm trees, tree shadows, water, and its magical
worlds, which were a source of inspiration for the poet
Al-Sayyab and his radiant poetic energy.

Exploring the poet’s childhood and its interconnected
episodes of orphanhood, poverty, and deprivation,
the village later became a vast space leading him
to distant imaginings, imbued with a romanticism
that manifested itself in his reading and exposure to
English literature during his studies at the Higher
Teachers’ Training College, and in his dialogues with
his contemporaries among Iraqi and Arab writers
and poets during the early stages of modernism after
World War II. This is what the artist Alaa Jumaa
explored in two paintings, drawing inspiration from
Al-Sayyab’s poem “Jikur Shabat,” where the blue of
the surface fills the pictorial landscape, and the bright
village sky merges with the banks of the small river
and its crops.
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In a work of art that I believe transcends the confines of the oil painting, leaving the gallery
wall and moving into a visually articulated space, the artist Faisal Laibi employs a game of
reduction. This is achieved through the selection of everyday elements distributed across
the canvas—a table, a reduced palm trunk, a book—all arranged in sharp, geometric lines at
the painting's center. From these lines and colors, predominantly white, emerges the poet al-
Sayyabasathree-dimensional shadow. This technique leaves us pondering the poet'sidentity:
isithis face or his backside? This reductionist form ultimately grants us the meaning we seek.

The artist Zaid Al-Fakiki's work, titled "Shadows," is a sculptural icon that embodies the poet
Al-Sayyab as a complete entity, granting his sculpture a high degree of elongation. It is as if
the artist is bestowing upon the poet a supreme value and a presence that transcends his time
through his poetic creativity. Thus, we observe a clarity of execution and a structured use of
materials, all presented in a geometric form that resonates throughout the exhibition space.

Aisha Al-Sulaiti, a Qatari visual artist, possesses a unique artistic vision. Her style is
characterized by a fusion of classicism and impressionism, in addition to the abstract
realism she has recently embraced. In her work participating in this Al-Sayyab exhibition,
she employs an abstract technique, drawing upon Al-Sayyab's world as a visionary space.
Blue is present as a general backdrop for the painting, and its various shades form the
background of the large canvas, blending with the inspiration of the village sky and its river.
October 2025
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This critical stance toward art awards is neither isolated nor recent; it finds
its roots in the thinking of several prominent artists and aesthetic theorists.
Marcel Duchamp, one of the most influential figures of modernism,
questioned the possibility of making an objective aesthetic judgment,
arguing that the value attributed to artworks is a product of institutional
taste and a shifting cultural context, not a fixed aesthetic truth. Other
thinkers and artists have also emphasized that subjecting art to a logic of
ranking and awarding prizes does not express its essence, but rather reveals
a critical illusion that seeks to control what is, fundamentally, open and
indeterminate.

Therefore, awards in the visual arts can be viewed as tools for recognition,
support, and media exposure, not as definitive judgments on the aesthetic

or historical value of works. Art history is replete with examples of artists
who received no awards in their time, yet later became iconic figures in _
the art world. Thus, art remains an open space for diversity, and awards,
however prestigious, are merely a fleeting moment in a broader and deeper .

creative journey.

ziyadjasam@yahoo.com
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