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Barjeel Art Foundation

Barjeel Art Foundation, an independent collecting philanthropic institution based in
Sharjah, United Arab Emirates, was established by Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi in 2010 to
manage, preserve, and exhibit an extensive collection of modern and contemporary
Arab art. Since then, Barjeel has curated and mounted over twenty exhibitions locally,
regionally, and internationally, with the guiding principle to contribute to a greater
understanding of the living and dynamic art history of the Arab world and its diaspora.

In addition to this active exhibition programme, Barjeel has also developed a number of
print and online publications, organised public programming, supported scholarly con-
ferences and symposia, and established partnerships with art, cultural, and educational
institutions globally with the aim of encouraging public awareness of the presence,
importance, and history of art in the Arab world.

Paul Guiragossian Foundation

The Paul Guiragossian Foundation was established in 2011 to preserve and promote
the legacy of the artist, Paul Guiragossian (1926-1993). Upon the initiative of the late
artist’s wife and five children, a board was formed that consisted of a select number of
distinguished art historians and critics some of whom were contemporaries of the artist
who knew him and his work very closely.

Since its inception, the Foundation has embarked on a rigorous research journey
throughout the world in order to locate, catalogue, acquire and restore artworks and
archival documents by and about Paul Guiragossian.

Today the Foundation boasts an extensive database comprising images of hundreds

of artworks along with comprehensive information on their provenance and present
location. Moreover, it has gathered a considerable number of archives (photographs,
published reviews, exhibition catalogues, personal letters and manuscripts, audio and
video recording, etc.) that span the long and prolific career of Paul Guiragossian. This
material is available upon request to students and scholars of art history as well as
curators who wish to learn more about the life and work of the artist.

In 2018, in collaboration with Sam Bardaouil and Till Fellrath from Art Reoriented,

the Foundation published a monograph of work with Silvana Editoriale in Milan. The
important book spans the decades of Paul Guiragossian’s life and career. These kinds of
publications are a vital element of the Foundation’s work and part of the reason that it
was founded. The next step forward for the Foundation will be an extensive catalogue
raisonné covering the entire opus of Paul Guiragossian. This will undoubtedly help
eliminate the likelihood of any imitations penetrating the art market, especially upon
the great success and increasing appreciation for Paul Guiragossian’s work in the
international art market.

Despite the significant progress the Foundation has made until now, much remains to
be done. The execution of these timely projects is critical to the continued promotion of
the life and work of Paul Guiragossian and is only the beginning of what the Foundation
has in store to keep the legacy of such an extraordinary pioneering artist from the Arab
World alive.
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Foreword

Paul Guiragossian’s life mirrors much of the modern history of the
Middle East. The son of refugees who survived the Armenian genocide
of the early 20th century fleeing to Palestine, Guiragossian was then
displaced in 1947 and settled with his family in Lebanon. His lifetime
embodies some of the region’s most dramatic historical moments and
his instantly recognisable style pays tribute to its people.

Paul Guiragossian and Oussama El Aref during Paul’s solo exhibition at The
National Council of Culture, Arts & Letters in Kuwait, December, 1979. In the
background, third from the right is La Lampe, which is in this exhibition from
the Barjeel Art Foundation collection.

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

Foreword

Over the past two decades I have personally witnessed his paintings become some of the
most coveted works by any Middle Eastern artist and have set several records at auction.
Guiragossian’s paintings are now included in major international collections such as
that of Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, as well as museums in Damascus, Yerevan,
Amman, Beirut and across the Arab Gulf States.

In 2014, Barjeel Art Foundation mounted a solo exhibition of Syrian-German artist Marwan
in the presence of the artist and this year, we wanted to honour another regional giant of
art in the same manner. This show is not a retrospective exhibition of Guiragossian’s work,
but a celebration of the artist's oeuvre as seen through the pieces belonging to collectors in
the UAE. It coincides with the publishing of a monograph on the artist and also with the
25th anniversary of his passing in 1993. His works are owned by government officials, senior
members of the UAE ruling families, young collectors and old, art museums and institu-
tions, causing us at the foundation to reflect on how deeply Guiragossian’s works have been
collected and enshrined within the UAE cultural landscape.

Some of the works had only arrived recently in the UAE such as hedge fund manager
Taimur Hassan’s 1985 painting Les Roses that he acquired from a London sale. Another of
the collectors is UAE Minister of State His Excellency Zaki Nusseibeh who, for decades,
worked closely with UAE’s Founding President Sheikh Zayed Bin Sultan Al Nahyan as a
translator and cultural advisor. Other collectors include: Her Highness Sheikha Salama
Bint Hamdan Al Nahyan wife of His Highness General Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed
Al Nahyan Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi; Dr. Lamees Hamdan, the first Commissioner of
the UAE National Pavilion in Venice; Varouj Nerguizian, the General Manager of Bank
of Sharjah; and Hanan Sayed Worrell, an author, cultural specialist and adviser for the
Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation in Abu Dhabi.

All the collectors we approached were extremely receptive to the idea of celebrating
Guiragossian’s life through an exhibition of his works that reside within the UAE, and
when we started the process of gathering them together, a number of works surfaced
thanks to word of mouth while others became known following posts on social media.

This exhibition is realised thanks to the cooperation of Manuella Guiragossian and
the Paul Guiragossian Foundation, with valuable assistance from Christie’s who have
reached out to a number of collectors in the UAE.

Barjeel Art Foundation is proud to bring this collaborative show to the UAE public.

Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi
Founder, Barjeel Art Foundation, Sharjah
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Foreword Foreword

When Sultan Sooud Al Qassemi first approached me with the
idea to exhibit a selection of paintings from collections within the

. . , . At the time, he was showing me his self-portrait from 1948, which still hangs on the
UAE as a tribute to the 25th anniversary of my father’s passing, my . S e : :

o ] . wall over my piano. He said: “My paintings will be alive for 100 years or more after me,
mind immediately took me back to my childhood. I remembered a and then part of me becomes part of the family who owns the work, and their children
day when I was still a teenager and my father and I were having a as well. They will always think of me through my work, and so they and their descend-
discussion about the difference between playing music and painting. ants will be like my extended family.”

I adored playing the piano, but my father pointed out that although

It was at the moment when Sultan was speaking to me with such excitement about

music is important to one’s soul, it disappears into thin air after paying tribute to my father, that I saw him as a brother. Later, when Maisa Al Qassimi

playing whereas a painting lives on, even after we die. the exhibition’s curator and Mandy Merzaban, Barjeel’s founding curator, joined me
to visit the UAE collectors, I was amazed at their reasons behind acquiring the works
of Paul Guiragossian.

“I feel an indescribable spiritual connection with your father through his works even
though I have never met him,” one collector said. “It speaks to my heart and soul,” said
another. One said he was astonished by “the inexplicable emotions and mother’s affec-
tion that comes through the figures even though their features are unseen.”

What I loved most was when some collectors with young children introduced me as the
daughter of Paul Guiragossian, “the artist who painted the work in their living room.”
The kids would come and shake my hand with delight. At moments like that, my father’s
voice resonated in my mind, saying, “..and their children as well.”

Every day, through my work with the Paul Guiragossian Foundation, which our family
established in 2011, I am brought together with strangers who quickly become like fam-
ily because of the connection we make through my late father and his work.

Over the past eight years, we have made great strides in putting together the archives and
restructuring the timeline of my father’s career and life. We have made invaluable discov-
eries of paintings we had only seen in pictures and also found out about exhibitions held
around the world, some in prominent museums that were unknown or forgotten, even to
us. In this exhibition, Paul Guiragossian: Testimonies of Existence you will find several paint-
ings coming from collections that have played a significant role in my father’s life.

Paul Guiragossian in his Bourj Hammoud
studio in Beirut, Lebanon with his painting
titled Famille a L'Oiseau, c. 1962.

Manuella Guiragossian
President, Paul Guiragossian Foundation, Beirut

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.
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Self Portrait, 1948. Oil on Canvas, 53.5 X 38.5cm

66 | WAS BORN WITHOUT

BORDERS™

by Maisa Al Qassimi

Paul Guiragossian was a man born without state or nation. He
never knew a life that was not threatened by exile or conflict and
as such, he looked beyond notions of belonging to tribe or country
and focused on what it means to be human, or to simply exist. His
paintings that inhabit a middle ground between figuration and
abstraction led him to becoming one of Lebanon’s most celebrated
artists. In the 25 years since his death, he is considered one of the
Arab world’s great modernist masters. His work offers the viewer
an understanding of his personal struggle at different moments
in his life. Most notably, the representation of women and fam-
ily are significant due to his deep reverence for the mother-child
relationship, a view heightened by the experience of a childhood
spent largely in the care of others. Through his exploration of the
human experience, Guiragossian also offers an understanding of
the effects of socio-political struggles in the Arab region at several
key historical moments: the years leading up to the creation of the
state of Israel, the Arab-Israeli War of 1967, and the Lebanese Civil
War (1975-1990). His practice centred on exploring ideas of displace-
ment, belonging, and human existence - themes that still resonate
today, given the increasing movement of people worldwide as a
result of numerous ongoing conflicts and political upheaval.

Paul Guiragossian Estate collection, Lebanon
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through his practice, he placed himself firmly
outside of the nationalist consciousness
prevalent across the Arab world through the
second half of the 20th century and expressed
himself through a lens that centered on the
intimate human experience.

A child of survivors of the Armenian
Genocide, Guiragossian was born in exile in
Jerusalem in 1926. At the tender age of four,
his mother entrusted him to the care of a
boarding convent called the Sisters of Charity
of Saint Vincent in Jerusalem, where he
lived and was educated for three years before
returning to live with his mother. During
his time at the convent, Guiragossian began
drawing and painting on paper kites at the
request of his classmates.® He recalled: “[The
children] would ask me to draw on the paper
that they would [then] use [as] kites. They
used to like my kites best as they were full

with many colours.” Later, between the Paul Guiragossian and his wife Juliette at the L'Orient news-

ages of eight and 11, he was placed with the paper gallery exhibition in Beirut, Lebanon, 1966. They are

. . . . standing in front of Sollicitude (1965-1966) borrowed for this
Salesian priests of Don Bosco in Palestine, s . . o
exhibition from the collection of Varouj Nerguizian.

Paul Guiragossian with his family in his studio in the Bourj Hammoud
neighbourhood of Beirut, Lebanon, 1962.

This exhibition Testimonies of Existence explores Guiragossian’s pivotal posi-
tion in the history of regional modernism by focusing on recurrent threads
within his extensive oeuvre. In his work, the artist depicted the people he
encountered in his daily life in the suburb of Beirut where he lived along-
side many other refugee families. He was acutely aware of the physical and
psychological tolls of exile on the body, and his approach to painting carries
this awareness. As a result, his work also acts as a reflection on a particular
experience of exile. In a seminal text Reflections on Exile, Edward Said writes,
“exile, unlike nationalism, is fundamentally a discontinuous state of being.
Exiles are cut off from their roots, their land, their past.” Guiragossian related
deeply to these sentiments calling himself a man “born without borders” and

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.
Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

©

P

where he began to develop his interest in
religious iconography.

These whimsical beginnings, when he began to experiment with colour
through drawing, later transformed and matured as he pursued religious
painting during his teenage years. A student of the Catholic missions’
Italian resident painter, Guiragossian spent the last few years of secondary
school learning and practicing Christian iconography. In the early 1940s,
he moved with his family to Jaffa and enrolled at an art school called Studio
Yarkon, where he began to develop his painting skills. However, in the years
leading up to the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, Guiragossian’s fam-
ily, like many others, were uprooted and sought refuge from violence and
dispersed to neighbouring Arab countries. He and his family emigrated to
Beirut and settled in the suburb of Bourj Hammoud where a great number
of Armenian refugee families already lived after fleeing the genocide over
30 years earlier.

While in Lebanon, Guiragossian earned a living teaching art in Armenian
schools. As much of his time was spent in Bourj Hammoud, his early paint-
ings frequently cited his everyday encounters with its denizens. He was often

1Said, Edward. Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2002) 184.

2Guiragossian, Paul. Audio interview with Michel Moaiki. 1991.

*Boullata, Kamal. Palestinian Art: from 1850 to the Present (London: Saqi,
2009) 153.

* Quoted in Sam Bardaouil and Till Fellrath, Paul Guiragossian: The Human
Condition (Beirut: Paul Guiragossian Foundation, 2013) 19.




(fig. 1) Figures, c. 1965, Oil on Canvas, 60 x 90 cm, from the collection of Valerie and Fadi Mousalli

confronted with the dire living conditions of refugee neighbourhoods, which
had become a constant reminder of his mother’s stories about her family’s
escape from violence. He painted his own family members, perhaps as a way
of giving them roots and permanence, and he would often describe his illustra-
tions as documents of reality, reflecting the pain and suffering of these harrow-
ing experiences. Guiragossian’s consciousness of what it meant to be a person
living in exile would also reflect on how he viewed artmaking: “I've had friends
tell me that painting is supposed to brighten humanity, like that of Matisse
or Renoir. I have always responded that I could not tolerate such outbursts of
colour. It contains a certain innocence that I could never have. Perhaps, I have
suffered too much to be able to entertain. I am jealous of those who can.”

The first half of the 1950s was a pivotal period in Guiragossian’s artistic jour-
ney. In an exhibition that was launched under the patronage of Lebanese
President Beshara El Khoury in 1952, he displayed his work alongside notable
modernist artists Chafic Abboud and Saloua Raouda Choucair. It was only
a couple of years later, following this exhibition, that Guiragossian’s career
began to take off. Holding his first solo show at La Palette, a bustling meeting

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation.

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation.

point for artists and intellectuals, he established a number of key friendships
with poets, playwrights and collectors.®

He also began to expand upon his sources of inspiration. An avid reader
of history and philosophy, he delved into documents detailing artefacts
from Sumerian, Babylonian and Assyrian heritage and investigated motifs
and symbolism deeply rooted within the wider Middle Eastern region.
Although his interest in ancient civilisations remained a constant source of
inspiration, his approach to painting began to transform when he pursued
formal training abroad. It was not until 1956 that Guiragossian was able
to study art in an institutional setting. Winning the first prize in a paint-
ing competition, he was awarded a scholarship to study at the Academie
di Belle Arti di Firenze and later, in 1962, he was granted another by the
French Government for Les Atelier Des Maitres De L'Ecole Paris. These
grants provided Guiragossian with the possibility of encountering artworks
and art movements in Europe first-hand and inspired him to explore differ-
ent approaches in his own work; incorporating a range of influences from
Impressionism to Modernism.

During his residencies in Europe, Guiragossian’s paintings underwent a
change in tone and colour palette. He described the colour in his paintings
as starting to fade and turn grey, reflecting the gloomy weather of autumn
and winter. His figurative forms lost their detail and turned into shadows.
Upon his return to Beirut, Guiragossian questioned his own incorporation
of Western influences that had infiltrated his work during his time away,
and closely investigated the ancient schools from the region of Islamic and
Persian art. It was this period of self-reflection that allowed him to realise his
preoccupation with colour was, in fact, a reflection of what he deemed as his
‘eastern identity.”

This can be seen in one of his early works, Figures, c. 1965, (fig. 1) that rep-
resents a group of women gathered standing side by side. It features an
earthy autumn palette of warm yellows and reds with muted olive tones.
The figures are illustrated with long wide brushstrokes and defined by a
slight change in hue. Resembling Sumerian sculptures, the figures stand
with their hands clasped together and with their eyebrows, eyes and lips
defined. The movement created in the background by the impressionis-
tic yellow horizontal strokes highlight the figures in the foreground that
appear to be waiting in silence. Despite this shift in palette, Guiragossian’s
subject matter never changed. His interrogation of the human form and
interest in the complexities of its condition remained omnipresent and
were expressed through the use of abstraction. Guiragossian usually painted
women as mothers typically holding a newborn or reading to a child. This
motif simultaneously recalls the complex relationship he had with the idea

(fig. 2) Le Centre
Du Monde, c. 1983
Oil on Canvas
100.5 X 75.5 cm,
from the
collection of
H.E. M. Zaki
Nusseibeh

51bid, 25.

¢ Guiragossian, Manuella. Personal interview. 20 October 2017.
7 Guiragossian, Paul. Audio interview with Dr. Assad Abdul Rahman. 1989.




Paul Guiragossian stands between his friends Syrian poet and essayist Adonis
(left) and Palestinian poet and author Mahmoud Darwish (right) in his apart-
ment in Paris, following his solo show at Salle Des Pas Perdus in UNESCO in
1989. Photo is circa 1989-91.

of the mother figure throughout his childhood. An archetype revered as an
essential nurturer in religious iconography, the mother was also a presence
that he felt was consistently absent in his life: “Ilived my childhood deprived
from the affection of a woman,” he explained. “I have spent my childhood in
private convents, without knowing my mother that I looked for so long to find

»g

in my paintings.

This central thread is present across Guiragossian’s oeuvre. Le Centre Du Monde,
1983, (fig. 2) (The Centre of the World ) is a monochromatic painting with yellow
and green undertones depicting a mother in the foreground, looking down at
her child, held close to her body and wrapped in a long-draped fabric. In the
background, elongated less-defined figures fade from view, which serve as a
technical device to illuminate the mother. He said: “The woman is constantly
present in my paintings, my drawings, because she is Love, Childhood, Suffering
and Peace. She’s the one who is against sending her son and husband to wars.”

Guiragossian’s own identity was one firmly fixed to the family sphere and
how it is intertwined with the continuance of human existence. His own
ideas of belonging, even to the nuclear family unit, were complex given his
early childhood years. His practice was a quest to find a language that could
adequately express these formative experiences. “When I was a child, peo-
ple around me were talking different languages. I was wondering then: who

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation.

am I? And in what language should I express myself: in Armenian, Arabic
or French? Finally, I understood that my first language is painting; and I
should only talk through painting and nothing else.”® Like many other exiled
artists and intellectuals, Guiragossian found art production was a way of
understanding the grief of separation. The writing of celebrated poets such
as Adonis and Mahmoud Darwish would often investigate the many dimen-
sions of living in exile and what it means to exist or indeed, to belong. When
Darwish met Guiragossian at one of his exhibitions in Paris in the late 1980s,
they struck up a friendship. In an interview, Darwish recounts one of their
conversations: “[Paul,] we have both come from the same place, and lived
similar tragedies.” To which the artist responded: “Mahmoud, no one in this
world understands what we did and what we do, only the people similar
to us. What we lived through can’t be explained to those who did not face
oppression or war.”" This unshakable, deeply felt awareness of displacement
created an opportunity for companionship that was based on a shared under-
standing of inexplicable hardship.

As a result of the inescapable feeling of separation brought about by being
forced into exile, Guiragossian’s paintings are often populated with figural
groupings nestled together as a way to remedy this emptiness. Painting
these figures with long, thick brushstrokes, Guiragossian would frequently
congregate his characters at the centre of his compositions with unrecog-
nisable surroundings. Eliminating any reference to landscape, his charac-
ters often appear to be suspended within a void. Le Mariage, c. 1980, (fig. 3)
depicts a festive celebration. It consists of figures made up of loose forms
that overlap and merge together and are only vaguely identifiable. The use of
large swathes of green hues are complemented with longer strokes of light
blue tones as depicted in nature. These abstracted figures, huddled close in
a featureless setting, characterise an aspect of overcoming displacement:
togetherness in isolation.

Within his subject matter and its depiction on the canvas, Guiragossian
continually engaged with the question of existence, which can be read in
his figures that exist in varying degrees of abstraction, and the evolution in
his approach to colour and form. His struggle with the questions of exist-
ence, be it with his country, his inherited culture, and the presence of the
domestic space, place him alongside other regional modernists. Modernist
artists from the Arab world and the wider region often dealt with balancing
the concerns for developing new aesthetics that represented collective expe-
rience, responses to massive social and political shifts and conflicts, with
more personal, introspective, and biographical themes. The consideration of
Guiragossian’s work must be viewed in this context, which addresses both
the politically and historically charged notion of existence in exile, and the
individual existence of a being who must live on despite his experience.

(fig. 3)
Le Mariage, 1990
0il on Canvas

120 x 100 cm,
from the collection
of Dr. Lamees
Hamdan

® Quoted on www.paulguiragossian.com/philosophy/more.php?id=2
Accessed December 26, 2017.

° Ibid.

1 Quoted in Sam Bardaouil and Till Fellrath, Paul Guiragossian: The Human
Condition (Beirut: Paul Guiragossian Foundation, 2013) 18.

% Marchalian, Ivana. I Am The Undersigned, Mahmoud Darwish (London:
Dar Saqi, 2014) 45.
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RUSTLING THE ARCHIVE:

Revisiting Etel Adnan’s three questions for Paul Guiragossian

As we scrolled through hundreds of digitized
photos, videos, newspaper clippings and exhibi-
tion materials collected by the Paul Guiragossian
Foundation to chronicle the late artist’s prolific
career, a clipping of an interview with him

from a Beirut newspaper in the 1970s caught my
attention. The name of the interviewer took me
by surprise: Etel Adnan, the eminent Lebanese
artist, scholar and poet.

Before even reading the piece, my imagination
began weaving a fiction about their meeting. I had
encountered the works of these two contemporaries
separately through my research, but this was the
first time I visualised them in conversation. Until
that moment I had not imagined their paths or
trajectories crossing. Paul was born in Jerusalem
in 1926 and forced into exile with his family in

the years leading up to the creation of the state of
Israel. Etel was born in Beirut in 1925 and spent a
number of years in Europe and traveling in North
Africa, while much of her adult life was spent on
the west coast of North America. Yet on the pages

by Mandy Merzaban

of a French-language newspaper, in 1973, they were
speaking to each other.

In her interview, Adnan was playful and poignant.
The clipping features three short and precariously
straightforward questions, in which she attempted
to prod Guiragossian to elaborate on why he is an
artist. Potentially part of a longer interview, the por-
tion that has been documented by the foundation is
a particularly poetic fragment.

For weeks, I wondered what the relationship
between these two artists might have been like.
Were they friends? Did they admire each other’s
work? In what other ways did they interact beyond
this four-decade-old article? I decided the only way
to satiate my curiosity was to ask Etel in person. It
turned out to be the ideal segue into what would
turn into a delightful January afternoon of tea and
conversations about love, politics and Sufism.

Located a few quaint streets away from Saint
Sulpice in Paris is the home and studio where

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

(Left) Contact sheet of images from the opening of
Paul Guiragossian’s solo exhibition at Galerie Mouffe
in Paris, France, 1962

(Bottom) A published interview between the artists
Etel Adnan and Paul Guiragossian. It appeared in
Le Beyrouthin, a French journal in 1973.

Etel lives with her partner, artist and translator
Simone Fattal. On the wall behind the couch where
I sat, a small painting of Paul’s — featuring a line
of clustered bodies, anonymous, elongated and
rendered in varying tones of ochre on a sepia lime
background — hangs beneath two of Etel’s own
paintings from the 1980s of abstracted squares in
green, white and red. To see Etel’s atmospheric
explorations of colour, form and landscape min-
gling with Paul’s introspective investigation of
humanity felt like an eerily relevant backdrop given
the impetus for my visit.

Etel did not remember the interview but she did
remember Paul. For Simone, she recalled encoun-
tering the artist in the 1960s as a young woman and
even posed for portraits, which she no longer has a
record of. “I met him in '72... he came often to visit
Simone and I,” Etel said comfortably perched in her
worn rose-pink armchair. Then in her late forties,
Etel had just recently returned to the city of her
birth, leaving behind her 14-year tenure teaching
philosophy in California. Taking up ajob as a
columnist for a new newspaper, Etel was given the
freedom to write on politics, literature and art. This
interview with Paul was one of the many articles
and interviews she published during her time as

a journalist. Etel said she regarded Paul’s body of
work as “one long pilgrimage. Not [a] pilgrimage to
a place, but an exile-like pilgrimage.” Remarking
that his practice was, in a sense, an extension of
his lived experience and those of the Armenians
and Palestinians displaced by violence.

At one point in the conversation, Etel held the copy
of the newspaper clipping, squinting as she tried
to make out the small print. Struggling to read it,
she handed the paper to Simone, who uttered the
questions and answers aloud in a careful, elegant *

l

|

and clear voice. Alternating between French and
English, Simone’s jubilant recitation of the inter-
view offered a new encounter and reading of these
archived words.

“Why are you a painter? First question,” Simone
relayed. In Paul’s answer, he talks of being a young
boy in Jerusalem and thinking that everyone was
an artist. Art making, he insists, did not seem to be
something special. It is something anyone could
do if they took the time to nurture their creativity
and curiosity.

Perhaps feeling he hadn’t fully answered her
question, Etel’s probed further — she asked him
why objects are drawn if they already exist?

PAUL GUIRAGOSSIAN
chantre de la parole manuelle

INFRODUST LE MITE SACRIFICHL CIANS LA PEINTURE
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© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.

Contact sheet of images that depict Simona Fattal and
other guests at Paul Guiragossian’s solo exhibition at
Galerie Mouffe in Paris, France, 1962.

In response, Paul says that although he speaks
eight languages, he cannot find comfort or express
himself adequately through linguistic communi-
cation. Simone interpreted his answer as “none

[of these languages] can express what I can say,
therefore I paint!” In hearing this, Etel enthu-
siastically responded, “How nice! This is a real
reason!” Paul alludes to how art making for him

is an inexplicable response to acknowledging and
understanding existence.

Simone then translated the third question as Etel
listened intently and with an eager grin. In an
almost assumptive tone, Etel had asked for Paul to
draw an ashtray.

“And what did he say?” Etel said, laughing at the
question. Although she must have been acutely
aware that Paul’s practice focuses on human sub-
jects, her invitation to draw this inanimate object is
enough to provoke him to speak more intimately on
why he chooses to paint figures. Simone laughed as
she recited Paul’s answer: “I never draw any ash-
trays! I only draw people, all things that move.” It is
here that he reveals the core philosophical problem-
atic of his practice. The most pertinent problem is
that of the human being; one who has the ability to
move internally and externally.

“He was a real thinker on every matter,” Etel con-
cluded, conveying her deep reverence for a peer who
passed away a quarter of a century ago.

This discovery of archival minutiae triggered both
surprise and a slight anxiety in me as I considered
all that might be missing to develop a nuanced
understanding of modernism in the Arab region.
In a time of growing sectarianism in the lead up to
the Lebanese Civil War, the artefacts in the

Paul Guiragossian Foundation archive point to

a particularly momentous historical period of

! Boullata, Kamal. “Artists Re-Member Palestine in Beirut” 25

2 Shabout, Nada. Ibraaz, 2013 https://www.ibraaz.org/platforms/6/responses/144

Accessed 4 February, 2018.

cultural production in Lebanon that brought both
artists and writers together in deliberation and
debate. Between the 1950s and 1970s, Beirut had
become “the metropolis of Arab modernity™; a
meeting point for political and cultural dissidents
as well as a hub for the emerging first generation
of artists who were refugees of Palestine after

the formation of Israel in 1948. By the 1960s,
Guiragossian had become one of Lebanon’s most
celebrated artists.

Given the relative dearth of primary sources and
documents chronicling the lives of modernist
artists, it is difficult to anticipate all the possible
correspondences and encounters between them.
These could be testimonies of artists who have
already passed and even more urgently, those who
are still living. The presence and permanence of
archives in the Arab region is also part of a wider
critical conversation in scholarship. As art historian
Nada Shabout notes, “one of the main problems
with modernity in the Arab world is the lack of
credibility, criticality and scrutiny in understand-
ing, presenting, and evaluating its nature and
objects.”” What’s more, what we accept as record
can also be questionable, and thus the evolution of
modernism and how it can be understood disrupts
our ability to construct historical context.

At one point, Etel and I discuss the range of factors
that contributes to the shortage of archives and the
importance of addressing this going forward. “we
are countries at war or invasions,” Etel says, “they
say when Genghis Khan entered Baghdad they
crossed the Tigris on foot because [of how] full of
books it was. They burned the libraries. So we are
constantly destroyed.”

As echoes of past and present destruction cause
incalculable loss, there is a palpable sense of
urgency to collect what is hidden, buried and
almost lost. More than building inventories and
databases, the value of the archived record may not
be in its dormant survival but, rather, what we do
with it to bring it new meaning.




Paul Guiragossian: Testimonies of Existence

Barjeel Art Foundation is pleased to present Paul Guiragossian:
Testimonies of Existence - a selection of paintings from the Barjeel
Art Foundation Collection and other prominent private collections
within the UAE. Marking the 25th anniversary of his death in 1993,
this exhibition features paintings from the 1960s to the early 1990s
interspersed with elements drawn from the Paul Guiragossian
Foundation’s archive that document his life and prolific career.

Testimonies of Existence explores key moments in the artist’s practice
and Guiragossian’s pivotal position in the history of modernism

in the Arab world. Taking inspiration from his surroundings,
Guiragossian often depicted the people he encountered in his daily
life in Bourj Hammoud; a neighbourhood in north-eastern Beirut
which became an unexpected home for him and his family following
their expulsion from Palestine. Living alongside a larger population of
refugee families, Guiragossian was acutely aware of the physical and
psychological tolls of exile on the body. Driven by an early curiosity
with the human form, the artist spent his career investigating the
realm between figuration and abstraction. By drawing on a range of
influences and interests from ancient and modern art histories to
philosophy in his practice, Guiragossian developed an approach that
has become immediately recognisable.

The exhibition’s title is drawn from a quote from the artist's own
reflections where he described a work of art as being “sealed for
eternity” and absorbing the time and place of its creation. “They are
testimony to our existence, and we will always find something new in
them,” he said, upon winning a prize at the first edition of the Paris
Biennale in 1959.

Guest curated by Maisa Al Qassimi with Mandy Merzaban as cura-
torial advisor, the exhibition is held in collaboration with the Paul
Guiragossian Foundation and its president Manuella Guiragossian,
daughter of the late artist.




Le Centre Du Monde, ¢.1983, Oil on canvas, 100.5 X 75.5 cm, from the collection of H.E. M Zaki Nusseibeh.

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation.

In Conversation with H.E. M. Zaki Nusseibeh

This exhibition is a gathering of Paul
Guiragossian works that reside in the UAE.

A large part of the curatorial journey behind
this exhibition was working with the sizeable
body of collectors and relying on their
commitment to Guiragossian’s oeuvre. In
light of this, we spoke to one notable collector,
H.E. M. Zaki Nusseibeh, the UAE’s Minister of
State about his long history of collecting art
from the Arab world.

What was the first Paul Guiragossian piece you
bought and when did you buy it?

The first two Guiragossian pieces I bought were
two small water-colours on paper (Le Centre Du
Monde, 1983) some 25 years ago. I always loved his
work and felt, at the time, that I could afford the
budget for that acquisition.

What attracted you to his work?

I must admit that the first point of attraction

was the fact that he was an Armenian artist born
in my city Jerusalem whose family moved to
Palestine during their first exile before settling in
the Lebanon. Therefore, he was an artist whose
work reflects the agonies and the trials of a people
in transition. Subsequently, I was attracted to his
overall work with its typical lush colours and its
depiction of a wide variety of portraits, landscapes
and themes in a unique style. Then, I became a
regular visitor to his exhibitions.

Which Guiragossian that you own are you most
proud of?

My favourite painting is the one loaned to your
exhibition: Le Centre Du Monde, 1983. Of course,

he did a variety of portraits on the theme of
motherhood - a kind of Pieta or Sacred Madonna
series of his own, which were often painted in
vibrant colours. However, what attracted me to this

particular portrait was its originality in depicting
the scene in sober black and white - evoking the
sorrow and anguish that even a blessed motherhood
has to bear in its sacred mission. It is almost an ink
on paper image.

What impact do you think his work has had on
regional contemporary art practice?

1 believe Guiragossian to be one of the seminal
modern Arab painters and deserves a special place
in the history of modern art in the Middle East. He
earned public notice in the 1950s in Beirut before
travelling to Italy and France where his reputation
spread in the West as well. In trying to develop his
own artistic language, distinct from the clichéd
imagery of his generation, abstract or calligraphic, he
represented a new style of modern contemporary Arab
art. He was not afraid to experiment with subject
and style both figurative and abstract and was much
admired by his generation of like-minded artists.

You came to the UAE in 1967 and began collecting
art, so now, you have been collecting for 50 years.
How has collecting changed since you began?

I would say, the first and immediately most
noticeable major change in the region’s art market
over the last 50 years is in the rocketing price of
art works. Gone are the halcyon days when you
could get a good Orientalist painting or a good
modern Arab painting for under US1$million
dollars. This, in itself is symptomatic of a number
of interacting major trends that revolutionised the
act of collecting art. Some were positive trends:
the ever-expanding circles of art connoisseurs

and collectors; the proliferation of art galleries
and museums; the popularisation of art through
new media technologies; the globalisation of art
as it became inclusive of regions once regarded

as peripheral; and the growing number of artists.
Other trends have been more negative, such as the
transformation of art into commodity.

PAUL GUIRAGOSSIAN
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Installation view of Chefs-Doeuvre
De Lart Moderne Et Contemporain
Arabe at the Institut du Monde Arabe,
in Paris, France in February 2017.
The painting Madonna and Child is
featured on the bottom left.
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Madonna and Child
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Famille
1962, Oil on canvas, 73 x 60 cm
Private collection of Mr Said Abou Samra
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Installation view showing Group with
Flowers exhibited at the exhibition
Imperfect Chronology Debating Modernism
1 at Whitechapel Gallery in London, UK.
8 September-6 December 2015
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Group with Flowers
1963, Oil on canvas, 55 X 46.5 cm

Collection of Barjeel Art Foundation
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This artwork has appeared in:

Re:Orient at Barjeel Art Foundation
Sharjah, UAE
11 March-22 December, 2013

Imperfect Chronology: Arab Art from
the Modern to the Contemporary
at Whitechapel Gallery
London, UK
8 September-6 December, 2015

The Sea Suspended at Tehran Museum of
Contemporary Art
Tehran, Iran
8 November-23 December, 2016

Lines of Subjectivity: Portrait and Landscape
Paintings at Jordan National Gallery
Amman, Jordan
1 March-31 May, 2017
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c. 1965, Oil on canvas, 60 X 90 cm
Collection of Valerie and Fadi Mousalli

(Gl anonll 6 @)
Slai

rouw 9 x 1. Lo LLe 6y glgh 1970 fole Jign

g Galeg Gl WliGo dcgono

e

lo" gsdle chdyl

dnuds

Courtesy Whitechapel Gallery Archive.
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Paul Guiragossian and his wife Juliette at
the L'Orient newspaper gallery exhibition
in Beirut, Lebanon, 1966. They are
standing in front of Sollicitude borrowed
for this exhibition from the Varou;j
Nerguizian collection.
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Sollicitude
1965-1966, Oil on canvas, 84 X 64.5cm
Collection of Varouj Nerguizian
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Fable
1967, Oil on canvas, 65 X 55 cm
Collection of Mr. Francois Faure
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Installation view of Modern Art from the
Middle East at the Yale University Art
Gallery in New Haven, USA, February,

2017. The painting Le Cadeau is hanging

on the far right.
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Le Cadeau

€. 1968, Oil on canvas, 100 x 70 cm
Collection of Barjeel Art Foundation
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Courtesy Yale University Art Gallery.
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The New Born
1969, Oil on canvas, 80 x 80 cm
Collection of Mr. Francois Faure
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Co-Naissance
1970, Oil on canvas, 102 X 72 cm
Collection of Mr Francois Faure
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Guests at the Paul Guiragossian
exhibition at Galerie Elcir in Beirut,
Lebanon in 1978. The painting in the left
of the image is L’Enfant, then, on display
for the first time. This painting has been
borrowed for this exhibition from the
collection of H.E. Dr. Anwar Gargash.
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LEnfant
1978, Oil on Canvas, 100 X 72.5 cm
Collection of H.E. Dr. Anwar Gargash
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Paul Guiragossian and Oussama El Aref
during Paul’s solo exhibition at The
National Council of Culture, Arts & Letters
in Kuwait, December, 1979. In the back-
ground, third from the right is La Lampe,
which is in this exhibition from the Barjeel
Art Foundation collection.

U0 JUA el ol gluwg £t Joy
ugillg sloill ingl yulaol 6 syl Joy
L9 Jaig 1aVa o1wa cugAll L8 Liallg
[eptowl o AW elunodl dagl dualali
drgono 0 uHrolllia ord 639790l
fugdol o) g o’ wliiioe

Gyl doadi ©

Laxds

Solewgélng Joy demax”

La Lampe
1979, Oil on canvas, 101 x 72 cm
Collection of Barjeel Art Foundation

elunoll

uw VI x L blod Gl dauij olgdi 1ava
ugkol) b o wliioo drgono

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation. .;lwgélpe Jos dumax 3L ©

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation archives.




Petite Fille dans La Ville
c. 1979, Oil on canvas, 100.5 X 73 cm
Collection of Varouj Nerguizian
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Le Centre Du Monde
€. 1983, Oil on canvas, 100.5 X 75.5 ¢cm
Collection of H.E. M. Zaki Nusseibeh,
Minister of State
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Paul, Juliette and Emmanuel Guiragossian at
the Tekeyan Cultural Association Exhibition
in Los Angles in 1987, shown here with
Les Roses, painting from the collection of
Taimur Hassan on the far right.
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Les Roses
1985, Oil on canvas, 120 X 100 cm
Collection of Taimur Hassan
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L'Unité
1985, Oil on canvas, 100 X 90 cm
Collection of Maliha Al-Tabari
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Paul Guiragossian with Marcos Grigorian
at the Hovnanian School Exhibition in
New Jersey, USA, 1987. Paul exhibited in
multiple American cities in 1987 and visible
here on the far left is Journey, borrowed
for this exhibition from the collection of
Charles Al Sidaoui.
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Journey
1986, Oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm
Collection of Charles Al Sidaoui
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N
Manuella Guiragossian with Serenity at
an opening at Green Art Gallery in Dubai,
UAE in 2003. This painting is borrowed
for this exhibition from the collection of
Varouj Nerguizian.
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Serenity
1986, Oil on canvas, 100 X 100 cm
Collection of Varouj Nerguizian

UGALw )
ouw e x e blod Gle duij olgdl1aAT
JuHAp egJle wliion drgono

> 03l ©

A8 © . gluollnd Jou

o

e

il

~~.~.

Solwgélyd Joo

g
S
E=]
©
b=
a
3
S
9
=)
«
=
[}
12}
o
50
«
=
=
Q
=
I3
~
>
wn
j
=
=
3
S
O
©
7
>
2
<=
Qo
-
o
a
S
=
«
=
a
3
S
o
=)
o
=
[}
w0
o
50
«
R
=
&)
=
I3
A~
>
[}
Q
=
-
3
S
O
©




Autumn Leaves
€. 1986, Oil on Canvas, 90 x 100 cm
Collection of H.E. Abdul Rahman Al Owais
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Paul Guiragossian with Dr. Vartan and
Madeleine Tachdjian and their daughter
in 1987 in front of Bracelet at the Tekeyan
Cultural Association Exhibition in
Los Angeles, USA.
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Bracelet
€. 1986, Oil on canvas, 120 x 100 cm
Collection of Hanan and Steve Worrell
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Composition
€. 1986, Oil on canvas, 120 x 100 cm
Collection of Dr. Lamees Hamdan
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Joie De Vivre
€. 1986, Oil on Canvas, 100 X 75 cm
Collection of H.E. Abdul Rahman Al Owais
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c. 1986, Oil on canvas, 100 X 90 cm ’I h ' ';'."
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Nostalgie
C. 1986, Oil on canvas, 116 x 81 cm
Collection of Mr. Francois Faure
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The Long March
€. 1986, Oil on Canvas, 90 x 80 cm
Collection of H.E. Abdul Rahman Al Owais
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La Foule
1987, Oil on canvas, 121 X 100 cm
Property of The Rose Trust
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Silhouettes
1987, Oil on Canvas, 130 x 82 cm
On Loan from the Salama bint Hamdan
Al Nahyan Foundation, Abu Dhabi
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The News
1987, Oil on canvas, 100 X 80 cm
Collection of Patrick and May Merville
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Nostalgie
€. 1989, Oil on canvas, 100 X 100 cm
Collection of Varouj Nerguizian

itkal

o x| o8 LLe auiyj ol 19AA pole g
Jbisp egle wldoo dcgono

© Courtesy Paul Guiragossian Foundation. .glwgsélpé Jou dusax 53l ©

PAUL GUIRAGOSSIAN




The Beautiful Seasons
€. 1989, Oil on canvas, 116.5 x 81 cm
Collection of Dr. Lamees Hamdan
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Syrian poet Adonis is seen here in his
Beirut home in 2006 with gallerist George
Kamel. Featured is Paul Guiragossian’s
painting Untitled, part of the collection
of Georges Makhoul, which was originally
gifted to Adonis by the artist.
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Untitled
€. 1989, Oil on canvas, 101 x 77 cm
Property of the Tammy and Georges Makhoul Collection
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Celebrations
1990, Oil on canvas, 150 X 130 cm
Property of The Abraaj Group Art Collection
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Masques et Bergamasques
€. 1990, Oil on canvas, 120 X 100 cm
Collection of The Khazaei Foundation
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Musician
€. 1990, Oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm
Collection of Maliha Al-Tabari
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Untitled
c. 1990, Oil on canvas, 100 x 80 cm
Collection of Marwan and Dana Kai
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La Famille
1991, Oil on board, 137 x 130 cm
Property of The Farjam Collection
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chantre de la parole manuelle
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