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78_85 Visual artist Sami Freima paints the
surprise of abstraction with a clear spirit
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M ore than twenty-nine years ago, (Univetsal Coluors)
was launched from a simple yet profound belief that
art is not merely an embellishment of life, but one of the
reasons for its continuation, and that culture is not a luxury
to be indulged in during times of prosperity, but a daily act
of resistance against ugliness, oblivion, and isolation.

Throughout these long years, our magazine, Universal
Colours, has traversed many stages, witnessing
transformations in the cultural landscape. It has
accompanied generations of artists, writers, and creators,
opening its pages to dreams, questions, and experiences that
perhaps found no other outlet. The journey has been more
than just a quarterly publication; it has been a continuous
endeavor to create a free space for dialogue, beauty, and
creativity.

Today, as financial support has ceased entirely, the magazine
continues through purely individual efforts. No major
institution stands behind it, nor do government budgets
support its endeavors. Rather, it is fueled by a conviction
that what is truly worthwhile is not always measured
in terms of numbers, losses, and profits. This may seem
idealistic in an era where cultural spaces are shrinking
before the clamor of fast-paced consumer culture, but it is,
in fact, an age-old belief that art has always been born in
places others deem unviable.

Yes, as artists, we live the dream. We try to give the world
additional colors, to open new windows of imagination,
and to hold on to that immeasurable and priceless human
element. But we are not the only dreamers, nor are we the
only ones bearing this beautiful burden. Here, we recall
John Lennon’s famous saying: “You may say I'm a dreamer,
but I'm not the only one” Every genuine cultural project is,
at its core, a collective dream—a dream shared by readers,
writers, artists, and all who believe that culture is a necessity,
not a luxury.

Over the years, we have learned that cultural magazines do
not survive on financial support alone, but they also cannot
continue indefinitely relying solely on individual sacrifice.
Culture is a societal responsibility, art is a shared heritage,
and protecting independent platforms is not just the duty of
their owners, but the duty of everyone who sees creativity
as a value worth defending.

However, we do not write these words in a tone of
complaint. The journey that has spanned nearly three
decades deserves to be told first and foremost in the
language of gratitudegratitude to everyone who wrote,
illustrated, read, and believed that this magazine deserved
to continue; gratitude to all the friends who were part of
this long adventure, and to everyone who left a mark, a
word, an idea, or a color on its pages.

And perhaps for this very reason, we are still waiting
for Godot—not a specific person, nor an anonymous
benefactor who will suddenly appear and change
everything. For us, Godot is that cultural awareness that
we know will one day come; it is the renewed belief in the
value of what we do; it is the society that gives culture its
rightful place; it is the hand that reaches out not to give
charity, but to participate in building a deeper meaning
for life.

The wait has been long, but the waiting has not turned
to silence. We continue to write, publish, dream, and
press on. We still believe that every new page is a small
victory over despair, and that every sincere work of art is
a renewed declaration that the human spirit is capable of
overcoming darkness.

Therefore, the continuation of Universal Coluors is
not merely the continuation of a magazine, but the
continuation of an idea: the idea that art can unite people
around what is more beautiful and profound than their
differences; the idea that culture is not fleeting news, but
memory, dialogue, and the future; the idea that a dream,
however distant it may seem, is worth living.

After more than twenty-nine years, we are still here. Not
because the path was easy, but because it was worth taking.
We continue to raise the banner of beauty in the face of
ugliness, creativity in the face of repetition, and hope in
the face of weariness.

And if a final word is needed in this editorial, it is not a
question about when Godot will arrive, but rather an
affirmation that we will continue on even in his absence.

And yet...
Let Godot come.
The wait has been long, and we still have many dreams to

tell and many colors to add to this universe that has tired
everyone but will not tire us.

Amir khatib 5
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OWN SCULPT
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O n the morning of June 11, the opening ceremony of the 16th International

Exhibition of Traditional Fine Arts was successfully held at the National Exhibition
and Convention Center (Shanghai). Jointly organized by the Shanghai Art Collection
Museum, the Shanghai Art & Design Academy, and the Shanghai Intangible Cultural
Heritage Protection Center, the exhibition features nearly 200 outstanding works from
38 countries and regions. The opening ceremony was attended by representatives from
the Shanghai municipal government, foreign embassies and consulates in Shanghai,
as well as officials from cultural and tourism authorities, artists, scholars, and guests
from around the world. Bringing together diverse artistic traditions, the exhibition
serves as an international platform for cultural dialogue, mutual learning among
civilizations, and the appreciation of humanity’s shared artistic heritage. Through the
universal language of art, it strengthens friendship, promotes mutual understanding,
and highlights the enduring vitality of traditional arts in the contemporary world
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THE DEBATE OF “PRESENTATION METHODS” AND
AWARENESS OF POSTMODERN SPACE

Haider Aziz Arab

he hall of the Iraqi Plastic Artists Association

in Baghdad witnessed an exceptional opening
of this year's Contemporary Iragi Painting
Exhibition on Saturday afternoon, June 13, 2026.
Titled "Color Space,” the exhibition was attended
by a large crowd that filled the halls, creating
an artistic event that powerfully revived the
contemporary Iraqi art scene. This was achieved
through the wide and diverse participation of
numerous artists from different generations and
artistic movements.

The exhibition was also graced by the presence of
prominent official and cultural figures, along with
the president and members of the association's
administrative board. They strolled through the
hall, listening to the artists as each recounted the
details of their creative experiences. The event
was characterized by an enjoyable aesthetic,
where the language of color and music blended
to produce a space vibrant with interaction and
inspiration. The diverse methods of displaying
the artworks in the exhibition sparked discussion.
The spatial relationships between the works and
the varying levels of presentation contributed to
forming an open visual structure that transcends
the centrality of a single perspective and grants
the viewer a wider space for participation.
Therefore, what may appear to some as a
departure from classical exhibition styles is, in
essence, an application of postmodern concepts
that view exhibition space as a semantic and
aesthetic component inseparable from the
artwork, participating in the construction of its
visual discourse and activating the mechanisms
of its reception.

On a personal level, I was filled with a sincere
desire to be present and participate in one of my
works within this renewed chromatic space, but
special circumstances prevented my physical
attendance and meeting with colleagues and
friends of our parent association. However, the
artistic and academic spirit remains present and
engaged with every movement that restores Iraqi
art to its leading position and aesthetic value.

All my love and appreciation to the Iraqi Plastic
Artists Association for this wonderful effort,
especially to the creative artist, Professor Saad Al-
Ani, and extending to the administrative board
and staff.
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he second issue of the first year of the online magazine

"Ako" has been released. This magazine opens its
windows onto the worlds of contemporary artists,
illuminating their creative output and revealing their
diverse artistic experiences and unique aesthetic visions.
This issue is rich with insightful visual and intellectual
analyses, aiming to document significant artistic
milestones and highlight names that have left their mark
on the visual arts scene, even though circumstances
previously prevented the proper documentation of their
achievements.

N .

The issue features the work of artist Ali Jabbar,
whose sculptures offer striking and elegant aesthetic
approaches. It then moves to the world of artist Afifa
Laibi, where alienation intersects with feminist memory
to form a central theme in her work, which documents
with profound human sensitivity the wars and deep
social transformations that Iraq has endured.

SM

In the "Iraqi Notebooks" section, this issue focuses on
the work of artist Ammar Dawood, before revisiting the journeys
of three distinguished artists: Ittihad Karim, Makki Hussein,
and Salim Abdullah, each of whom sought to discover their own
artistic voice and craft a unique body of work.

The issue also includes a collection of poignant drawings by
artist Ali Al-Najjar, evoking war as an ongoing human tragedy
and revealing its profound impact on the soul and memory. It
continues to document creative experiences by highlighting the
work of the multi-talented late artist Sadiq Al-Sayegh, whose
diverse paths and creative abilities shone through in more than
one artistic field.

The issue also addresses the Arab art scene, documenting the
pioneering work of several distinguished Arab ceramic artists,
alongside a range of engaging cultural and artistic topics that
make this publication a rich and enriching resource.

We extend our gratitude to the renowned artist Dia Azzawi
for this initiative, launched five years ago, which preserves the
value and rich history of Iraqi art. We thank him repeatedly
for his support of this important and valuable endeavor.
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(The Sparrow) [ jgouacil] \'
Between Emotion and Reason Joellgaoblellpu

The Sparrow Project began as a small idea, like a trace emerging from childhood memories in that small town and one-room house...
A sparrow in its simple, free form. I didn’t strive for perfection as much as I was interested in the emotion and feelings that this colorful
wooden sparrow could awaken...
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- The roots of this work don’t end with the form alone, but the story lies in the material from which it was made and the stories hidden within
it... The story of (The Sparrow Project) began with the first sparrows I made. They were made from the wood of old ships that had reached
the end of their lifespan, disappearing, or rather, being buried in what is called a “ship graveyard” after many years spent at sea. I was there
in one of those “graves” in India, and chance led me to those places. There the story began, as if fate had brought me here to start my journey
with sparrows. I began to carefully select the wood, as if trying to salvage a whole memory of these ships that had faded and disappeared.

This wood wasn't silent to me; it breathed and carried a trace Time, salt, long voyages, and the stories of the people who sailed upon them—
1 ] their joys, their weariness, their absences, their hopes—all these things... I felt that these ships, having lost their ability to sail and ending up

flight, shifting from the weight of the sea to the lightness of the air, from the end to a new beginning... And then the story began to take on
a greater and deeper dimension, and I wondered: Why doesn’t Iraqi artistry have icons that the world can be proud of, icons that can be
used to create stories that linger in memory, transcending their local context and resonating with the wider world, creating works that can
make a significant visual impact wherever they are displayed? I confess that after my long experience working with childrenwith autism and

there forgotten and neglected, deserved another life.
2 And from this, the idea of the bird was born, as if the heavy parts of the ships were trying to transform into a light creature capable of

e R
special needs, my vision of art began to change more profoundly. I learned from them that art is not merely a visual act seeking the approval of the Ao dlia cigiily jlasyl e Lgijud @udd O aas Ghudl 0db b Head Al § oIS

viewer and collector, but rather a vast space that granted me a sense of comfort, security, happiness, and the ability to express myself without fear of the S AT Bl Bati Ll o yad dlaga 7

teacher’s authority, the authority of criticism, or the demands of economic life. The children with whom I spent long hours rebuilt the world in their ) o

own way through play, repetition, construction, and pure, free imagination. It was from this point that elements like Lego bricks entered my work, Ol gle a8 Badd (IS ) Jgadi Gf Jglad AL Ghull sl3al LS ghunall 8,53 Calg Lid oy

not as toys, but as psychological and human symbols of the idea of building from small parts and pieces. These meant a great deal to the children, ee B30 daliy J) Llesll Ga g slogll AAS ) sl S (e JgaS
enabling them to create beauty from those simple, marginalized, and forgotten elements. Loy saldy cblisdol Gloall gAY ssd und IR, ) cliludy Gac ISk SS) sise dal dsalf cilay Lasay g
Here, the bird moved from wood to clay, the material closest to my heart, as if returning to its R el G dady it G e ([EpEitl ) B it A sl e ol
original state—to the earth, to the raw material, to the direct touch of the human hand in the §8 Qb 5o Ll S (5 pan b Jadi ) (San g gl ol
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emotion that imbues that form with soul and beauty.
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In the end, perhaps this project won't
achieve what I aspire to, but it’s a personal
attempt, a genuine effort to understand
the meaning of restoring what has been
shattered in our humanity. How can wood
worn down by the sea, a child searching
for a way to express themselves, or even a
Bahraini artist trying to rediscover himself
after four decades of artistic work, perhaps
find a new form of life?

I hope I succeed in this, and if I'm not
fortunate enough to realize my dream,
it's enough for me to know that I'm still
searching for the meaning of beauty, and I ru
always will be. g
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Z EINA MUSTAFA’S works fall within a contemporary
expressive horizon that intersects with a symbolic surrealist
sensibility, where the image is not subject to the authority of realistic
representation as much as it is subject to the authority of emotion and
intuition. Her visual compositions are based on deliberate distortions,
constructed with a high degree of awareness. These are not deviations
from the norm, but rather the establishment of an alternative formal
rhetoric that reflects complex psychological states characterized by
anxiety, anticipation, and contemplation. The presence of the human
body in this context does not appear as a complete physical mass,
but as a transforming entity that merges with its surroundings and
intertwines with its elements, alluding to the unity and fragmentation
of existence simultaneously.

The symbolic structure in her works is based on the invocation of
elements with mythological and existential dimensions, but these
are not presented as direct quotations from heritage, but rather
as contemporary transformations that reinterpret these symbols
within a new visual context. This approach grants the work an open
interpretive dimension, where readings multiply with the diversity
of backgrounds. The cultural and psychological dimension of the
viewer is considered, transforming the work into a dynamic space for
meaning production, rather than a closed, self-contained structure.

In Zeina Mustafa’s work, color is a self-contained semantic structure,
carrying a density of emotion and knowledge. Her treatment of
color is based on calculated tensions between sharp and soft shades,
creating a dynamic visual rhythm that reflects the inner turmoil and
relative stability of the artist’s state. The presence of colors is founded
on a profound awareness of their symbolic and psychological values,
where color blocks juxtapose in dialectical relationships that produce
meanings transcending their visual appearance. Here, color is not a
cover for form but a partner in its construction and in producing its
final meaning.
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Z EINA MUSTAFA’S work draws from a deep Iraqi and Mesopotamian cultural
wellspring, not through the direct reproduction of traditional forms, but through
absorbing the mythical spirit inherent in this heritage and re-broadcasting it within
a contemporary visual discourse. This interaction between past and present does not
produce a rupture but rather establishes a cultural continuity manifested in the work’s
deep structure, where memory intersects with modernity in formulating a coherent
artistic vision that evokes humanity as a historical and existential extension. One

On a technical level, Zeina Mustafa’s works reveal

A solid academic understanding manifested in the mastery of composition and
control over the visual relationships between masses and spaces. However, this
knowledge does not become a formal constraint but rather a launching pad for free
and conscious experimentation. The artist employs her cognitive tools to deconstruct
and reconstruct the very rules according to the dictates of her own vision, thus
granting her works a delicate balance between discipline and freedom, between
rationality and emotion.

Zeina Mustafa’s experience presents itself as a visual discourse open to questions

of existence, identity, and meaning. It does not seek to provide definitive answers but
rather encourages the viewer to engage in a continuous process of interpretation,
where the painting becomes a mirror reflecting its inner tensions as much as it
reveals dimensions of the external world. It is an experience characterized by its
philosophical depth, artistic maturity, and ability to transform individual feeling into
a visual language with a comprehensive human horizon that transcends geographical
and cultural boundaries to touch the essence of human experience in its most intense
and authentic form.
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ART IS BORN ONLY FROM ANXIETY

Amir Al-Khatib

On the experience of the artist Zeina Mustafa, one of the visual experiences that
stems from the human being as the center of turmoil and existential questions, not as a
traditional aesthetic subject. Her paintings are not concerned with presenting the body
according to the standards of academic anatomy or the classical ideal, but rather seek to
deconstruct the image of the human being and reconstruct it from within, so that the
body becomes a psychological space teeming with symbols, obsessions, and tensions.
From this springs the uniqueness of her work; she does not paint the “form” as much as
she paints what lies hidden behind it.

In Zeina Mustafa’s works, the expressive influence is evident, but she does not belong
to Expressionism merely as a historical school, but rather as an aesthetic stance towards
the world. For her, the face is not a mirror of features but a mirror of anxiety, and the eye
is not an anatomical element but an intense focal point of emotion. Therefore, the faces
appear taut, sharp, sometimes tired, or almost psychologically worn, as if the figures
have just emerged from a long internal struggle. This deliberate distortion gives her
works emotional authenticity because the artist does not seek to beautify humanity but
to reveal its fragility. One of the most prominent elements in her work is the constant
tension between the inner and outer worlds. The figures in her paintings appear as if
they carry a hidden world within them, a world constantly striving to emerge. This is
evident in her use of openings, cracks, or elements implanted within the body, as in
birds, or organic symbols. These are signs suggesting that the human being is not a
closed entity but a being burdened with secrets, memories, and pain. This approach
brings her work closer to psychological surrealism, where the body becomes a symbolic
space where dreams, obsessions, and the unconscious intersect.

8 [

- I -l:

£l ; e {'
GLE o a ) Aty Y il
Csabadl el

& pasll o,y lalll gan| cilaas &y DL &3 ;25 (e
Qs 13S0 Lphuogs Gludyl o Glai
Ll Gllas Lo gud 9o Lgduo g ¥ duugasll Aliwly
S APt SRR ey A Leslasle
3 0 cSas ) ol s SawMSU JGL gl ‘;e:ml.ss‘zll
sl Joalky Enay (JAIAN e Lgils Balely Glusy)
ol gill g punlgally 5 9ol Ao Al daluse J)
“USll” a3 Y (o4 flglloc] duo giad 4l s (10

e

Least Laudl g (g il pSTI guss laune &y Jlesl §
Cwad i U dwjue gl gs Eg{\;u:dl ] ‘;&L\S Y
ol Lasie da 5Ild allall (e Lilen LiSge Lghuo g s
Ipaie Cuwsd (aally GLAL B0 Laify puadlell 3,0
0923 U i ANSe Lyjgad B)d Uy Lo i
olS g iy ASTio aud of duxio Gliaf Buls 8o gadie
i (agh Jah glpe (o Lagl oo 3 Sluaddl
Y LA O Gible Baw Lglleel prias saxill dy gl

AL BAS J) Js olusyl Jaead df oaus

77,0 N

SYNOTOD TVSIAAINN

Ul



2
%
S
W
—
Q
T
%
T
[T
-
W
W
C
=2
26

Animal SYIl’lbOlS, especially birds, play a
pivotal role in her visual discourse. In her works, the
bird is not merely a decorative element but carries a
complex symbolic function. It can be interpreted as a
representation of the soul, freedom, or the desire for
liberation, and perhaps also as the “inner voice” of
the character. In some works, the bird appears within
the body or above the head, creating a connection
between thought and instinct, between the desire to
fly and the earthly weight of the body. This symbolic
repetition lends her artistic project a kind of inner
unity, allowing the viewer to enter her world through
recurring yet never exhausted visual cues. As for color,
it is one of her most important expressive tools. She
uses colors in a psychological, rather than descriptive,
way, meaning that color is not linked to the realism
of the scene but to the underlying emotional state.
Bold colors like phosphorescent green or deep red
give the paintings a high level of nervous energy,
while skin tones appear pale, yellowish, or exhausted,
as if the body itself is experiencing a state of internal
suffocation. This chromatic contrast between
apparent vitality and inner exhaustion deepens the
psychological dimension of the work. Furthermore,
Zeina Mustafa tends to use neutral or minimalist
backgrounds, which makes the figures appear isolated
within an empty space, as if suspended outside of time
and place.
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On a compositional level, the artist relies on unstable poses, sharp turns, long bends,

large or tense hands, and heads that tend toward exaggeration in size or expression. This
construction gives the figures a state of kinetic anxiety, even when they are still. There is
no true relaxation in her paintings; everything appears in a state of anticipation or silent
confrontation. This ability to transform the body into an emotional language demonstrates
a profound awareness of the power of composition in psychological expression.

Despite this richness, some works occasionally appear so heavily symbolized that they

diminish the spontaneity of the image. The artist sometimes tends to overload the body with
signs and connotations, which can make some paintings resemble a "drawn idea" rather
than a flowing visual experience. Furthermore, the exaggerated expression in some faces
can push the work toward a kind of visual harshness that might alienate some viewers.
However, this harshness is part of her artistic project; she doesn't seek visual gratification
but rather emotional shock and the provocation of questions.

The significance of Zeina Mustafa's work lies in her ability to construct her own unique

visual world, a world recognizable through its recurring motifs: the anxious body, birds,
vibrant colors, weary faces, and gazes suspended between staring and despair. She works
on the human soul, attempting to give anxiety a visible form, which is her works seem
more like visual confessions than decorative paintings.

Zeina Mustafa’s art falls within the experiments that make the painting a space for
psychological and existential contemplation, not just an aesthetic surface. She places the
viewer before a fragile, fractured human being who still resists through color, symbol, and
gaze. Hence comes the strength of her works; they are not only seen but also felt, disturbed,
and remain stuck in the memory.
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ARTIST ZEINA MUSTAFA SALIM
TOUCHING THE SURREALISM OF REALITY

Khaled Khudair Al-Salehi
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I t is perhaps not wrong to say, as a

preliminary classification, that Zeina
Mustafa Salim follows an expressionist
style with elements of both realism and
symbolism, using strong colors and a
symbolic intensification of sorrow and
loss, sometimes with a surreal touch.
Her technical skill qualifies her work as
a unique experience, through composite
works of enigmatic figures interacting
with one another in a dreamlike
atmosphere.

ZEINA MUSTAFA focuses on human
themes imbued with Iraqi suffering and
the profound pain of alienation that
shapes her artistic experience. Her works
are replete with the bitterness of being
away from home; she lives through the
1 . events despite the distances, carrying
| =l ' the pain of her homeland with her,

especially its darkest aspects: war, displacement, victims, and loss. This is conveyed through
bodies that may be: displaced and lost in a barren desert, or stunned by the fates of massacre
victims, caught between escape and death. She represents a generation of Iraqi artists who
endured the experience of war and displacement, transforming it into paintings. Therefore, her
work has never been merely aesthetic; it is a visual testament to pain, memory, and alienation, as
well as the unwavering determination to live and create despite everything.

ZINA MUSTAFA'’S forms do not appear to be the beginning of a construction from a stage
of human existence’s resilience. Rather, they are a beginning that analyzes the human form,
preserving its primal essence. She does not wish to leave this stage for abstract dissolution that
transcends the remnants of resilience to reach an internal decay and fluidity—a potential end
that Zeina Mustafa does not want to reach, an end perhaps brought about by violent forces
capable of tearing her apart from within. She does not want to reach, and will not reach,
abstraction because she has been content, through dissolution, to remain within the boundaries
of representation, producing new forms, faces, and features. Does she not complete the task
of dissolution to its end? She ends the existence of narratives and stories in her drawings and
paintings, thus creating distorted faces and dissolving forms. Because she is not even concerned
with the physical characteristics of her subjects, but rather with distorting their forms, revealing
their inner deformities, and depicting the violent forces that tear them apart from within, her
primary goal is not to create a similar reality, but to transform into a different kind of reality.
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Z EINA MUSTAFA’S works are distinguished by their
rich detail and meticulous attention to light and shadow,
which lends her subjects a sense of depth and presence. Her
use of color is characterized by vibrancy and evocative power,
enhancing the overall surreal atmosphere of her work and
making it an attempt to explore the human psyche and its
complexities. Her paintings often depict isolated figures in
moments of contemplation or surreal scenes, inviting viewers
to reflect on the secrets of the subconscious. Her experience
has been rich through a unique artistic vision and exceptional
technical skill that captivates audiences of all backgrounds and
interests through the narratives conveyed in her artwork.
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Zeina Mustafa’s drawings transcend the concept of “language”
by returning to a pictorial and representational style; Her focus
is not only on the body but also on conveying the emotion
inherent in the gaze of the depicted figure. In this way, she
invites us to reconsider the communicative potential of the
body, while ensuring the viewer’s thirst for contemplation and
deep immersion is satisfied. She considers visual experience,
rather than narrative, to be the essence of Zeina Mustafa’s work,
believing that visual language possesses an expressive power
that words alone cannot achieve. There are things that can be
felt but cannot be explained in words. Therefore, she dedicates
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employed within a visual
context, capable of telling
a story without words.
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4] ZEINA MUSTAFA'’S successinimbuing her work with an aesthetic and philosophical
vision stems primarily from her exceptional talent as a painter, academically qualified
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in the requirements of realistic art. This makes her unique in the visual arts scene
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C communicative potential of the body and face, rather than the narratives of conceptual Loyfe suwall e 5SAS fuypalill alu,y o Audges,S7 aulis
art. She rejects the idea that the viewer should be deprived of a clear view of the self’s JS 8 (dadla ,all e¥e) g8 553-" S il da gl dadAll & panilly
face, which is “the seat of the self,” as Louis Althusser asserts in his book “Cremonini, Coludl @ dallg dagll Jga asull Jjludll Buge Lgllaci
L == Painter of Abstraction.” She focuses on the body coupled with the monumental ) (Sasasailly (5 giil

expressiveness of the human face, which is an exaltation of individuality. Her works
thus constitute a return to the precise questioning of the face and language in pictorial
and representational styles.
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ZEINA MOSTAFA contributes to changing the concept of |

“reading” to be effective in the field of visual art. The phrase “reading ‘1
usually brings to mind the reading of the “written,” while “reading” the |
face is metaphorical, a shift to a conventional expression, a move from
the “face” to the “verbal,” not the other way around. This makes reading
the expression “face to face” and a “static face” different, in terms of
“apparent value” The face and language of the individual are crucial
elements in contemporary identity, and the idea that “too many hands -
simplify the work” seems like a form of art? A solution? A disturbing
question, yet an important one.
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This return to the body is not merely a bleak metaphor for
exclusionary politics and wars; it is a widespread return to figurative
art and the human form. Instead, we must abandon any illusions and
focus on deciphering the meanings of these symbolic forms.
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" The h’eightened tension in Zeina Mustafa's workis significant = ;¢4 oo
throughout her oeuvre, evoking a conflicting response: we
feel the sensuality of the body, but we also feel revulsion at its
excessive focus. In her work, forms oscillate between clarity ) el LAl el
and obscurity, and human figures merge into the composition, e il aghils sl e oAl s A e
becoming the central structure of the image through deliberate csesl

0 - r 38 0 Aaiall (955 g ¢cya oSl § o pnall JUSEYN proaii g s LEIAYI g
compositional decisions and a harmonious palette that creates R R Y e .

% ' Be U308 Blas gl pblity duug yae &y <3 &l )l )3 JYS (3o B, uall

a delicate balance between clarity and ambiguity. TR

N 5 . e o £ . - i v *
Iiae.wm P 1ds ldie daladiwl p55 ggsﬁ dlgdlac!
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Many bodies move in her paintings, constantly moving

beyond the boundaries of the canvas. Body language is a TIB leiuly JETs dgilagl § slua Yl o wsall d ol

fundamental means of expression, and we find tremendous ohile} uang il pubal dlang saunl) 421 asig cda gl 3 goa
. e g paailld (g il swnll pguad JYA (o duid il gl o 9<il dlila

possibilities for creating artistic paintings by depicting the 3 Goriall sunll 29 JUS 0o &0 la sl Oy

] 4 B are 433 Blul g gud o) 138 Jany awaall dS o JAA e yeldat ¢
human body. Expressing emotions through body movement it esast o 7oL - R

makes this subject an expressive artistic tool.
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CONTEMPORARY ART IN THE REALM OF POLITICS

When Francis Alize walked along the Green Line (the border
separating Israel and southern Lebanon) carrying his can of
white paint, perforated at the bottom, was he redrawing a
minefield border, one already drawn in blood? Or was he
provoking the Israeli border guards, who were the ones
attacking him? Was his act merely a prank, or simply for the
sake of sensationalism, or to draw the world’s attention? This
line, in its winding path, resembles the former Berlin Wall,
indiscriminately cutting through fields or houses. Well, I
think he was alluding to this ambiguous proximity, not out
of mere curiosity, but to point to the enigma of existential
destiny. What we know about Francis, and from many of
his works, especially those imbued with political sensibility,
is that he is an opponent of violence, a critic of armament.
This was evident in his other conceptual work, in which he
carried a low-profile pistol while wandering the streets and
squares of Mexico City. Certainly, he did not intend to kill,
or even threaten with his weapon. But with his deliberate
indifference, he was pointing to the act of a careless threat
that could spiral out of control; weapons are not child’s play.
If we allow metal to continue its dirty political game, it will
claim countless lives. This is the purpose of this artwork:
to protest, in parallel, the gratuitous act of the insidious
killing machine. What lesson can we draw from these two
contemporary artistic acts? Since contemporary artworks
are also acts, I believe the answer lies in the
unconventionality of the approach (both in concept
and execution).
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This is one of the characteristics of contemporary conceptual
art, which addresses or engages with the content and meaning
of political action in ways that reveal some of its hidden aspects,
whether humane or catastrophic. If Francis's actions, as personal
experiences, point to the universality of their themes... The
graffiti art of Banksy also addresses this issue, whether through
symbolic allusions, as in his works about Palestine, or through
satire (a characteristic of most contemporary artists), as in his
depiction of the British Parliament, where he replaces the figures
of the members of the House of Commons with chimpanzees.
Then there's the controversial Chinese artist Ai Weiwei and his
raised middle finger, a gesture of obscenity directed at the Chinese
authorities he opposes. This finger then became a commodity
(or so the supporting art organizations thought), leading to the
commercialization of a print of this image, which was exhibited
at the Design Museum in London. Here, we encounter the pitfalls
of cultural ambiguity surrounding conceptual and political
works, supported by various entities, whether positively or
negatively. Ultimately, we remain bound by the laws of supply
and demand, even in such artistic works, a defining characteristic
of contemporary art. However, we cannot deny this artist's
contributions, particularly to issues of migration and migrants,
as seen in his conceptual work "The Law of Journey," consisting
of a sixty-meter-long inflatable migrant boat designed to carry
sixty refugees. Ironically, it was commissioned by the very
companies that manufacture smuggling boats (as documented in
the Migration Archive), and was initially exhibited at the National
Museum in Prague before being deposited in a warehouse on
Cockatoo Island, Australia, as a contribution to the Sydney
Biennale.
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These are but a few examples from the
countless works of contemporary artists
who have addressed contemporary political
themes, offering interpretations, analyses,
allusions, and condemnations that are
often tinged with humor and irony. This
approach aims to provoke the viewer into
an adventure of understanding the enigma
presented on the dissecting table, with all
its flaws, in both the East and the West.
This includes violations of human rights,
the environment, animals, and even outer
space. Therefore, the contributions of these
artists, from the East to the West, cannot be
underestimated. We cannot overlook the
contributions of Iraqi visual artists, both
those who emigrated and those who remain
in their country, even though the latter are
few in number due to the relative isolation
previously imposed upon them. The visual
and cultural repercussions of this isolation
are still clearly visible, despite Iraq having
rid itself of a brutal regime. However, this
remains a predicament, as Iraq was freed
by a new world order that understands
nothing but its own interests. Culture,
including visual art, remains marginalized.
There is no capable institution, nor are
there avenues for adopting and developing
emerging individual artistic experiences in
their contemporary form (as evidenced by
the number of nature exhibitions,

for example, which neither advance nor hinder the progress of Iraqi visual art). Nevertheless, some
artists (within Iraq) have engaged in political art,

such as the sculptor Abdul Karim Khalil, who created and presented sculptures depicting the Abu
Ghraib prisoner whose image became a global icon of protest. The United States attempted to avoid
condemnation by claiming that international laws did not apply to American interrogators abroad, but
the US Supreme Court ruled against it.

Apart from, yet close to, the sculptures of Abdul Karim Khalil, the expatriate artist Mahmoud Al-Obaidi
produced his conceptual work on the same theme of occupation: a portrait of Bush surrounded by
shoes. He seems to have drawn inspiration from the well-known incident of Al-Zaidi throwing his shoe
at Bush. The work, in its composition, points to its iconic source. Like the Abu Ghraib prisoner, despite
its highly satirical tone, it is also a clear reference to the event. Thus, it is built upon deconstructing
and reformulating it in a way that corresponds to the artist’s reaction and the extent to which it subtly
condemns it. Herein lies the difference between the artists’ work: between the event as a tangible reality
and the intellectual deconstruction of its tangible reality in order to reformulate it visually, imbuing it
with the artist’s intended connotations and implicit meanings.
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have cited these two examples to highlight the
differences in the styles and methods of executing
artists' works, particularly in their reactions to
sensitive and other issues, and the extent to which
they utilize contemporary techniques, especially
among a considerable number of Iraqi expatriate
visual artists. Among them is Adel Abidin, who
employed irony, contradiction, and allegory in
most of his mixed media works. For example, in
his video contribution to the Gothenburg Biennale
(on politics and more), a young non-Arab girl
repeats, in her accent, words he has taught her that
refer to acts of terrorism, such as murder and rape,
accompanied by a pile of paper scraps on which
the words she utters are written. This'suggests that
terrorism is merely an act of ignorance, despite its
catastrophic natiife. Another example is his first
atirical post-occupation work, "Travel Agency
to I%'a'ghdad','_ where he used advertisements for
travel to Baghdad the height of its suffering.
Archives are also utilizéd in postmodern works.
For instance, in Hanaa Malallah's work on the Al-
Amiriyah shelter massacre, she presented images of
the victims, photocopied from their photographs
and executed by burning, to directly illustrate their
tragic fate. These images serve as an archive ofthose
human beings who were eliminated in the shelter's
incinerator. Those beings, with their features,
name ,.and addresses, have become intertwined
Vﬁﬁthe building's foundations and pﬂfars'.-Hanaa
continues to delve into the archives to uncover its
secrets. This is the act of artistic investigation, a
fragment of our contemporary reality, riddled with
its scandalous mysteries.

Jeats Gybog codlad sl I 4l (§ cnlill ouila Q.Jjji
ASSLAT) LLAGH (e oqlad 53y @ Lols Sy cwiliall Jloc]
sdal ols Sy 8 e lall ol e alarud] ciliaag Lapég
conale Jole mn oLl oaedlyall CadeSaTll o'ty ol ¥
AuSAN leel oline § amallly padlially &yl Calsy il
Byotsgraal) epsS) Bncke JUis (3 b ealuo il jgactiall Sles Uiy
LSl 02,5 Ao ye A& Bdio Blid did , bay oo (g dusleadd e
clazeyly Sl ol tlad dhonds By Leal I ekl
Slayall Lple cuigs M"‘&L@L@.ﬁ_ﬂ o0 oS e lapés
Y o Jab 3ymelea Clal Jad 0 I Blal § «Lalas &l
25) Il oins (U o1 oSl las 3 LeS ol 4508 o2y ST H :
EWRE. | ATREEY. ATOTRO WWETTROR W

- B Laizea (e 59,41 ‘*l-n. .-":.

I'.I Y . 4
@ e Wy alusdluay b Jlee flatdazed Lo (ois (oo Uaifiea, 2310
el pim cuoye Lo 4 olall e 300 2 il s i Joe
a3yl LAy 412 55l u5 o (58 Lgomad (51
st s G 2 5o B gglalll Ll sl sl 5, 510
ooy LI (cilf 35 ey Lituhmd o3 (&l 2busl
¥ eliag diuacly Ll pucwl ;
claziadr sall . A § s JI
Aol Lalilasy Bagalll Lt polan Ll o ¢ 5 5

—_

.

-



as the Iraqi art scene become devoid of anyone who
has addressed some of our countless disasters through

a parallel contemporary artistic work, even if only through
allusion? I believe this has become a puzzle we must unravel.
If an artist justifies their actions by citing their living
conditions and lack of support, then art becomes merely
a job, a commodity subject to supply and demand. But art
is far more profound. We have examples in the countless
artists from countries around the world that have endured
wars, economic sanctions, and environmental disasters.
These crises were the primary catalysts for the development
of major artistic styles in modern and even contemporary
art. Were these artists expecting reward for their efforts?
It seems our problem runs much deeper than that. This is
what we have witnessed in the deliberate (and retroactive)
marginalization of the work of new Iraqi conceptual artists
(within Iraq), despite the novelty of their experience. I am
reminded here of the attempts of the artist Mohammed f
Abdul Wasi, the poet Mazen Al-Maamouri, and the works of !
the artists Zeina Salem and Nadia Faleh, and perhaps others
whose work I have not yet encountered. These artists have
dedicated themselves to the Iraqi plight as the subject of their
physical performance experiments, and to the laboratories
of various raw materials that deconstruct the events and
point to their tragic consequences. Their works have engaged
with the realities of the siege, war, terrorism, sectarianism,
including the victims of the Speicher massacre and others.
Some of their works, through the artists’ perseverance, have
reached parallel European exhibitions, revealing what other
artists have remained silent about. This is despite the artistic
freedom afforded to each of them, which I cannot infringe
upon. Nevertheless, this point must be made here, as all
experiences of global art, including contemporary art, are
wide open to the eye of the inquiring artist. And I repeat,
the inquiring artist, because beauty, the highest quality of
art, is not the only thing that is now available, desirable, and
effective.
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ART AND POLITICAL

Amira Naji / Baghdad
Critic and Visual Artist
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S ince humanity became aware of its inner voice, art has
not been a superficial aesthetic expression, but rather an
existential necessity, a means of resisting imposed silence,
and a vast space for expressing what direct language cannot
convey. In moments of anxiety, when life is burdened by
profound questions, art transforms into a form of noble
protest—a protest that does not raise loud slogans but rather
reshapes consciousness and proposes alternative visions of
the world. At its core, art is not merely a reflection of reality,
but an attempt to change it, or at least to disrupt it and expose
its contradictions.

Pablo Picasso said, “Art is not for decorating apartments;
it is an offensive and defensive weapon of war against the
enemy. This statement does not reduce art to a means of
direct conflict, but reveals its profound nature as a force of
resistance capable of confronting oppression and injustice in
ways that transcend traditional weapons. The artist does not
carry a gun, but possesses something far more dangerous:
the ability to influence consciousness, to shake established
beliefs, and to expose what is meant to remain hidden. From
this perspective, a work of art becomes a stance and may even
transform into a complete act of protest, even if it comes In
the form of a silent painting or a whispered poem

Throughout history, art has been inextricably linked to
political protest. It has always witnessed and participated
in major transformations, particularly during revolutions,
wars, and periods of defeat. Art transcends its narrow
aesthetic boundaries to become a living document, recording
pain, anger, and hope. It doesn't merely document events;
it symbolically reinterprets them, granting them a human
dimension that transcends time and place. This is why some
artworks become icons of protest, encapsulating an experience
in a single image or a powerful visual signal.
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he importance of art in political protest lies in its

ability to give a voice to the voiceless. In regimes that
suppress direct expression, artists find indirect and
ingenious ways to speak the truth through symbolism,
metaphor, and abstraction. Paintings, songs, plays, and
even street graffiti all become alternative platforms for
expression, breaking the monopoly of official discourse
and opening the way for a plurality of voices. Here, art
is not merely a reflection but a subtle yet profound act
of resistance.

Furthermore, art possesses a unique ability to transcend
linguistic and cultural barriers, making it an effective
means of.conveying protest issues to the world. A single
image can evoke global sympathy that surpasses the
impact of thousands of words, and this is what gives
art its power. Exceptional in an age of rapidly evolving
communication, where a work of art can spread
quickly and become a symbol of a just humanitarian
cause, protest art contributes to building cross-border
solidarity and transforms local issues into shared human
concerns.

Theimportance of protestart extends beyond confronting
political power to critiquing the social and cultural
structures that perpetuate injustice. The artist confronts
not only direct oppression but also entrenched ideas,
stereotypes, and mental patterns that hinder change. By
dismantling these structures, art contributes to creating
a new, more open, and just consciousness, redefining the
relationship between the individual and society.
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owever, protest art is not without its challenges.

It often faces censorship, marginalization, or even
persecution, and may be misunderstood or reduced
to mere propaganda, thus losing its aesthetic depth.
Herein lies the sensitivity of this art form: maintaining
a balance between message and innovation, between
political stance and artistic value. Art that becomes a
direct and superficial discourse loses its impact, while
art that successfully integrates the aesthetic with the
political creates a lasting effect.

Ultimately, it can be said that art and political protest
together form a vital relationship based on the creative
tension between beauty and.... The rejection between
expression and resistance: Art doesn't just change the
world, but it changes the way we see it. This is the
beginning, of all real change. It awakens the senses,
provokes questions, and gives humanity the courage
to dream of a more just world because. it sides with
humanity and believes that even the faintest voice can
become an echo that cannot be ignored.
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THE AESTHETICS OF WAR
THE NEW AESTHETICS OF KILLING...!!

This comment was made by the boxing match
ouncer

in the movie (Rocky) in an attempt to market the
match and attract viewers, implying that what they
were about to see would satisfy their curiosity. He
promised them that it would be a “magnificent
fight” I don’t know how accurate this expression
is, but its danger is undeniable. What message can

Can there truly be a “magnificent fight...!!??”
Is it even permissible to describe the act of
fighting as “magnificent”? Therefore, the
question is... to what extent do we believe
in the truth of this expression, linguistically
and aesthetically...? And above all, morally?
Because if there are those among us who
truly believe in the truth of this expression,
then we have—unfortunately—crossed the
finish line...??

Perhaps this is why millions of people
around the world have recently risen up, all
raising the same slogan: “NO WAR. This
slogan has become a powerful, evocative,
and concise image, encapsulating the
millions of speeches that could express
this state of rejection and anger, making it
perhaps the most widely circulated image in
recent times.

It is a declaration of rejection of the attempt
to construct an “aesthetics of war” that
is currently ravaging us, penetrating our
consciousness, and even invading our
dreams. What matters is the appearance
of the aircraft, the beauty of the design,
the power of the supersonic missiles, and
the accuracy of the tanks that never miss
their targets. There is no need to concern
ourselves with the destruction that will
occur or the victims who will fall. What
matters is efficiency and effectiveness, and
the necessity of filming the scene so that it
can be shown to viewers on this evening’s
news. We forget that inside these buildings
are children, women, and human beings.

such an image convey to us...?

The images of destruction and killing that bombard
our television screens day and night, as we sit in our
homes eating dinner, have created a strange kind of
desensitization and complacency in viewers. They are
no longer capable of anger, or even fear; they have been
completely stripped of their emotions and left in a state
of total alienation. Any desire to act, or even to refuse,
has been erased from within them. The global media
industry, in all its forms, has deliberately contributed
to this, particularly film production companies, which
have turned scenes of murder, horror, blood-sucking,
and the dismemberment of human bodies into a form
of artistic entertainment in the name of freedom of
expression and “science fiction.” Even our children have
not escaped this influence. Their toys—planes, tanks,
explosives, computer programs, and video games—are
nothing but invasions and battles. Children have lost
the ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy,
to the point that—as we see in these same films—a
child might meet an alien or a dinosaur, befriend it,
and invite it home for coffee!

Jean-Jacques Rousseau emphasized his rejection of the
logic of force and war in dealing with others. This is
found in the third chapter of *The Social Contract*,
titled “The Rights of the Strongest,” where he points out
that “surrender to force may be an act of necessity. But
if force creates right, then the effect will vary according
to the cause. Every force greater than the first will
replace it in terms of right. What kind of right is this
that vanishes when force fails?” Perhaps this turmoil
is what makes the world today seem less alluring and
enchanting to young people, even among prosperous
Europeans and Americans, where the prospects for
the future appear bleak and unsettling, contrary to
expectations.

Recent reports indicate a sharp decline in birth rates
in wealthy European countries and the growth of a
new trend toward nihilism and pessimism. Young
people feel that dark clouds are gathering on the
horizon. One Swedish expert offers an explanation
for this situation: “We are witnessing a fundamental
shift in human behavior. The belief that the future
will be better than the present has been lost. Young
people now seem to feel that living day by day is
the best they can do” Michel Foucault emphasized
that “the political sphere and power relations have
a direct impact on the human body; they invest
in it, train it, nourish it, mark it, and compel it
to perform specific tasks, participate in specific
ceremonies, and produce specific signs!” He adds
sarcastically, “This means that modern states have
a great interest in preserving their citizens and
organizing their lives. In order for them to fulfill
this role appropriately, they need citizens with high
motivation to participate in work, to play active
roles in wars, who are productive, and who enjoy
good health and bodies capable of performing all
of this!”

Many signs and warnings have emerged regarding
the importance of paying attention to the unknown
toward which we are heading as if it were an inevitable
destiny. Christopher Lach once warned that “strange
societies face warnings of rebellion from within!” The
youth who revolted in 1968 - the year of the youth
revolution - in Paris and much of Europe, imbued
with socialist principles, are the same ones who
revolted against them in 1989 and tore down the
Berlin Wall because of their liberating spirit, which
opposes tyranny. This same spirit might also drive
them to revolt against unbridled capitalism and the
harsh globalization that seeks to impose a single type
of Western culture.

The proof of this lies in the annual anti-globalization
youth demonstrations that coincide with GATT
conferences and major economic summits, as seen
in Seattle, Rome, and Davos. Perhaps this rejection
and opposition is what prompted Edward Thompson
to redefine culture as “the total method of struggle,
in response to Raymond Williams’ definition as “the
total
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COLORFUL SPACES OF LOVE AND PAIN |
Dr. Ali Iabr e 7

’.',' ~ Visual Artist and Critic

L % i

5 College of Fine Arts
= P

Baghdad 2026
Wl A

od, adapted to, and "-'n nsformed his ' . : .
nation an estrangemw : ' A 1 N
rantgspaces of cole 1
, al womensWho reject.a real
! “his_ homeland. W
ave always been the source
and culture. In the spaces of
l-Badour’s figures appear as
specific moment in time, yet.
r , .Its as if they emerged from
; i d repositioned themselve
or: ty,‘everyday scene.Beau
h ibrant colors,surrou
j‘;; ed by the childlike e ﬂ,,
ee (}pesnt stem from the
i nt.rthe structure of the’
. 1mphqi'ty, is governed, by
drranges the relatlonshi
djacencies, mass andvoid,
and'its spacez Upon clqs nine L _ , = B |
m begins 6 'Vreal its aesthetic reference’ 11 : ' i o ' '|
1 contexti k car i i J
eted as a conscig
,ﬁ

: 'ebwegn"]jl

element in the pai

confrontational post

aesthetic stability and face retains
generating




relationships, avoiding any illusion of

depth. Here, color does not describe reality,
but rather reorganizes it, contributing to
the establishment of the overall rhythm
of the work. Furthermore, the masses
are surrounded by clear lines that grant
them visual independence, in parallel with
a geometric organization of space that
balances fullness and emptiness, enhancing
the stability of the composition.

Itis impossible to understand Suhail Badour’s
paintings without deconstructing their
components: woman, music, and vibrant
colors. Here, the female figure transforms
from a mere aesthetic object into a principle
and a human issue. In his paintings, within
this framework, everyday details and
elements of the local environment acquire a
function that transcends documentation. < 5

They are not presented as descriptive elements, but rather as semantic relationships that anchor the
scene within a specific cultural context, while simultaneously opening onto a broader dimension, where
the everyday becomes a vessel for extended memory.
And here, precisely, the most significant transformation occurs: the figures do not remain individuals
within a single moment, but rather become stable visual forms that transcend their immediate time.
What Badour achieves goes beyond the idea of inspiration, approaching a visual project based on the
reactivation of latent artistic values. Suhail Badour is not merely a cultured painter; he is a human
condition that leaves its mark on the canvas. He is the child who grew up but retained his capacity for
giving and wonder, the sculptor who plays with mass to discover the soul, the expatriate who carries his
homeland on his shoulders whenever he picks up his brush. In this light, Suhail Al-Badour’s experience
cannot be viewed merely as a documentation of daily life, but rather as a visual practice that redefines
the relationship between the present and its deeper layers. What the artist establishes is not a picture of
reality, but a way of seeing it—a way that makes the body a medium for an extended memory, and the
canvas a space where times coexist instead of succeeding one another, in an atmosphere of pain, life, and
beauty.
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Critics viewed the photograph as a means to an external end, b
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Lucida* (1980), which answered a question that had not yet
been properly posed: What is the essence of photography? What IH!F
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related fields, such as cinema?

Photography as a Mechanical Process
f15,il50n fulneS o0l gigall pguaill
Barthes began his research by discovering what photography is "
not and how it differs. He started with his essay, *The Rhetoric
of the Image* (1964), writing: “The photograph is captured
mechanically, not humanly” A painter sits before a subject and
applies paint; Thus, theimage ends upasahumaninterpretation of
reality, taken and transformed into an unrealistic interpretation,
while the shutter pressure is a purely mechanical process; there is
no artistic transformation of reality into unreal. The photograph
is a literal copy of reality, with the acknowledgment of the
(artistic) control of composition, editing, and (manipulation)
of light and color; but the photographed object remains a real
and fixed point of reference, and the photograph remains a
mechanical copy of reality.

In this sense, we can say that paintings represent, while
photographs present.
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Photography as a Pre-Cultural Phenomenon

Barthes (1964) asserted that “photography is a message without
a code” This may seem complex at first glance, but the concept
can be simplified by the open relationship between signifier
and signified in narrative, which expands the horizons for
multiple interpretations. The relationship between signifier and
signified is different in photography. A photograph is captured
mechanically, not by a human, and is a replica of reality. The
gap between reality and imagination, between the object and its
representation, from which we launch multiple interpretations,
does not exist in photography. Just as the reality of the
photographed object is fixed, so too is our interpretation of it.

-

SUNOTOD TYSYIAINN
SYAOTOD TYVSYHAINN

(oY)




S[1D0:

SYNOTOD TVSIYIAINN

@)

Can a photograph be interpreted?

Had Barthes stopped at this analysis, it would have
severely damaged photography. If photography
is merely an abstract record of what exists, then
the photograph is nothing more than a mirror of
reality, devoid of any inherent meaning or scope

for interpretation. Culture necessarily precedes [

interpretation. Consequently, if photographs have
no meaning, they are considered a pre-cultural
product, since interpretation is influenced by
culture. Therefore, we can no longer interpret the
meaning of photographs, as this would impose
a cultural stance and thus misunderstand their
nature (i.e., consider them pre-cultural), which
would indeed harm photography as an art
form. However, this contradicts our personal
experiences with photography and the profound
meanings we derive from it. So, what is to be
done?

Roland Barthes offered a solution by arguing that |

the absence of a code becomes the code itself for
photography. That is, the apparent meaning of
the photograph becomes objective because the
photographed object is necessarily real. Unlike a
painting, whose landscape can be imagined, the

subject of a photograph must necessarily exist. §

This projects reality and the past onto the image,
unlike cinema and literature.

Barthes concludes that this is the unique element
of photography, which he calls “noeme”—that
is, it captures “what was,” and what it signifies is
necessarily real.

The Experience of the Self

Barthes (1980) says that when we stand before a
camera, we experience ourselves in four different
ways: simultaneously, we believe ourselves to
be ourselves, we want others to believe us to be
ourselves, the photographer believes us to be
ourselves, and the photographer uses us for their
artistic purposes.

As a result, we tend to feel inauthentic when
standing before a camera.

Its as if we go through a miniature identity
crisis every time we are in front of the lens.
“I am neither a subject nor an object, but a
subject that feels itself becoming an object:
then I experience a miniature version of death,”
which is a fundamental and essential concept in
photography, both for the subject and for

the viewer.
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The Viewer’s Experience

In defining the essence of photography—"what was”—Barthes
focused on the experiences of the “viewer” who receives the image
through two distinct elements: the studium and the punctum.
The studium refers to “that very broad field of indifferent desire,
varied interests, and unimportant tastes.” It arises from a specific
cultural knowledge that allows us to identify the photographer’s
intentions and the image’s meaning.

My education, acquired through culture, allows me to see each image as
an example of something. For instance, an image depicting poverty and
child labor might evoke my broad interest in inequality and indicate the
photographer’s intention, perhaps suggesting that the economic system
(what was/is) still needs to change.

The image addresses my cognitive perception because it requires specific knowledge (derived from culture) and draws
upon this knowledge to embody a particular situation.

Cognitive perception operates on two levels of meaning: explicit and implicit. The explicit is simply the thing the image

depicts, while the implicit is what the image suggests through its symbolism. For example, it might suggest that the poor

live under an oppressive system that needs to change.

The focal point (or point) means that the focus is on a specific scene. The photographer understands that by depicting

a particular scene, with a specific composition of people and objects, they are drawing attention to it. The injuries and
 suffering of civilians in war embody the general concept of the brutality of war (a cultural concept), and the two meanings
Z become clear: the apparent and the implicit. The focal point is accidental, its presence unintended by the photographer.
t-<n According to Barthes, in Latin, it means that which “stings,” That shell that pricks me (even hurts
7> me, and affects me intensely)” (p. 27). Examples of focal points include: a man’s unkempt fingernails, a boy’s oversized

», «

wounds,” or “hurts”:

= collar. These are accidental features that provoke an unexpected reaction in the viewer, a deep emotional response that
8 draws us to certain images, transcending the apparent and implicit meaning. In general, we can say that the study addresses
& the mind, while the focal point addresses the emotions. The focal point is: “what I add to the image and what is already
% present in it” (Barthes 1980). There is a paradox here: the focal point requires the viewer, yet it exists independently of
“ them, because it is already “present,” awaiting discovery
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Barthes salvaged his problematic definition of the concept of the “pivot point” by

saying that we can return to the essence of photography (what was).

When we look at a photograph of a relative,
we know—by virtue of the essence of
photography (“what was”)—that this person
undoubtedly existed. Yet, when we view this
photograph in the present, we remember
that this person will die or has already died.
We also realize that this present, in which we
view the photograph, will become the past
of the future, and that we, too, will die. Thus,
each photograph combines past, present, and
future, embodying time and suggesting death:
the person photographed existed and will one
day die. On the other hand, the effect lies
6 8 in what the viewer adds: they see
the “urgent sign of death” (p. 97) in this
interplay of past, present, and future.

SINOTOD TVSYIAINN

‘Roland Barthes: Photography, Time, and Death
- In the second part of the book, we find a new concept
of the point. The idea of time is present in every
photograph. It is said that the photograph freezes time,
but in reality, it is a reflection of the unchanging and
-, .
immutable nature of time.

Therefore, the “focal point”
is the result of the essence
of photography (what was),
and is in fact what already
exists, in addition to what
the viewer adds. Beyond the
subjectivity of our feelings, it
is the unifying theme of time,
and its connotation of death,
that truly pains us. So, the
next time you find yourself
immersed in a photograph,
remember Barthes, “The
Study;” and “The Focal Point”
to better understand that
indescribable feeling.
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The Scenario of the Final Painting
Naseer Al-Sheikh
Iraqh i Poet and Critic

Between his birth in 1955 in the city of Amarah and his tragic passing on the morning of January 17,
1991, a strange, enigmatic figure haunted his thoughts: the visual artist Amir Abdul Karim Al-Sheikh.
Between completing his primary and secondary education, his artistic abilities in drawing emerged. He
was passionate about sketching film actors and mythological heroes. Then, in the mid-1970s, he immersed
himself in academic studies at the Academy of Fine Arts, Department of Painting. It was there that his
artistic influences truly blossomed, his experience matured, and he sought a profound understanding of art
as an expressive medium that opens only to its own aesthetic realms. He meticulously studied the elements
of composition in paintings and devoted himself to exploring the theories and movements of modern art.
This intellectual development was accompanied by a unique understanding of life itself. His first experience
facing the public was in Amarah, with his first solo exhibition - the Central Public Library Hall, summer
1978. A section displaying his works was opposite another section featuring paintings by the late artist
Hamid Naeem Sada. This exhibition marked a significant turning point in the aesthetic taste presented by oil
paintings. His paintings were largely based on his deeply held intellectual themes, which were clearly evident
in a considerable number of his works (most of which have been lost or given away). The human condition,
this existential anxiety that had taken root in the self to the point of rebellion, was a central theme. Wars,
tragedies, and disappointments were all highly significant and profoundly meaningful, expressed in stylistic
formulations that drew their declared uniqueness from Expressionism, and from the interplay of light and
shadow, a hidden source that hinted at the troubled impulses of the self. His colors grew darker as we moved
closer to the painting’s perspective; a pervasive gloom shared the background in most of his works. His
paintings provoked... The questions, if not to say, raise suspicion in the average viewer, or in any official
when his paintings are displayed in public

exhibitions
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His brother, Dr. and art critic Samir Al-Sheikh, says of him: “What is striking
about the late artist's work, a reflection of his sensitive soul, is his spiritual yearning
for nature. He preferred to paint the wilderness, horses, and vibrant desert plants.
Furthermore, this artist instinctively employed economy of color, limiting his palette
to a narrow range, as if he sought to extract the very essence of color to adorn the
canvas with a harmonious and melodious gradation.”

Jacobson says: “The innovative painter is required to see in things what has not
been seen before, and he must impose a new vision, presenting the thing through
an unconventional reduction.” Upon graduating from the Academy of Fine Arts in
Baghdad in 1980, he entered the workforce as an art teacher. Throughout his career,
he consistently innovated in his artistic process, imbuing his paintings with profoundly moving human themes,
colored by new meanings that later shaped his true sense of art’s ability to convey its message. The human
condition—this existential anxiety that had taken root in his soul, transforming it into a rebellious force—wars,
tragedles, and disappointments—these themes, highly significant and deeply meaningful, were expressed in
z stylistic formulations that drew their explicit distinctiveness from Expressionism, and from the interplay of light
< and shadow, which revealed the inner turmoil of his troubled self. Hence, his colors grew increasingly somber as
77 we moved closer to the painting’s perspective.
~ Dr. Assem Abdel Amir summarizes the abduction of Amir Al-Sheikh’s life by saying: “The deceased was obsessed
O with drawing, and the desire to grasp the threads of the mysterious game within it, in order to declare himself a
= creator or a glorious painter. However, the weight and ferocity of the days quickly pounced on him while he was in
G this frantic pursuit, and pushed him away, and he tried until treacherous time took him away from us. However, he
7> did not leave us alone. This time, he and the dream were together, in pursuit of what the late artist Amir Al-Sheikh
produced, which are works that oscillate between expressionism and representation at times. We can stand
7 2 upon a scene of panic and a feeling of fear, and perhaps even more so, a feeling of death! In his life, as in his
works, he revealed a stubborn resistance to all the evils that were established in his imagination,
and strangely, he always triumphed in the end”
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For him, painting held a holistic meaning, a
mystical immersion in its components and
essence, to the point of time dissolving in his
studio in the upper room of the house (the wooden
balconies). The act of painting, at the moment of
its creation, was a resolution of the unseen for him,
a manifestation of the active energy in embodying
his ideas, steeped in questioning and outcry—an

eternal journey accompanied only by the smoke

r

S

—

of his cigarettes, vibrant music, and the songs of
Abdel Wahab.

\

The painting held a comprehensive meaning for
him. His artistic works:

—Representationalism is a dominant force in

Amir Al-Sheikh’s works, as he depicts lives through
his brush, colors, and figures, demonstrating its
mastery in the completion of the artwork. He

explores the poles of tension and attraction within

SYNOTOD TVSTIAINN
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the depicted figure, the distance between self and
other, working on the dialectic of shadow and light
as a formal complement surrounding his painting
and adding layers of meaning to his subject. We
find the greatest challenge in his self-portrait (his
self facing the mirror, and the extent of the

self’s reflection, which has transformed into another)...
I, the artist, am in a decisive confrontation, facing the
questions of the other, which are questions of existence,
and for which art is the renewed space for its message to
connect with better worlds. The artist faces the mirror
in his crimson robe, his facial expressions, his black hair,
and the gleam in his eyes as they delve into the distant
horizon that will open for us a forgotten book, between
whose lines we read that the color red will leap from
the palette to climb the purity of the artist’s robe in the
painting, to merge completely in a tragic scene with his
blood. The blood of the martyr lay on the pavement of
a street adjacent to a public library, struck by a missile
fired by the coalition forces on the morning of January
17, 1991. It was aimed at killing both innocence and
knowledge. The painting then completed its artistic and
existential elements, elevating the artist’s self from a
realism populated by life and dreams to a total merging
and dissolution into the absolute through the realm of
death—that vessel that snatched the artist’s soul to carry
it towards the darkness of the River Hades... The great
Basra storyteller, Muhammad Khudair, commemorates
that tragic scene by including the following: “With his
departure, the world draws a circle in red around every
aesthetic value, and the world will continue to bleed
without an artist to reshape nature and paint

the green future”

While expressionism remains a chosen style
in the works of artist Amir Al-Sheikh, a style
he has employed since the maturation of his
experience, to pour more energy and visionary
momentum into expressing his worlds in a
manner befitting his anxieties, and then to
stand before what appears to him, and what he
witnessed of the tragic atmosphere of the fierce
war in the 1980s, his painting (The Scream) is the
actual embodiment of the worlds of war and its
horrors, where man, with all that he possesses,
gathers what remains of his living conscience
to scream in the face of the arsonists and war-
mongers, as he pierces the dark gray background
of the painting, making us wonder about this
screaming man, who...and in whose face...?

Our aesthetic excavations lead us to grasp the
common denominator between (the screaming
man and the face of the artist himself...to direct
his condemnation of the world for all that has
happened and will happen..to complete the
mirrored scene with the breaking of the white
moon, which hints at its many meanings. This
reading of his work accompanies the artist and
explores the world of his paintings, showcasing
the available pieces (pencil sketches, watercolors,
and oil paintings). In his lifetime, he was known
for his kindness, often gifting his artwork,
particularly his oil paintings, which he dedicated
long periods to creating, to friends, admirers,
and students. Some of these works may have been
lost in one of the exhibition halls in Baghdad or
the corridors of the university where he studied
in Amarah.

*Heparticipated in numerous and distinguished exhibitions.
His firstaward was for his participation in a poster exhibition
in the mid-1970s, with the theme “Eradicating Illiteracy”
He also received an award of appreciation from the Arts
Center in Baghdad for his painting “The Martyr” He had
an active and prominent presence in group exhibitions
organized by the Artists Syndicate both within and outside
the province.

*He left behind a collection of artworks (oil paintings,
sketches, and watercolors) that are part of the family’s
personal collection and form a permanent exhibition. *He
co-founded, with a group of fine visual artists in Amarah,
the Young Visual Artists Forum, which emerged in 1984
and included artists who now have a prominent presence

in the art scene.

*His artistic style after graduating from academic studies
was figurative. He was obsessed with portraiture and model
painting, and most of his surviving paintings highlight this
aspect of his work. This was due to his clear influence by
the doyen of Iraqi painters, Faeq Hassan, in his depiction
of horses, light, and shadow. Later, he transitioned to
expressionism as his ideas and cultural understanding
matured, and he adopted modern styles in contemporary
painting to express humanity and its issues.

* ((The artist Amir Al-Sheikh possesses an involuntary
sense stemming from his passion for sensory illusion,
which was the foundation of most of his works and even his
relationships... The dream haunted him since his youth, a
dream that made him dream in his sleep and in his waking
hours. It was filled with an involuntary feeling that filled
the depths of his imagination with projects. Had he not
become a painter, he would have become a visionary whose
sensuality surpassed that of his contemporaries.)) This is

what his student and friend, the artist Fadel Hussein, said
s g about him.

*The materials he used in his practical
experience to create his paintings
were oil paints, palette knife painting
on canvas, and a pencil that was never
far from his hand, as he created dozens
of sketches with it. He carried an idea
whose end we could not fathom, a
white cloud that sprinkled our faces
with love and purity, and then went
on washing away the filth of a world
on the verge of collapse. A frenzied
time that murders the gentleness of
doves, and the savagery of shrapnel
shatters the palette of colors, choosing
its death upon his body. Such was the
scene, an unfinished painting...

With his departure, the world paints with red blood a
grotesque circle upon every aesthetic value and green
promise. And the world will continue to bleed without
an artist to reshape nature and paint a more beautiful
tomorrow. The world’s sorrow is incurable, and we are
part of it, but we are the most deeply wounded. This is
the price of the human brilliance with which we shone.
He chose his unique destiny, alone in the heavens.

(Excerpts from an interview conducted with him by
Funoon Magazine, Issue 61, October 29, 1979) *(The
painting is a field of experimentation through which the
artist reveals new things in terms of color relationships,
the definition of shadow and light, and the extent of the
influence of the atmosphere surrounding the model.
This is clearly evident in the drawing of the model.)

*(A fundamental issue is the connection between form
and subject and the degree of balance between them.
Most of the subjects I address are realistic ones, such as
the countryside, Bedouins, and the movement of people
in the markets, etc.)

*(As for direction, it is known that every artist has their
own attempts, and in these attempts, the experience
grows little by little within them in the artistic process.
I focused on the issue of expression in my painting “For
Freedom,” which expressed the struggle of man against
the obstacles that stand in the way of his aspirations,
taking into account the use of harmonious relationships
between the structural units of expression.)* He was
martyred during the American/NATO bombing of the
city of Amarah on the morning of January 17, 1991,
near the public library. ((A sensory, pictorial realism in
the harmonious creation of artistic expression, claiming
the ability of the artist Amir Al-Sheikh to recapture
his inner world, represented wholly or partially by his
human self. Likewise, the chromatic music in Amir
Al-Sheikh’s paintings is something other than a literal
reproduction of an undeniable visible reality, which the
artist experiences with the humanity of his spaces. What
comes to the eye from him is the presence of a chromatic
touch awaiting the contemplative eye — through which
it conveys itself to the things around him.)) This is what
his friend, Dr. Abdul Rahman Al-Jubouri, said about &
him.
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Visual artist Sami Freima paints the surprise of
abstraction with a clear spirit
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In this field, young artists who thrive in a supportive environment will
naturally continue to experiment within it, even if only partially. However,
what is truly remarkable is the emergence of artists who break free from
this environment, establishing their own unique style. This indicates a
complete absence of the influence of that supportive environment, as they
forge their own distinct stylistic path, entirely separate from its framework,
thus strengthening their presence within the art world.

This was my motivation for writing about a phenomenon imposed by the
economic transformations that have occurred worldwide, leading to large-
scale migrations of Iraqis to various countries across all disciplines. Given
the perspectives many have adopted in different fields, which have often
gone unnoticed, there is a pressing need for significant institutional efforts
to raise awareness of this phenomenon. Its abundance, diverse activities, and
widespread presence across the globe make it essential to address this issue.

However, our efforts are diverse, aimed at discovering and highlighting such talents that benefit from being

recognized and appreciated.

One such talent that has not received the attention it deserves is that of the artist Sami Al-Zubaidi, known in

the Dutch art scene as Sami Frema. Born and residing in Tilburg, Netherlands, in 1986, he is the son of the

renowned Iraqi artist Saad Ali and the well-known Dutch artist Frema. Both artists have diligently and
tirelessly pursued their artistic endeavors. This nurturing artistic environment, with its comprehensive

design principles, has been a constant presence in their artistic activities since childhood, later shaping

and refining their skills and contributing to their recognition as one of the leading experts in the Netherlands.
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Sami studied in Utrecht, where his
artistic experience expanded early on.

SYNOTOD TVSIIAINN

He participated with his parents in
the renowned Tei art collective, which
allowed him direct exposure to the
European art scene and its diverse

styles.
Later, he moved with his family to France, where he worked in art studios for a period before returning to

the Netherlands to pursue his own artistic project.

Sami currently works with the city’s arts foundation, in addition to managing his own studio, where
he produces artworks that attract the attention of both art enthusiasts and critics. He has held regular
exhibitions in bookstores and art galleries.

Given his proximity to Amsterdam, the capital, the artist frequents major art museums, including the
Van Gogh Museum. He is also interested in the works of Rembrandt and his printmaking house, as well
as the works of Johannes Vermeer. Sami has held numerous exhibitions, including a major exhibition at
the city’s main train station and another at the city library. He continues to work on contemporary art
projects that are generating considerable interest. Completing his works requires intense concentration
and considerable time due to his meticulous attention to detail. This gives his artistic experience a distinct
character, which explains the relatively small volume of his work compared to his contemporaries.
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Understanding the artist's work and contemplating his pieces requires understanding the pictorial
logic that governs its elements and the compositional system that sustains it. The writings of the
Scottish artist Tom McBride may be helpful in understanding how the elements used in Frema’s
works function. He says:

“I set out to create visual expressions related to the things I see, and to clarify the order that exists
between things that sometimes seem contradictory. I do this because the job of a painter, in general,
is to explore the interrelationship between forms and to reveal it in his work. This leads me to
what lies beneath the surface appearance of things, so I paint the enduring truth that lies behind
the fleeting event, the structure that forms the fundamental support of the body.” Through this, he
grasped what might be termed “pictorial logic,” which posits that if a particular line or color exists
in a painting, then other lines and colors must also be present, making the completed painting a
cohesive, organic entity.

This applies, at least partially, to the experience of the artist Sami Freima. I say partially because Sami
Freima does not depict bodies; rather, he constructs pictorial surfaces with a geometric character,
embodying his profound understanding of the philosophy of color, which he manipulates in his
pictorial compositions. This underscores his ability to produce pictorial surfaces that possess their
own secrets of wonder, aligning with Tom’s assertion regarding “pictorial logic.”
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Sami Freimas works belong to the space between
geometric abstraction and decorative construction
art. They possess a visual sensibility akin to the visual
fabric of an imagined city, which brings them close to
object-realism. His works don't rely on direct subjects,
but rather create their own system through repetition,
rhythm, and the interplay of colors, all executed with
remarkable skill. This creates a state of intense visual
fullness, with empty space being rare but intentional,
serving the artistic purpose. It’s as if the artist wants to
immerse the eye in an infinite network of small units,
making the viewer feel a continuous movement in all
directions, akin to observing a bird’s-eye view of his city.
Therefore, we say they approach object-realism through
visual codes that require further quiet contemplation
to decipher. It appears as a contemporary mosaic,
and therefore we can read the surfaces from different
directions without this causing any kind of disruption
to the general compositions that are organized as a
whole of the work, in composition and construction. In
most of the experimental works, there is an intentional
overlap that leads to overlapping worlds, formed
through strict geometric construction, where the
composition is built from small units that are stacked
together through a vertical or horizontal construction
that is determined according to the angles of view
towards the surfaces of his works, whose projections he
has determined, and its severity is broken only by the
deliberate process of color variation, to make

the process reciprocal; color breaks the severity

of the geometric strictness,
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and vice versa, which leads us to understand the abstract
structures that refer to some of the influences of Paul Klee,
as well as Oriental influences that appear unconsciously of
the artist, where the extension of his first roots is genetically,
with some symbolic influences that can be referred to the
works of Kandinsky. What is striking is the absence of direct
influences from his father’s Eastern origins or his mother’s
European upbringing and passion for landscape painting.
His work relies on a calculated distribution of color,
juxtaposing and contrasting blocks of color and intersecting
lines. This creates a feeling akin to the harmony and interplay
of multiple voices in music, adding a spiritual depth to his
art.

Working in black and white presents a real challenge for visual
artists, as it limits the freedom they enjoy when working
with multiple colors. However, Frema manages the surfaces
of his works with the same skill he displays when working
with colored surfaces. Because space is a crucial element
in pictorial surfaces, having a clear impact on the viewing
experience—offering the viewer a kind of visual comfort
during contemplation, as the late Professor Muhammad
Mehruddin observed—Sami Frema, understanding this role,
hasharnessed the energy provided by space, makingitin some
of his works as essential as color. He succeeded in making
the negative and positive technique effective in creating
depth in the executed forms, eliminating their flatness, even
though they adhered to the same strict geometric structure
we mentioned earlier. We can also observe a breaking of
the structural rigidity by giving the space other geometric
forms, such as longitudinal or transverse lines that divide
the surface, or circles that suggest movement and continuity.
What he does here is a kind of subversion of the overall form
in terms of diversification without disrupting it.
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THE TRAP OF THE SINGLE PAINTING

o™i
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art criticism, some artists are sometimes
described as "one-painting artists." This
escription doesn't refer to a single work as much
as it points to a state of visual and intellectual
repetition, where the artist reprod
same idea, the same composition, o o -
same artistic language, until their works
appear as identical copies differing -._.'_4 e
minor details. While possessing a clea
identity is an important element in bu
artist's experience, identity is one th
transforming experience into a fixed
quite another.

Art, by its very nature, is an act of
transformation, not a state of sta
Therefore, a true artist doesn't stop at t
of a particular success, no matter ho
presence or fame it brings, but rather
as a stage in a longer journey of resez
discovery. An artistic experience that
evolve eventually becomes a closed re
and the artist becomes a prisoner of the
success, afraid of taking risks or losing t
that both the public and the art mar
become accustomed to.

Perhaps the history of world art off
examples of artists who have cont
renewed their tools and vision. The art
Picasso was not confined to a sing
He moved between Realism, the B 5
Rose periods, and then Cubism, cont .
dismantling his previous forms in s \,; "
a new visual horizon. This is why ‘.-ii"l;il-l-u.-'-'-'-
remained vibrant and ever-evolving, T me
the essence of his art lay in transformation, net-

=

repetition. .
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Conversely, some artists repeat the same visual
vocabulary because the market has grown
accustomed to it, or because the audience has
associated their names with a specific style. Here,
the artwork loses part of its soul and gradually
transforms into a consumable product rather than
an aesthetic and intellectual adventure. Repetition
may grant the artist quick fame or an easily
recognizable identity, but over time it weakens the
element of wonder and confines the experience to a
closed circle.

Visual art is not an archive of past successes, but a
continuous exploration. Every experience that does
not renew itself is threatened with withering, no
matter how accomplished it may seem. Therefore,
an artist’s value is not measured by the number of
paintings they produce within the same mold, but by
their ability to break free from that mold, question
their tools, and venture into new possibilities of
vision and expression.

Ultimately, the true artist is the one who remains
in a constant state of aesthetic unease; constantly
venturing, evolving, and rediscovering themselves.
The artist who repeats their experience without
transformation may succeed in establishing a
familiar image, but theylose the essence of art, which
is fundamentally based on discovery, renewal, and
transformation.

Ziyad Jassam
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100130 cm |, off on carmves (from THE RVER BOTTOM exhibition 2023]
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Exploring Memory, Identity and the Human Experience Beyond Borders

Artists : Alazzawy Younis (lrag/Germany) | Anmar Muran (lrag/Switzerland] |
Ibrahim Barghoud (Syria/Austria) | Kareem Sadoen (lrag/Sweden) | Laye Thicune
|Senegal/Remania) | Maria Balea [Romania) | Sahf Abdulrahman [SyrialAustria)
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wedares:  dpocial (rat s i A4]  woRNISH



