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tis not possible to understand art without looking at and

digging into the past. Portraiture in geographic locations such

as Syria, which has witnessed a succession of civilisations
since ancient times, is like exploring an issue that is imperative
to understand, and whichis related to all humanity. An attempt
at describing the scene of contemporary Syrian art practices in
the past century will be our aim, rather than a lengthy discussion
on ancient history. Telling the story of portraiture in past times
reveals the historical dimension behind the art of modern
portraiture, and therefore sheds light on a vital issue related to
the origin of the image.

Issues related to portraiture have occupied an excited interest
in curious modern European minds since the 80s. Hence this
art became the subject of several research studies, as well as
controversies, especially after the reprinting of Charles Darwin's
The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872)

In parallel, interest in artworks in Europe was witnessing
significant development through exhibitions of portraits and
self-portraits. Yet, upon leafing through books and publications
which take up portraiture in Europe, one discerns that this art
is referred to as “recent invention in Western history.” Contrary
to that point of view, Elias Zayat confirms in most of his writings
that, “Syrians are the pioneers of the culture of portraiture in
every sense of the word.” What are the characteristics of this
art that Zayat considers one of the main features of Syrian art?
And how was this issue taken up in the current Syrian artistic
life”? What is the source and relevance of such a question for
Syrian artists, since no Syrian exhibition has made room for
portraiture as a fundamental theme so far?

PORTRAITURE INITS NASCENCE:
PORTRAIT AS CARRIER OF MEMORY

Archaeological excavations reveal that the first encounter with
depictions of faces goes back to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic

Age Aand B, circa 7800 BC. This art was part of regular rituals
which people practised to address the question of mortality.
Excavations carried out in the eastern regions, specifically in Tell
Djade el-Mughara in the north of Syria, revealed constructions
of houses with special sections called ‘the house of the dead .
This was referred to as “Skulls Cult'; the skull of a certain
deceased personis covered with plaster, and seashells are
placed in the eye sockets — sometimes the eyes are drawn with
tar, seemingly in an effort to recapture the absent features and
clothe the bones with a new skin. Around the same period, circa
8000 BG, statues made of plaster were found in certain parts
of the Mediterranean: in Tellal-Ramad in Syria, Ain Ghazal'in
Jordan, and in Jerusalem. The unearthing of masks, the most
ancient known to-date, created a revolutionary step in the history
of mankind, for masks create and confirm the fundamental
concept of the image which beckons back to life that which has
been lost?

Those funerary rituals preceded mummification and
engravings on coffins, practices which are known to more
recent history, including the Phoenician, Egyptian, Greek and
Roman civilisations. They present to us the most ancient
evidence on the question of absence inhuman history: a
keen interest in the portrayal of faces, which evolved later into
the concept of the image. A few examples from more recent
history are: portraits found in Fayum, Egypt and Palmyra, Syria.



Lime plaster and reed statue dated to the
Pre-Pottery Neolithic Age B, Jericho (Palestine).
ca. 8000 B.C.

Figurine of Tell Brak Eye idol,
ca. 3500-3300 B.C. Tell Brak (Syria).

Source: Jean-Paul Demoule, Naissance de la
figure. Lart du paléolithique a Iage du fer, Paris,
Hazan, 2007, p. 68. Photo: Erich Lessing

National Museum of Damascus

"Tell Dja'de or the village of Dja'de, the cave, goes back to the ninth millennium B.C. and is located on the west bank of The Euphrates (Furat) River in the north of Syria. It is an
administrative region of the province of Aleppo. There we found the most ancient murals ever known in the world

“There is some research on this topic. See: Hans Belting, Pour une anthropologie des images, translated from German by Jean Bernard Torrent, Paris, Gallimard, collection, Le Temps des
images, 2004, p.192-197; and Georges Didi-Huberman, Le Visage et la terre, in Artstudio (Le Portrait contemporain, n° 21), 1991, p. 12-26.



Mummy and Portrait of Eudaimonis. Antinopolis (Egypt)
2nd century A.D. Encaustic painting. Musée du Louvre.

Photo Nagham Hodaifa.



The Fayum portraits of mummies are drawings of funerary
faces, made in a realistic and direct fashion, in which the gaze
of the portrait looks the viewer straight in the face.® The facial
depiction is present along with the mummified body in the
coffin, and both accompany the deceased to the after-life.
Most of these portraits were found in Fayum in Egypt and
belong to the first century AD. They are unique in being the
only ancient art of drawing on material that is known to us;
they were drawn on wood or linen, by using the technique of
drawing with beeswax. The Palmyra portraits exhibit several
specimens of statues of heads on tombs, dating from 100
BC. 10300 AD. These statues are processed in the mind of
contemporary man as a personal photograph of the absent
human being; they are placed at the head of the tomb,
sometimes coupled with the name of the deceased, and left
as arelic for posterity.

Inthe context of art that is steeped in ancient history, two
features are to be noted; the funerary character of this art and
the need to summon or recapture the image. Thus, portraiture
started as anart in which the face is drawn to preserve the
memory of the person. Another significant feature of this
portraiture is that eyes are notably wide, characterising the faces
of the ancient Middle East. In southern Tell Brak (northern Syria)
during the Sumerian civilisation, and prior to the emergence of
the larger statues that date to late 4000 and early 3000 BC
during the Jemdet Nasr period, thousands of small figurines,
called Eye Idols, and tiny amulets were found in an immense
temple that was later called the ‘Eye Temple'* These were
small statues crafted with simplicity and force of expression; the
body is blank except for the eyes that express everything. Such
embodiments are significant in that they preceded the statues
with the familiar faces from the Middle East. Several sculpted
faces had eyes of black stone, mother of pearl, tar, or lapis lazuli
Some statues were made of alabaster. The wide-open eyes

of these figurines indicate sight and insight, as though the eyes
would act as self-revealing mirrors, through which a cascade of
life might flow, rendering the figurine alive and present. Evenin
the funerary portraits of Fayum or Palmyra, the eyes are

always open.

According to Greek mythology, in the 6th century BC. there was
a certain ceramist called Butades (Dibutades) the Greek who
had a daughter who fellin love with a young man. This young
man had to make a trip. The woman stopped him from leaving
and started tracing on his profile with a piece of coal ona wall,
as shown by lamplight. She wished to preserve some of the
young man's features in the drawing, a phantom that might last
after he was gone. When her father discovered the drawing, he
applied mud onto the features and baked it. Thus, this legend
became the first known portrait, referred to by Pliny the Elder
(Gaius Plinius Secundus), the Roman historian, in volume 35

of his books on natural history, written in 77 A.D. Through the
portrait, ‘the absent becomes present” according to Leon
Battista Albertiin his letter on art in 1435, Alberti maintains that
the myth of Narcissus is the origin of the portrait, or self-portrait
of the artist. Narcissus, famous for his beauty, happened to
see the reflection of his face in clear, still water. He became so
enamoured with this image he did not avert his eyes until his
death. Theimage thus is tightly connected with the absence of
an object, and therefore becomes a memory.

*The Fayum region is located 60 km Southeast of Cairo. We do find this kind of portraiture in other ares of Egypt, but due to the enormous amount of
portraits that we received from that region, we decided to call them *Fayum portraits.’

“Max Mallowan, Twenty-five Years of Mesopotamian Discovery (1932-1956), London, The British School of Archaeology in Irag, 1956, p. 25-31.



Bust from Palmyra

National Museum of Damascus
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PORTRAITURE AND THE SANCTITY OF THE SUBJECT

Drawing or concealing a face is rooted in a sanctity that is
connected to mythology and stems from religious beliefs. The
statues mentioned previously, which pertain to the ancient
Middle East, have been depicted as gods that protect cities.
Fach god has atemple and a statue, and thus the face is always
present. The bigger the eyes of the statue, the more importance
the god enjoys,

Later on, with the advent of the three Unitarian religions, portraits
took on different characters, which varied according to religious
beliefs. Orthodox Christian liturgy depicted Christ's Pantocrator,
following the contents of a text called Doctrine of Addai (325)
The text recounts that Abgar, king of Edessa in Syria, fell il

He had faith that looking at the image of Jesus Christ might
bring his health back, and commissioned a painter to draw
Christ's face. However, the solemnity of the countenance of
Christ made the painter unable to accomplish his mission, so
Christ covered his face with a linen cloth, miraculously printing
his features on the cloth. This anecdote assumes a very

significant position in the tradition of the Syriac Church, and it

is reminiscent of the liturgy of the Catholic Church, known as
the Shroud of Turin. This Catholic counterpart tale maintains
that Saint Veronica walked Via Dolorosa and wiped Christ's
face with a cloth, on which Christ's features became imprinted
Although these two legends have contributed to the art of
drawing in Europe, as well as to European thought, it should

be noted that the Shroud of Turin legend only appearedin
Christian art towards the end of the Medieval Age, according
to Emile Male, art historian and Christian art specialist. While
the God-Son concept of Christianity has been artistically
depicted, Judaism prohibits any depiction of God, although the
words of God can be drawn by hand. Islam is more restrictive,
the only allowance is drawing the word Allah. Since Allah is
absolute and invisible, The Holy Quran should suffice. In this
context, Sufis believe that the only eternal entity is the holy face
of God, and that God speaks to people through inspiration, or
from behind a vell



Unknown (Thought to be Father Yusuf Al Musawwir Al Halabi)
St. George, ca 18" Century
23.7 x17 cm.



Unknown (Thought to be Georgeous Al Musawwir)
Madonna and Child, ca 18" Century
17x10.8 cm.
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THE SYRIAN ICON AND THE SCHOOL OF ALEPPO

Scholars concur that the art of iconography has accompanied
the spread of monastic orders in Syria and Egypt since the

4th century. Murals and Syriac manuscripts ornamented with
icons, like the Rabula Bible, dating back to the 6th century and
foundin the Laurentian Library in Florence (Biblioteca Medicea
Laurenziana). Our knowledge of the modern history of church
painting in Syria goes back to the second half of the 7th century.
Avrtists were faithful to Byzantine style of artworks, so their
paintings were often confused with those of earlier Greek
counterparts. Yet, since the 18th century, Syrian icons took on
amore distinct character as they started to be influenced by
the art of Islarmic miniaturists. The first known iconography artist
in Syria was Father Yusuf Al Musawwir Al Halabi, who livedin
the second half of the 17th century in the city of Aleppo. He
spoke Arabic and Greek and drew his icons on wood. He was
also a calligrapher who translated several books into Arabic,
ornamenting them with drawings similar to those used in titles of
chapters inIslamic manuscripts. AlMusawwir is considered the
founder of what later became known as the School of Aleppo,
which schooled generations of artists, among whom were
AlMusawwir's son and grandson.

Nimatullah AlMusawwir, son of Yusuf, took after his father and
was the first Syrian artist who wrote in Arabic script onicons

He worked with his son Hananiya, followed by the latter's son
Georgeous, up until the end of the eighteenth century. The icons
focused on one theme, that of the images of Jesus Christ, the
Virgin Mary, and Christian saints. The faces of saints often had
wide eyes, small ears stuck to the cheeks, and thin, silent lips
reminiscent of those of the Madonna icon which

is attributed to Georgeous Al Musawwir.

Three different styles characterise the Syrian icon. The School
of Aleppo (17th and 18th centuries) addressed detallsin a
classical and traditional style which came to be known as ‘Neo-
Byzantine.” Icons of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
were spontaneously worked and enjoyed popularity. The icons
that were influenced by the school of Jerusalem (19th century)
however were characterised by a realistic style derived from
western religious paintings that were sent to Jerusalem.®

*About this subject, see: Elias Zayat, The Icon, in The Second Syrian Icon Exhibition, Damascus National Museum, Aleppo National Museum, Ministry of Tourism, Damascus 1999.
Agnés-Mariam de la Croix and Frangois Zabbal, Icnes arabes. Art chrétien du Levant, Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, Editions Grégoriennes, 2003.



Abu Subhi Al Tinawi
Khaled Ibn Alwalid
Painting on fabric, 32 x 32 cm.



HOW PORTRAITURE WAS DEALT WITH IN SYRIA

Art schools and Europeaninfluences
notwithstanding, it should be stated that popular
artin Syriahasleft its mark on the profession
Scrutinising the creative productions of Abu-Subhi
Al Tinawi (Moharmmad Ahmad Harb, 1884-1973)
one discerns the world of imagination that
complements folktales common in Damascene
cafes, as told by hakawatis during evening
gatherings. His paintings can be considered
spontaneous and simple folkloric art inspired

by folktales and popular legends of heroism
and chivalry. Al Tinawi awakened the Arab hero,
dormant in popular epics, and brought him
back tolife via visual art. He depicted hercismin
Antaras mustaches andin Abou Zeid Al Hilali's
shield, to give a couple of examples.

The way he treated the theme, his poetic style
of using colour, as well as his employment of
space, allremind us of Yahya ion Mahmud Al
Wasiti, chief Arab artist from the 13th century
who ornamented Kallla wa Dimna and the
HaririMagams in 1237. Al Tinawi's fame sprang
from his modest shop in the Bab Al Djabia
neighbourhood, where he produced portraits
and paintings on glass,® as well as on fabric,
depicting Knalid ibn Al Walid, who is known as
God's drawn saber, an army leader who never
experienced a single defeat in battle. Writings
at the top and bottom of the drawings serve to
explain the content.

°The technique of painting on glass goes back to the ancient ages. Some examples go back to the Assyrian and Phoenician civilisations. In the Middle Ages, influenced by Byzantine
production, this technique was used in Venice, Italy. Starting from the 16™ and 17 centuries, Venice was the centre for producing this popular art form. The development of
manufacturing mirrors led to its proliferation in Tunisia as well as the Levant, spreading in Syria and Egypt during the Ottoman rule.
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Abu Subhi Al Tinawi

Al Zaher Bibars & Maarouf
Painting on glass, 45 x 59 cm.



Opening of Louay Kayyali’s last exhibition in 1974

Source: Mamdouh Kashlan, (2006)
50 Years of Art in Syria, Damascus

In the 20th century, most first and second generation Syrian
artists studied in Western academies and encountered
European drawing, which treats imagery beyond the merely
decorative. Some studied in Paris (Tawfik Tarek and Michael
Kurcheh), some in Rome (Mahmoud Hammad, Adham Ismail,
Louay Kayyali and Fateh Moudarres), some in Berlin (Marwan
Kassab-Bachi), andin Sophia and Budapest (Elias Zayat)
Several art students studied at the Academy of Fine Artsin
Egypt, which started in 1908 and is considered a pioneering
academy in the Arab world

Artists at the National Museum of Damascus during
the opening of the second annual exhibition, 1951

Source: Mamdouh Kashlan (2006)
A Colour Letter from East to West, Damascus

The academy attracted a number of aspiring Arab artists,

of whom the Syrian contingent included Fathi Mohammad,
Nassir Shoura, Nazem Al Jaafari, Nazir Nabaa, and Leila

Nseir. The opening of a fine arts academy in Syria had to wait
untili960, when the first arts academy was started at the
University of Damascus, modeled after its Egyptian counterpart
and inaugurated during the union between Egypt and Syria
(1958-1961). Generations of Syrian artists were educated at

this academy, including Laila Muraywid, Ziad Dalloul, Youssef
Abdelké, and Asaad Arabi.



Tawfik Tarek is considered a pioneering Syrian
artist who studied art in Europe, majoring in

ol painting at the Academy of Fine Arts and
Topography, of Paris (1895-1901). Tarek became
acquainted with the styles and directions of

the arts, and he may even have been able to
attend the fifth universal exhibition, Exposition
Universelle de Paris in1900. The exhibition was
considered a creative event for the "beautiful
era, with a title of “The Outcome of a Century”
The results of the exhibition included the two
palaces: Grand Palais and Petit Palais. Five
million visitors came to that exhibition (more than
the inhabitants of France at the time), which was
followed by the International Exhibition of Modern
Decorative and Industrial Artsin 1925. Such
exhibitions opened up European mentalities to
the arts in general: dance arrived in Paris from

all over the world, including Syria, represented
by the Mawlawi dance group. This knowledge
came to us through Tawfik Tarek's painting,
whichis a portrait of the chief Mawlawi Dervish
posing with two decorations: one bearing the
banner of France and the word exhibition ‘expo’
inFrench, and the other bearing the American
pbanner and animage of a typical palace. Itis said
that that group of Dervishes were part of the
international exhibition in Paris, after which, and in
the same year, they travelled to Los Angeles to
perform at another event. It is worth mentioning
here that Syria was under the French Mandate
at the time (1920-1946).

Tawfik Tarek
Untitled
Qil on canvas, 80 x 56 cm.

"We have adequate evidence to prove the precise time of participation, however, the date is not recorded on the portrait. In the archive of Exposition Universelle in Paris, the exact time of the
participation of the Mawlawi tariga group of Syria is not indicated either. There were participants in the dancing from countries like Egypt, Tunisia, India, etc. It is thought that the Syrian group

did participate in the international exhibition in the 1920s. We presume that the participation took place in Marseille and not in Paris. Two exhibitions were held in the French city of Marseille:

Expositions Coloniales in 1906 and in 1922, attracting more than three million viewers, or in Paris in the years 1831and 1937,



Right

Tawfik Tarek

Elset Aiysheh, 1935

Oil on wood, 53 x 40 cm.



Tarek's untitled portrait displays a considerable
level of skill It is drawn in a classical and realistic
waly, depicting a bust facing forward and slightly
angled, the result of the scrutiny exercised on the
form portrayed, and a great attention to detai,

so much so that one gets the feeling that every
single hair of the eyebrows or beard has been
paintedin a single stroke. The traditional clothing
of the Dervish: the tarbouch (fez) a conical

cap (knownin The Levant as kulla), the cloak
black, and a scarf of Damask brocade. The
background is devoid of details, accentuating the
details of the portrait. Tarek followed the same
method in his other portraits, such as the one of
his mother wearing traditional black Damascene
robes and cloack. Tarek's legacy was passed
ontoother artists, some his students —such as
Rashad Zaki Mustafa who followed the same
realistic and classical style, which employs great
precision in portraying the model. This is evident
in his portrait of his mother, which captures the
features that represent a person whois full of

life and pulsating with vitality. This style of Tawfik
TareK's fulfills the basic function of portraiture as
amethod of painting; it performs a radical desire
to flaunt the outer physical form that matches
that of the model. However, there is also an
attempt to reveal the intrinsic and psychological
details of the subject as seen by the artist

Rashad Mustafa
Untitled, 1968
Oil on wood, 63 x 48 cm.



According to Aristotle, the main function of artis
toreveal real and essential qualities, as opposed
to only presenting the outer form and details
that do not contribute to knowing true, intrinsic
values. Portraiture that addresses likeness goes
back to the early years of the Modern Age in
Europe, especially to Flemish and early Italian
art of the 15th century. Before this date only
profiles engraved on coins or medals were to
be found, which were used for exchanges in
trade or to honour personages. At the outset

of the Renaissance, however, the artist was
required to produce portraits that reflect the
unique characteristics of the subject in question
In the mid-15th century, portraits were executed
with a backdrop of a pastoral Locus amoenus
from nature, with the subject in the foreground
blending well with the whole scene. Early
portraits were of noblemen, the clergy, and

the bourgeois. In Dutch society every person

of some means would ask for his/her portrait
During the Age of Enlightenment in Europe
(18th century), only people with entitlerment

in society would ask for their portraits. These
drawings constituted important documents for
the state or the bourgeois class. Then the Royal
Academy for Painting and Drawing in France
decreed, in the 18th century, that portraiture
asan artis beneath those arts which address
historical events, inherent in which are religious
or politicalissues. The invention of photography
in the 19th century also affected the art of
portraiture, since it presented an exact image of
the original, rendering portraiture an act which
the photographer's eye can create by shooting
aphotograph

Rashad Mustafa

(Portrait of Tawfik Tarek)

Untitled, 1979

Drawing and water colour on paper, 36 x 29 cm.




QOil on canvas, 102 x 68 cm.
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Untitled, 1954




The first request for a portrait in the Islamic world is recorded

in the Ottoman period, during the reign of Sultan Mehmed |,
who conquered Constantinople in 1453, The Sultan's wanted

to open up his court to Western art; however, this attempt failed
with his death in 1481, He had asked Venetian artist Gentile Bellini
to paint a portrait of him, which the artist carried out according
to Western standards. There was a dispute in court after the
portrait was painted, according to art historian Hans Belting in his
book Florence and Baghdad. Renaissance Art and Arab Science
(akey reference to the concepts of vision and perspective in the
East and West). Belting says: “The Western concept of a picture
—epitomised by the panel painting, particularly the individual
portrait —led to conflict at the Ottoman court that could end
only in rejection of the Renaissance ... A fondness for portraits
... would bring about the end of Islamic painting."®

What is the origin and definition of portraiture for Syrian artists,
and how has it evolved since Tawfk Tarek? Are we in a position
to compare or define it according to European canons?
Western art can be clearly read through studying portraiture in
Europe since the Renaissance. Is the same applicable to Arab
art and Arab painting, which actually only started in the early
20th century in the region, including Syria? What is the place of
portraiture in the practice Syrian artists? How fundamental to
Syrian artistic productions is the art of the portraits, self-portraits,
and the body? Is it possible to ‘read” contemporary Syrian art
through Syrian portraiture”? Answering these questions requires
setting definitions for the words portrait, self-portrait and face.

Arabic dictionaries do not yield an accurate synonym for

the word “image’, in the sense of containing an adequate
equivalent for a portrait being a drawing of someone's face
using colours. In Arabic one would say, "An artist drew/painted
a personal picture of someone.” Portrait is a word that derives
from Latin and means the ‘development”in the form of a
person or object, which will later serve to identify this person or
object. Arabic has borrowed several words related to art from
European languages, and this terminology is currently used
inart schools, as is the case with the term ‘moving pictures”
that came from Europe at the outset of the century. The word
‘portrait” means a personal self-picture accomplished by

the artist himself. The face constitutes the uncovered, most
exposed and visually apparent part of the body, even if it is
partially or completely covered with ritualistic or religious
insignia, and it carries the basic and distinctive features of
aperson. ltis, therefore, the carrier of identity and revealer

of personality. Our face makes our identity, name, sex, age,
race and affiliation known to others. Each face is a face-time
combination, and each person possesses a ‘collection” of
faces that range from childhood to old age. Encounters with
‘the other” start with an exchange of words and looks; our

face is our window to the world. A face reveals cordiality and
acceptance of the other, yet it also indulges in a self-search.
People only see theirimages through others' eyes or by looking
ina mirror, through which our reflection tells us about that face,
which we know is our very own. A mirror becoming a means of
getting to know ourselves

®Hans Belting, Florence and Baghdad. Renaissance Art and Arab Science, translated by Deborah Lucas Schneider, Cambridge, Belknap press of Harvard

University Press, 2011, p. 48-49.



Nassir Shoura
Untitled, 1944
QOil on wood, 50 x 44 cm.



Nassir Shoura
Untitled
Oil on canvas, 53 x 40 cm.



Nazem Al Jaafari
Untitled, 1957
Oil on canvas, 104 x 70 cm.



Below

Michael Kurcheh
Untitled, 1953

Oil on wood, 55 x 45 cm.

Above

Michael Kurcheh

Man Portrait, 1971

Oil on canvas, 52 x 42 cm.




Adham Ismail
Untitled, 1943
Oil on wood, 38 x 26 cm.



In Syria, it seems that portraiture at the outset of the 20th
century was a mere desire by the artists themselves to
portray their faces with no thought for financial profit. The first
generation of Syrian artists was committed to creating real-life
and impressionistic work that addressed similar subjects,

and Western influence was permeated with leanings towards
their local environment, popular beliefs and sometimes
‘nationalistic’ expressions.

Michael Kurcheh was the first Syrian artist to paint in the open,
choosing Damascus and its inhabitants as his main themes.
He was a pioneer inimporting Western Impressionism into
the country. Impressionistic art does not neglect the theme or
motif of the artwork; rather, it enriches the work by lighting up
the elements depicted. Kurcheh contributed several portraits
of Damascene faces by employing soft strokes and realistic
yetimpressionistic style; adhering to the essence without
addressing details. This description also applies to portraits

by Nazem Al Jaafari and Nassir Shoura. Most of their works
comply with the tenents of the western impressionistic schoal,
with a generous addition of local character from their social
environment. Shoura's portraits were completed during his
educationin Egypt. While a Syrian pupil could be identified in one
of Al Jaafari's portraits by the style of the subject's clothes and
the shape of the school desk.

Arab heritage could be felt in Al Jaafari's portraits, which were
characterised by ornamentation, folklore and calligraphy.

The portraits of Adham Ismail, Naim Ismail, Mahmoud
Hammad, and Abdel-Kader Arnaout share the same defining
characteristics. For all these artists, portraiture drifted from
depicting the body in an accurate and realistic fashion, and
leaned more towards ornamentation and compatible colour
schemes that were enmeshed with the painted forms. All
these works raise fundamental questions about contemporary
practices in oil painting.



Elias Zayat
Zenobia/Palmyra, 1990
Oil on wood, 40 x 33 cm.



One of the most favoured subjects of Syrian artists was painting
Bedouins in the Syrian desert. There are numerous examples

in the works of Michel Kurcheh, Mahmoud Jalal, Subhi Shuaib,
Nassir Shoura, Mahmoud Hammad, Naim Ismail, Mamdouh
Kachlan, and the early works of Marwan Kassab-Bachi.
‘Bedouin serenity” represents an exceptionally magical and
interesting world that is completely different from the artists' on
local urban communities. Therefore, addressing this subject
lends a special identity. Mohamad Al Roumi's photographs,
which date back to the 1970s, are considered a clear example
of portraits of Bedouin life, marked by nomadism, unattached
toany land or habitation, living in tents and moving from one
place to another. Closeness to nature, an open horizon and the
stretch of the endless vastness give things special meaning and
indications. The photographs present different standards related
to the essence of the life of a free person, including the culture
of conduct, behaviour and clarity of mind. AlRoumi's pictures
stem from his relationship with the Syrian desert which inspired
and motivated his photographs. The close-up photos show
people full of joy and optimism and provide a true testimony

to the generations of desert dwellers, adding a great deal of
humaneness and passion for life.

Portraiture took a more private route with the second
generation of Syrian artists. This became the main and central
motivation of their work , which resulted in a special style of
portrait that was unigue to their vision and revolved around
personification, as seen in the works of Elias Zayat, Nazir
Nabaa, Louay Kayyaliand Lella Nseir. Elias Zayat's works

were characterised by as inspired by ancient Syrian heritage
and Syrian iconography. Zayat's theoretical research is also
considered a primary reference for the subject. The faces with
the wide eyes resemble, to a great extent, the ancient Palmyrian
portraits. Zayat doesn't address his subject in a realistic way.
Instead, he goes back to the ancient civilisations of the orient,
seeking to revive them in abstraction with a contemporary
aesthetic enriched by his knowledge of of modern European

oll painting techniques. His practice gave a new meaning to

the pictures and forms with spiritual and iconic characters. An
example is his portrait of Zenobia, Queen of Palmyra, where

the queen’s face occupies the centre of the portrait, andis
surrounded by horses, birds and people standing up with large
hands (this motif is often repeated in his portraits).

Biblical, legendary and epic narratives take a significant role in
this portrait, which attempts to find its way to artistic modernity.



Nazir Nabaa
Untitled, 1988
Acrylic on canvas, 145 x 70 cm.




[tis also possible to perceive interpretations of legendary
dimensions in Nazir Nabaa's portraits of young girls who are
often present in the midst of a place reminiscent of nature, with
allits discernible details, especially flowers. In addition, there

are some elements of silent nature that assume a traditional,
oriental character. In such works, Nabaa followed a realistic style
reminiscent, to some extent, of the Pre-Raphaelites?

[t was as if he had extricated his themes from the history of
literature and legends. When dealing with female portraiture,

he was very honest, bestowing a special poetic lyricism upon
the clothes, faces and jewelry on the subjects as metaphors for
beauty, love, art and music. Without doubt, his portraits reflect
special oriental aesthetics

The subject of personification carried Louay Kayyali to his own
different poetics that originated from observing the lives of
people working in the fields, homeless people, shoeblacks, street
vendors and mothers. Each painted in an extremely subjective
state with an invisible face. In spite of its central presence, the
subject doesn'tlook directly at the viewer but rather sideways, or
with eyes directed into the self. Moreover, negative space plays

a significant role in designing his portraits. His work was mostly
executed on wood, which became an essential component of
the work, bringing it closer to the poetic import of the concept of
empty space. This style transports us to the aesthetics of the Far
East but with Kayyali's unigue modern expressionist style.

Similar to Louay Kayyali Leila Nseir's artworks are about the
lives of ordinary people. The face is animportant aspect of her
work; features are conjured from the personal self, as opposed
to the collective self. Inher work, shapes are drawn starting
from one clear and definite line that defines the image, while
scant use of colour implies a fading of the shape. Nseir's works
fluctuate between a complete presence of the body the close
up of faces that occupy the whole work. Most of the faces are
presented as facing the viewer, with wide eyes through which
the recesses of the soul can be reached.

The traditional concept of portraiture is different in the paintings
of Fateh Moudarres and Marwan Kassab-Bachi, in terms of
the importance their portrayals place on the subject. In most of
Moudarres works, we see faces with special features, through
considerable simplification of the form that varies between
abstraction and physical presence. Wide eyes are drawn with
a few spontaneous lines for the nose and mouth, resulting in
abroad face with no forehead. The face is present inside the
empty space of the portraits, which plays a basic role in its
formation, and connection with nature. This is achieved with a
narrow colour palette. The heads in his paintings are found lined
up horizontally or vertically.

Moudarres'simages originate from memory, which "brings the
distant one closer, and keeps the close one far. Colour has its
gravity and sorrow has its weight', in the artist's words. Portraying
aface thus becomes a way of reflecting on his life, from the
faces of impoverished villagers in the north of Syria to the face of
Jesus Christ, who was the subject of many of his artworks. The
faces are repeated endlessly in his work to remind us that there's
ameaning in a face which we cannot completely comprehend
and which is impossible to ‘grasp. At the same time, the faces
multiply in the pictures allowing us to ‘read” the faces of the
father, mother and child. Moudarres looks with intensity at the
faces around him, the space surrounding them vast enough to
bear all the indications, like a dream.

°The Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood is an artistic movement that originated in the United Kingdom in 1848. It considered Italian art of the 15th century,
before Raphael (Raffaello Sanzio da Urbino), the model and example to be followed.



Leila Nseir
Untitled

Mixed media on carton, 37 x 27 cm.



Below

Fateh Moudarres
Untitled

Oil on wood, 30 x 25 cm.

Above

Marwan Kassab Bachi
Untitled, 1990

Oil on canvas, 163 x 114 cm.




Unlike Moudarres, Marwan brings the face closer; his own

face. From the face alone, all elements of the work are formed.

It fills the space of the canvas completely. Marwan's journey

in portraiture began with paintings of Badr Shaker Al Sayyab
and Munif Al Razzaz. Soon, the face of the artist himself
became the main subject, and the initial mission of the artistic
work and its credibility was forgotten. The face inthe portrait

is not presented as a self-image but as a metaphor, an artistic
concept; the face is the first pretext for painting. Throughit,

the world could be understood by the language of art. Inthe
beginning, his portraiture depicted "scenic’ faces, which, like
nature, demonstrated a range of hues derived from the colours
of the earth; the face is now a planet. Heads and faces are
continuously repeated in his artworks, in a state of rotation
whereby ‘a face is born while it dies in another face” as he had
once written on one of his engravings. It seems that the face
too was in a state of constant motion between appearance and
absence. In parallel to his principal subject of the face, Marwan
produced more than 40 portraits from live sittings with a model.
Those drawings were commissions; they signified the existence
of friendship with the model in question.

In certain artworks where the face does not assume a pivotal
presence, a few artists presented groups of people, drawn like
crowds lying in an overlapping fashion. Thisis evident in the
works of Ahmad Moualla, Ali Mukawwas, and Saad Yagan.

Each artist had a specific referential concept, be it in execution
or artistic source; and each artist had his own style. In Moualla's
works, bodies are transformed into shadowy pictures, at

once adhering to and juxtaposing against one another. They
become distinct, in the midst of the negative space, through

a contradiction of colours, the result of utilising dark hues

to represent the forms of the drawn bodies. The spectacle
becomes that of individuals crowding the stage of a theatre,

or within a space in nature. In Mukawwas' The Epic of Baal,
human-nature relationships takes on a more distinct character.
A crowd of individuals are found next to an ancient tree that
isisolated in the midst of the portrait. This gives the work a
symbolic, epic dimension, which can be attributed to ancient
eastern mythology that links earth and sky. Mukawwas paints
from memory using black ink, both elements giving his artwork
special character. Yagan's style of piling up bodies of people

in his artworks is often executed in specific places or scenes,
such as cafés, recreational meeting places where proprietor,
hakawati and waiter are found. Yagan mostly uses bold colours
to express his message, and often resorts to distorting bodies,
and affirming movement and facial expression. Omar Hamdi
(Malva), in a different expressionist style than Yagan, presents
crowds of people in his works. Each person has with distinct
facial expressions which, together with focused features, mark
Malva's work — distinguished by quick, confident and
colour-saturated strokes of the brush.



Youssef Abdelke has presented, in different periods of his
artistic production, human groups with masked heads. Some
had heads like skulls; some are headless, like phantoms.

They were presented on a pitch black background, which
concealed some and revealed others. His realist and accurate
drawings lent forcefulness to his subject. Abdelké has the
ability to probe into the profound details of the form, which he
then highlights through contrasting greys drawn with a black
coal crayon. The centre of attention of the drawing, which may
be a body, a skull, a fish or any other object, is surrounded by
nothing, a void that draws one's sight to the abyss. In turn, this
void — recaptures EFugene Delacroix's “silent force of drawing.”
Some fundamental questions with regard to drawing faces are
intrinsically linked to the issues of concealment, ambiguity and
disguise, followed by the nudity then concealment of the bodly.
Laila Muraywid's artwork is fundamental to this style of art

Her oeuvre revolves around the female body, which assumes a
social dimension. Another signiture style is of portraits concealed
behind masks. The work is created using several techniques,
including drawing, collage, sculpture, and photography. Jewellery
and masks, themselves sculpted artworks, are made with mixed
materials, such as resin, mirrors, lace, pearls, plants, and minerals,
all surrounding the ever nude body in Muraywid's works. The
mask which conceals most of the faces in her works is actually
the doorstep that separates the internal and external. Far from
being a disguising device, it serves as a probing device into

the truth of the face, as a means of expression and the means
through which a detail comes into focus: aan eye, a mouth, or a
body adorned with jewels. Itis to be noted that embelishment is
not Muraywidss focus, her jewels do not glitter, and no precious
metals have been used in their making. Here, the body is clothed
with fabric, hence suggesting erotic connotations.






Youssef Abdelke
People Number 10,1993
Etching, 63 x 50 cm.



Laila Muraywid

Because White is the Colour of Patience, 2016
Pigmented inkjet on velvet fine art, paper, 110 x 165 cm.
Edition 1/3



___________________________________________________________________________
THE PRESENCE OF THE FACE IN THE ARTWORKS OF YOUNG ARTISTS

Syrian artists and artworks have witnessed a marked
development in the past ten years. Since 2011, there has
been a difference between the second generation of Syrian
artists and the current one with regards to addressing the
issue of personification and portraiture, which fluctuates
between the appearance of shape and its absence. The
contemporary generation has made a remarkable change in
the artistic milieu, and the Syrian fine arts domain has taken
on a different expression pertaining to the body since 2011
Itis possible to connect this matter, to a great extent, with
the art that surfaced in many countries during tragic social
events, such as the "black years' in Germany, 1918 —1930,
and the "New Objectivity" trend, which brought together a
number of intellectuals and artists, stemming from their faith
in political responsibility and protest as a duty. The examples
are numerous, such as the works of Otto Dix, George Grosz
and Max Beckmann, or faces that were “erased” and ‘heads

without faces’, whereby the human body would dissipate
until elimination. Many such works were executed in the
period between the first and second world wars in Europe,
such as Jean Fautrier's Hostages series. Francis Bacon's
and Alberto Giacometti's unknown-possessive faces are
also a factor in this context. It is also risky to interpret the
works of the artists in relation to the brutality of events and
the moment, even if they were presented in a direct way. The
source of the picture and the vision mostly originates from
the intimate memory of the artist and from the subjective
interpretation of each artist Art might be a method of protest
and an expression of interaction with current events as well
as a documentation of the events. Its source is a result of the
reality and dally tragic scenes

There are several, varied illustrations in the Syrian arts realm, such
as the political posters of Fares Cachoux or the photo montage
collections of Akram Al Halabi, in which Halabi exhibited pictures
of massacres with informative diction. His work entitled Vanishing
Point shows a video on two screens. The first screen shows half
a scene of a person photographed from behind, the manisin
constant motion which resuts in the complete disappearance of
his face at the point of escape. On the second screen, one views
animated pictures of a bulding in Syria, taken from YouTube,
accompanied by the sound of bombings. A photograph might
become a means for expressing a political stand, as in Jaber

Al Azmeh's series of portraits of culturally and socially active
personalities holding up a copy of the Al-Baath newspaper, each
with a distinct intervention



Fadi Yazigi
Untitled,
Mixed media, 26 x 33 x 25 cm.



Humam Al Sayyed
Untitled
QOil on wood, 20 x 20 cm.



Mounif Ajaj
Untitled, 2010
Oil on canvas, 145 x 64 cm.




Jaber Al Azmeh
Al Kashoush, 2012

Print on cotton rag fine art paper, 70 x 105 cm.
Edition of 5+ 1TAP



Yasser Safi
Untitled, 2014
Acrylic on canvas, 105 x 120 cm.



The contemporary works of the young Syrian artists are

represented by utilising all possible methods of drawing, painting,

sculpture, photography, montage, video, installation and body
art. The subject of personification is fundamental in most of their
production. Itis hard to restrict all these personalities to a certain
trend or a specific school of art, or even list them, as we try to
do due to the violent events, under what we call “art and the
revolution,” when the sense and human conscience of the artist
condemns the absurdity of war and destruction

The result is a creative and ideological obligation relevant to
the nature of the period that makes everybody, in one way
or another, morally obliged towards what is happening. Yet
we believe, like Gustave Courbet previously, that national art
has never existed. What do exist are individual attempts and
art practices that emulate the past. Gustave Courbet does
not represent "French art”, but he does represent man and
artinFrance, just like anywhere else. However, there could
e common characteristics among artists who were born in
the same geographic area and who possess a similar vision
of reality. In art, there is always an escape from the habitual,
ordinary and common. What comes under the motto of
creativity, which has nolimits, is a symbol of freedom

and universality.

We shall attempt here, without being comprehensive in our
vision, to shed light on a small number young Syrian artists who

have used the face and body as essential elements in their work.

Closed, wide eyes staring into space, eyes with a blank stare.
Deformed faces without a mouth, nose, ears, and visual
distortions of shapes with multiple eyes and mouths, pathetic
formations, nightmarish creatures saturated with the enormity
of the moment, faces and heads absent from the picture. The
body bears the interpretation of the face and is transformed
into nature. The recurring faces become a symphony; heads
like masks, mummified heads, and faceless heads. We have
here a collection of works by Syrian artists; each with his/her
own unigue style but with common-denominators: Nour Asalia,
Iman Hasbani, Mounif Ajaj, Yaser Safi, Sabhan Adam, Humam Al
Sayyed, Randa Maddah, Nagham Hodaifa, Fadi Yazigi, Omran
Younes, Amr Al Safadi and Mohammad Omran.

Similar to a theatrical scene, characters are created as a visual
story in Randa Maddah's series. No Good Omen (2015). The
characters are present as an entirety, one supporting another,
like the presence of the mother who protects her children from
the act of vision, or the father who stares at the scene while
relaxing on a couch, holding someone in his arms to protect
themn, reassure them, and relieve their pain, as if he was the
only person in the artwork breathing and thinking. The others
resemble pathetic puppets, having no free will, some lying

on the floor, others standing, and some wandering into the
artwork. Yet there is a road to salvation, to escape, to playing,
or to dying. The ropes dangling from above suggesting these
questions. By merely pulling one rope, everything moves and is
transformed to air, a mirage in an imaginary world. It is a world
made of imagination and reality, a documentation of a moment
that surpasses imagination and where reality mingles with
ilusion. When the outside world witnesses devastation and
destruction, itis the cause of the collapse of both the inside and
outside worlds of a human being
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Amr Al Safadi
Women Choral

Qilon canvas, 150 x 100 cm.






Nagham Hudaifa
Nightgown, 2012

Mixed techniques on canvas, 133 x 81 cm.



Aninner feeling of resistance to survival arises.
Something must be done on a daily basis to
abolish death or show it in a personal manner,
like the act of ‘combing” in Iman Hasbani's
self-portrait, where the artist's face becomes
the subject of the work, through it alone,
expression is created. This picture is part of
her photo montage series, Me (2014). The act
of combing the hair is related to appearance,
but here it becomes a personal act, and then
aesthetic becomes an indication of collapse
and explosion; as the face is mired in dust,

and dust is one of the characteristics of
destruction. Destruction here is internal and

it accumulates over the face and memories.
Thus, the eyes are erased to rebuke vision
pbecause reality cannot be seen. The presence
of a spider is an indication of death. The comb
itself, in another artwork of Iman Hasbani's,
changes into prickly eyes of prickly needles. In
circumstances, where the exterior becomes
a fatal place, the paraphernalia of everyday life
have another use, which could also contribute
to the death. The subject of these pictures

is very personal and intimate. The personal
moves into the public, thus becoming a
testimony to the human being, a testimony
totime

The state of the face and its relation with time
is one of the most important elements, as is the
time it takes to execute the artwork along with
the period of the scenes portrayed and finally

the time period within the artwork. When the
faceis transformed into a three-dimensional
shape like a sculpture, it becomes ‘mummified”,
asort of immortalising of the moment — of
preserving the eternity of the shape —as a
resistance against the fragility of man and the
imminence of death. Here, more ancient history
ismanifested in its rituals, related to the issue

of absence and what is beyond existence.

In Nour Asalia’s series of Memory (2016), all
repercussions are regenerated and the face
presents an artistic model and contemporary
concept. What is fascinating as a viewer is the
special world that surrounds the sculpture, the
materiality of the physical world, and the duality
resulting from the integration of liquid and solid
matters. This, despite the fact that ‘clay and
transparent resin” are transformed after the
execution of their forms to a solid body, to a
sculpture. There's visual deception from the
play of light; the face floats inside the gelatinous
space of the work, with the eyes closed to

give intensity to the expression, allowing the
imagination to ask: Death, sleep, dream, iliness,
orrest? In Asalia's sculpture those wide eyes,
open since time immemorial in the Levant,
have reposed at the moment of closing of the
eyelids. The face, whose source is visual and
internal memory, is in turnimmortalised. It is
notimportant here to ask about identity, it is

no longer anindividual memory; the face has
become a memory of all faces.

It would be next toimpossible to address all
Syrian contemporary art related to portraits
and bodies in this text; this indeed calls for
alengthier research project. The common
feature this text carries is the avoidance of all
descriptive and theatrical dimensions in dealing
with the selected artworks. We aim to present
the direct facet of the face, where the viewer
plays a fundamental role in the creative process,
by viewing and scrutinizing the artwork at

close quarters. As John Berger maintains, “The
process of seeing paintings, or seeing anything
else, is less spontaneous and natural than we
tend to believe. A large part of seeing depends
upon habit and convention.” Our other objective
istraining the eye to discover the pleasures of
creating narratives around the production of

an artwork. This willlead us, through the visual
experience, into discerning truths that may

not necessarily be translatable into words.

The image and the word are twins, but each
has its own identity; each its own objective.
Understanding of animage can therefore be
achieved solely through the pleasure of

looking at it.



;’i‘ : Nour Asalia
! B - . - Memory 1, 2016
- S —— —— | Clay and resin, 27.5x 20 x 16 cm.




Muzaffar Salman
Untitled, 2013
Photograph, 50 x 70 cm.



Muzaffar Salman
Waiting for the enemy in the kitchen, 2013
Photograph, 50 x 70 cm.



Dino Ahmad Ali
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The men came back from the pasture in the evening
Tired they arrived
The women came back from the fields in the evening
Tired they arrived

The men’s hearts were so heavy

They almost fell

The women’s eyes brimmed with tears
They almost spilled
The men and the women came back

They danced till the dawn cracked

Riad Saleh Al Hussein




Subhi Shuaib
Return to the Village, 1952
Qil on canvas, 46 x 58 cm.
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