onRELNAGD) .
1250

R

Untitled
Mixed media on wood
119.5 X 119.5 ¢cm, 1970
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Omar El Nagdi

Born Cairo, Egypt 1931
Lives and works in Cairo, Egypt

An artist, philosopher and
musician, Omar El Nagdi
incorporates language, namely
through calligraphy and abstract
visual form in his paintings

and mixed media works. In

the 1960s and 1970s, El Nagdi
became interested in similarities
between the Arabic numeral for
‘one’ or wahed, which is formally
similar to the Arabic letter, alef.
The merging of these two visual
forms echo the indivisible nature
of the divine, while his repetitive
gestures reflect acts of devotion.
El Nagdi was a member of the
Liberal Artist’s group headed by
Nobel Laureate Taha Hussein
and formed the Egyptian
Mosaics Group in 1964.

Untitled
Watercolour on paper
31X 44 cm, 1978
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Madiha Omar

Born in 1908, Aleppo, Syria
Died in 2005, New York,
United States

Widely considered a pioneer-
ing precursor to the hurufiyya
movement, Madiha Omar was
one of the first artists to explore
the formal qualities of the
Arabic letter in contemporary
art beginning in 1944. The first
Iraqi woman to receive a schol-
arship from the government to
study in Europe. Returning to
Baghdad, Omar taught paint-
ing and later became head of
the arts department. In 1942,
she pursued an MFA at the
Corcoran School of Art in 1959
in Washington, DC and stud-
ied art education at George
Washington University. Upon her
return to Iraq, she taught at the
Academy of Fine Arts, Baghdad,
and became a member of the
One Dimension Group of 1971,
and has exhibited widely.

Untitled
Oil and plaster on board
66.5 X 56.5 cm, 1963
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Shakir Hassan Al Said
Born 1925, Samawa, Iraq
Died 2004, Baghdad, Iraq

Shakir Hassan Al Said’s spiritual,
deconstructionist approaches
marked him as an important
figure in Iragq’s modern art
movement. A student of the
social sciences, Al Said also
studied art under modernist
pioneer Jewad Selim and co-
founded the Baghdad Group of
Modern Art with him in 1951. Al
Said taught at the Institute of
Fine Arts in Baghdad where he
pursued his spiritually driven
philosophy of the One Dimension.
Incorporating Sufi thought and
Deconstruction Al Said’s approach
to art making experimented
with repetitive gestures and
lacerations of pictorial surfaces
as a way to transcend into the
realm of the divine, considered
the One Dimension.

EXHIBITION PROGRAMMING
U JLoll ol p

Hurufiyya Exhibition
Wednesday, 30th November 2016; 5:00 pm
Bibliotheca Alexandrina Conference Center, East Exhibition Hall
The Exhibition will last until Saturday, 28th January, 2017
Open every day from 9:00 am to 9:00 pm, except on Fridays

*Before the opening ceremony, there will be a lecture by professor
Charbel Dagher at the Bibliotheca Alexandrina Conference Center,
Small Theater, at 3:00 pm.
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“Expressing through the letter
is essentially a legitimate
attempt and an evolution of
art towards surpassing the
two-dimensional surface as

a natural environment for art
towards the reality/truth

of the line (the one

What is Hurufiyya? At our current moment it gimension)... .

may be indistinguishable from a form of calligra- . The (_:o:_1tr1butlon pfthe letter
. : . in artistic composition has
phy. However its appearance in the mlddFe of the e o e
last century marked a break from a previous era total humanistic dimension,
of creative output. Whereas calligraphy carried for by virtue of its existence it
with it a rich and long-standing tradition of mas- requires a meeting, between
ter-apprentice relationships, modern hurufiyya [EREEKEINElleR AT
comes in an era of highly individual exploration. between the visual trace and

Hurufiyya emerges as the result of modern the qrtwork, tha_t s cgntenr

- e | plative and not just visual.
conditions. The originators of the form, as well |
as its most innovative practitioners, experienced - Shakir Hassan Al Said (1950)
first-hand the modern experiences of travel, of From The One Dimension
exile, international life, and national concerns.
Pioneering artist Madiha Omar began her experi-
ments with the Arabic letter while in the United States. An exemplar of the style,
Shakir Hassan Al Said, found influences in studies abroad, questions of identity,
philosophical and spiritual sources to which only increasingly abstracted sym-
bols could begin to explore.

This exhibition does not aim to introduce hurufiyya in an encyclopedic way,
but rather introduce various snapshots of moments, approaches, and art-
ists, and their concerns over the 20th Century and into the 21st. The inclu-
sion of a late work by Madiha Omar’s abstracted letterforms begins our ex-
ploration. Far from the decorative flourishes of the calligrapher, we see the
work.of the artist focus on the character of the individual letter, to bring its
form from the realm of beauty into the realm of dynamism of modern life.

The world would have been a turbulent one for artists working in the mid-
20th century. This was the age of cities, of decolonisation, of political
unrest, of war, of nationalism, and even the most distant, experimental,
and abstract art bore marks of these times. Shakir Hassan Al Said’s shift
from depicting and mythologising folk and urban realities was marked by a
deep inward turn which reflected - or perhaps, was a response to - these
worldly concerns. The 1963 work depicted here marks an important transi-
tion into the spiritual dimension, where individual letters become abstract-
ed from words and into contemplative symbols, in which the material of
the work itself becomes a surface in which the repeated hand of the artist

HURUFIYYA:
Art & Identity

“I studied and observed modern art always comparing it with the
Arabesque art of the Middle East. The letter still stands out so
magnificently colourful, fascinating, intricate and ornamental but
| felt that a more meaningful and powerful life, which might have
brought that monumental art from this stage of stillness, from the
limitation of the surface manipulation into the freer expression and
closer the dynamic movement and restlessness of our modern age,
is needed.”

- Madiha Omar (1950), From the essay Arabic Calligraphy: An
Inspiring Element in Abstract Art

bears the marks of meditation and reflection (a feature found in his later
works, which resemble worn walls that seem to bear witness to history).
Elsewhere in the region, Mohammed Khadda’s “sign paintings” evoked
other concerns, namely the exploration of indigenous iconographies, while
Rachid Koraichi’s signature style of “asemic writing” (writing without mean-
ing, a strong feature of much modern hurufiyya) references internation-
al calligraphic styles, using the visual gestures and forms of written lan-
guage to evoke a sense of drama, texture, and an elusive deeper meaning.
This international approach to understanding calligraphic styles (or letter
forms) is represented in the works of of Raffa Nasiri, whose studies in China
in the 1950s and 1960s represent a different approach from his Western-
educated colleagues. For Nasiri, whose education rendered him a print-
maker more than a painter, the gesture of writing and his signature hori-
zons, represented meditations on the memory of a place, whose works
are simultaneously described as “cosmic” and “introspective” and reflect
the potential of a minimal, refined approach to creating modern works.
Notable contributions from intellectual, scholar, and artist Kamal Boullata
sees the letter and the word form the basis for a colourful and contem-
porary approach reminiscent of experimental graphic design - seeming-
ly traditional texts rendered in a wholly non-traditional manner. This leads
us to the contemporary period in which the use of letterforms has sur-
vived, perhaps in different form. Ahmed Mater’s signature X-ray works em-
ploy letterforms as a reference to talismans and spiritual texts, while eL
Seed’s fusion of calligraphic and graffiti influences is a strong and exuber-
ant assertion of identity and discovery of written language in diaspora.
Although hurufiyya is largely a historical movement confined to the
modern era, the importance of the written word in the region resonates
far beyond a simple mode or tool of communication. As a gesture and
a form, it resonates as a marker of identity.
- Karim Sultan, Curator
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Barjeel Art Foundation

ugial Jua U duwgo

Barjeel Art Foundation is an independent, United Arab Emirates-based
initiative established to manage, preserve and exhibit the personal art
collection of Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi.

The foundation’s guiding principle is to contribute to the intellectual
development of the art scene in the Gulf region by building a prominent,
publicly accessible art collection in the UAE. Part of this objective involves
developing a public platform to foster critical dialogue around modern and
contemporary art, with a focus on artists with Arab heritage internationally.

By hosting in-house exhibitions, lending artwork to international forums,
producing print as well as online publications, and fashioning interactive
public programmes, the Barjeel Art Foundation strives to serve as an
informative resource for modern and contemporary art locally and on
the global stage.
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Bibliotheca Alexandrina
Director of Art Exhibitions and
Collections Department

Gamal Hosni

Deputy Director of Art Exhibitions
and Collections Department
Mohamed Khamis

Exhibitions and Art Projects Section
Head of Exhibitions and Art Projects
Section

Sherouk Talaat

Head of Temporary Exhibition Unit
Mahmoud Hagras

Technicians

Ayman el-Khadrawy

Ayman Abdelatif

Abdelsamie Mohamed

Mohamed Amine

Barjeel Art Foundation
Founder

Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi
Curator

Karim Sultan

Founding Curator

Mandy Merzaban

Curator at Large

Suheyla Takesh

Collections Manager and Registrar
Sarah Adamson

Administrator

Asma Faizal

Coordinator

Imran Ahmad Kamal

Art Direction & Design

Clint McLean/We Are Thought Fox
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