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Preface

The idea of holding an exhibition entitled “Painting Poets, Poetic Painters”
has remained with me since the extraordinary meeting that brought
together Fateh Mudarres and Adonis at a public debate at the Galerie
Atassi in the spring of 1998, where we discussed the relationship between
literature and illustration. There were also follow-up events in the form of
private recorded sessions with the two men on the same topic, which took
place at my home over the course of three days.

The relationship of various forms of literary expression to contemporary
plastic arts is one that veers between intersection and integration in various
aspects, whether these aspects are apparent or hidden.

The apparent or external aspect becomes evident in the form of a
harmonious and frank dialogue between two artists from different artistic
domains, or the attempt by two (or more) artistic essences to arrive at
integration and merger in the form of a single artist. Meanwhile, the hidden
aspect works to camouflage an obsession whose existence most great
artists strive to acknowledge, namely their indomitable desire to uncover
the horizon of unlimited artistic creativity. At times this desire collides with
the question of ability, while at other times talent becomes an obstacle,
whenever an artist goes beyond the borders of his own expressive domain
in order to imitate another area of expression. It is a legitimate dream,
which certainly tempts many of those who look forward to achieving the
model of the “complete artist,” if such a thing exists in the first place.

The works of Etel Adnan, Adonis, Fateh Mudarres and Samir Sayegh
are more than mere attempts to draw pictures with words, or create verses
using lines and colors; they are a harvest of lovers’ strolls on the banks of
creative art.

Mouna Atassi
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Painting Poetry, Writing Pictures

Ziad Dalloul

Drawing and poetry approach one another in their
abstract structures, in their joint quest to understand
the essence of things, in their recovery of the basic
strands of the universe. They expose them in an
attempt to question the great, confusing mysteries,
without resorting to interpretation, narrative and
story-telling. Naturally, we are talking about great
painting and great poetry, about poetry and painting
that lies outside context, agitation, or other limits.

While the world brings pictures, forms and colors
to painting, via the eye, this world reaches poetry via
the tongue and ear. While this appears to be a priori,
it is nonetheless a confirmation of the two realms’
integration, just as the senses are integrated in order
to take in the visible and invisible worlds.

Poetry and drawing differ in their techniques of
creativity, in their tools of creation and means of
expression. They are also different in their process of
reach and access. While poetry requires a deep,
practical understanding of the language of the poet,
painting transcends the geographical boundaries of
languages, sufficing with visual awareness as its
only gateway to being read. The art of the picture
brings the two together; if the picture in the drawing
is an expression of lines, spaces, forms and textures



that observe light and shadow, day and darkness, and
colors in their variations and spectra, in order to
create a visual work that contains idea, beauty and
emotion, then the picture as poetry is a creative
arrangement of words to relay a world of idea,
beauty and emotion, so that words transcend their
well-trodden, customary and ordinary meanings.

Poetry has borrowed from the arts of writing since
its earliest quest to set down rhythm and create
rhyming verses. Writing, and particularly poetic
writing, is an art of coordinating and fashioning
pages, whether handwritten or printed. It is an art of
distributing empty space between the lines and
words, in a metering of paragraphs and a measuring
of margins. Poetry, and particularly modern poetry,
adopts graphic art as a unit of measurement and an
advanced method of meter, pause, silence and
contemplation. In other words, the printed form of a
poem serves as its new rhythm, and in certain cases
perhaps its future as well. It would behoove us here
to regard the old manuscripts and their deliberate
interest with the proper arrangement of margins,
footnotes, explanation, form and composition. If we
look attentively at Dadaist poetic works, and
topographic studies in the volumes of modern and
contemporary poetry, how was the succession of
silences written? How did the comma and period
become as important as the letter? How did graphic
blocs in modern poetry become a poetic obsession in
and of itself? It is the interior music of poetic forms,
a poetry that is read in its book and not recited to
listeners.




As for the other part of the equation, the letter and
writing were a source of many studies by practi-
tioners of the plastic arts. This is natural, since
writing is drawing in its first genesis. It is digging in
mud, or sculpting in stone; it is a line, and ink. It is a
purely graphic work for those who strip it of its
implications or those who do not know its language.
Studies of form and meaning have become united in
the works of Arab and Muslim calligraphers and
architects, while Arabic script became a fundamental
axis for ancient Arab arts. Recently, schools of
western plastic arts have been using Arabic letters
and forms of printing as a source of expression and
technique. The plastic arts followed up changes and
developments in poetry, not only in its schools and
orientations, but in understanding its creative paths
and vaults, which lie outside its apparent forms.
There has been an attempt to unite the arts, in what
is known as total art. And what are romantic art,
emotional expressionism and the use of script by
Dada, if not direct testimonies to this effort?

The link between art and poetry is a necessary
condition for every great art, and the truth of a
painting lies in how spiritual or poetic it is.

In this permanent dialogue among the arts, which
has lasted since their beginnings, it has been natural
for the poet to ladle the broth of the painter, and for
the painter to drink from the earthenware jars of the
poet. The poet draws with words and the painter
constructs verse with line and color. In exceptional
cases, the artist has been a great illustrator and a

unique poet, such as in the case of Victor Hugo,
Gibran Khalil Gibran, Henri Michaux, and Antonin
Artaud.

In Galerie Atassi’s exhibition of the works of four
artists, a non-equilateral tetragonal form is inscribed,
since each poet-artist looks to his table from a
completely different platform. While it is true that
their common denominator is writing and illustra-
tion, their difference lies also in determining the
relationship of writing to illustration. With a few
exceptions, Fateh Mudarres keeps writing isolated
from his drawings, while Adonis renders poetic texts
and graphics into a fabric pregnant with his collages.
With patient effort, Etel Adnan writes her verses and
those of other poets on paper and accordion-like
books, drawn in spots lit up by watercolor. Samir
Sayegh writes his volumes in his own hand; in his
drawings the letter is broken down in order to render
it abstract, as an independent graphic form.

The drawings of Etel Adnan in black, on brittle-
to-the-touch paper, constitute true writing using the
brush, an abbreviation of things by determining their
line-framework. This line does not enter the descrip-
tion of texture, size and material, but rather
determines the shape without hesitating over the
details. It is speech that is simultaneously eloquent
and spontaneous; eloquent because the drawing is
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empty of any embellishment or pedantry and sponta-
neous because the act of painting is free of any
scientific or academic references. Her drawing is
cognitive, not descriptive.

Etel Adnan prepares the base of the manuscript
with bright spots that always retain their initial
bursts, a colored fabric with no end and no
beginning. They are things that stumble upon the
ladders of writing, a text that joins the whiteness of
the paper and colored water, a text that joins forms
hiding in the angles of words of poetry. Writing here
is a type of knitting, with the needle of recording
time. They are words that are read with the counting
of moments of time and sensation, like the wheels
that roll on the track of lines. The text is read
between the folds of bright handkerchiefs, stitched
with the colors of the spectrum.

Her watercolor works involve a glorification of
the tools of writing: the inkwell, the pen and the reed.
Watercolors take meaning from the copied books.
Spaces of light float on the successive, connected
pages, on a band that is traced in its rectangular state
and is then folded on to pages, like staircases that are
integrated through proximity and succession.

4

If the poetry of Adonis is an epic that poses
questions of the universe, humanity, beauty and
process of becoming, bewildered in the prophesying
of things and nature, a poetry that contains the

memory of language, its arts and its proficiency,
embracing rhetoric as a school in abbreviation in
order to arrive at the essence, then the poet, in his
illustrations, writes unwritten verses. The world is
present on their surface in its things inscribed by the
impact of humankind or nature; they are things-
materials for contemplation, more than things to be
drawn. In his doodlings, the poet finds the smooth-
ness of writing outside dictated guidelines and
outside the bounds of grammar, syntax and meter.
He finds his biological and sensory language, not a
language of the dictionary, the past and semantics.

In the tablets and slabs of Adonis, writing
continues to constitute networks of a fabric of
composing the work, carrying an idol in their heart
or the axis of their construction. When these are read
they have a dual purpose, in the selection of the text
and in the graphic function.

A dialogue with Abul-Alaa Maari, al-Mutanabbi
and al-Nafari, with the above-mentioned volume,
remains in the memory. It is a text of the other,
painted or heard, consecutively and conditionally,
with the tools of the studio. There on the table of
writing poetry, a workshop of constructing idols is
erected; it is the beautiful curse of poetry, poetry in
its initial function: enchanting words.

Weren’t amulets a mixture of writing, paper and
lines?

Wasn’t the amulet a poem that could not be read?
Collecting things made by nature using the tools



weigal Adonis
(Jenis) (Detail)

of time and oxides of rain and dust, papers whose
sculpting is the tearing of the wind’s fancy, pebbles
burnished by the rustling sand. A gathering of ghosts
that are forms made of carton paper, printed in the
languages of industry and packaging, mummified by
cords of hemp and beads of bronze, metal plates
made soft by the tires of cars, plastic molded with the
soot from the heels of pedestrians.

In resorting to the collage, a type of sculpture both
protruding and sunken, there is a contrast with, and
reflection upon writing. Writing is sleek, glossy and
graphic, moving along lines or in ordered arrange-
ment, and in Arabic it is exclusively horizontal. As
for the collage, it is spontaneous, plummeting, and
horizontal, with infinite thicknesses and textures.
Breaking the written form or altering its course is the
justification for its use. It is not an interpretation of
the text in and of itself, or even part of its essence. In
fact, the collage is the contradiction of writing. The
collage complements writing, as if its objective is to
transform writing paper into the pages of painting or
sculpture, pages that are alienated from writing,
which is a series of ordered words and through which
we view graphic networks that revolve around the
attacked form, intersecting it or moving underneath.

The line is a thread, and planning.

The line is poetry and hair.

The line is a path and a course.

It is gauze and fabric, a cane, and hemp.

A nail and bolt, a cork, wine and trademark.

It is a separating point, a point of ink, or a band of resin.

11
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Samir Sayegh
(Detail)
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The collage is the visible, perceptible world, the
thing in itself and not the image of a thing. A thing
in its becoming, not an imagined thing, a thing
named and not implied, set down upon a page and
not the page that is intellectualized as a subject.
Where does the abstract lie in all of this?

The thing affixed to abstract whiteness is an
abstraction of its customary, frequently- cited
meaning, because it has exited its native environ-
ment, or predominant usage, to become stable in the
artistic work. This thing replaces the artistic work,
transmuting a natural or industrial element into a
conceptual one. Its presence is in the heart of
contemplation, questioning and change,
transforming it into a mystery in the ocean of
writing.

We know that the written texts of Fateh Mudarres
are completely independent of his paintings; the
former are a space for linguistic expression in the
form of poetry, short story and philosophical flashes.
He was not concerned with incorporating writing,
whether as poetry or manuscript, into his conceptu-
alizing. He was the photographer of color and paste,
a photographer of humankind, nature and
mythology, first and foremost an artist who acted as
photographer. However, some of his drawings are
accompanied by writing; this writing does not enter
the heart of the artistic work, in its foundation or
composition, but rather separates the drawing,

suspending it in the margin but not in its center. In
fact, these writings resemble those that have been
handwritten on the walls of Mudarres’ studio. They
are improvisational words, like those of a jazz
musician. They could be from a paragraph from a
book he was reading, or function as an additional
incitement to read the painting.

In Mudarres’ graphic works there is a stamped
movement of the hand and recorded agitation of the
body. With a brush full of ink or a liquid containing
some baked sand, the primordial substance of form is
created; it reveals the foundation of borders,
emptiness and expression. This seed is then
subjected to a second reading from the entry-points
of contemplation and interpretation, as a few,
sufficient signs are added to determine the final
reading. They are creatures of ink, creatures made up
of water, blackness, soil and sand, which grow limbs,
eyes and fingers; they move in the space of paper and
perhaps on the earth. The work catches the
movement of the body, an expression of creative
bursts for a single-celled body.

The frankness of these drawings certainly comes
from the periods of long and profound contemplation
that precede the execution of the painting. It is a path
of Zen sages in painting life, a path whose longer and
more difficult portion is hidden in the basic ground
of contemplation. Its perfected apparent half is
revealed in a single moment, as if it constitutes a
term birth.



Samir Sayegh draws the details of letters and
portions of words, and not letters and words. Perhaps
this means he has transcended the meaning of written
words and the implications of language, to arrive at
the graphic essence of the letter and contemplation in
its structural harmony. ‘This is how a dot becomes a
square or a parallelogram, or how the Arabic letter
“N” becomes a half circle, drawn with a reed that
drags behind it the ashen hues of ink and the
gradations of black, toward white endings. In other
cases, Sayegh’s manuscripts resemble paintings cut
from murals, in which the scissors were engaged in a
framing, selecting the most complete portion in
terms of composition and balance, without lending
importance to the legible meaning or the display of
the full letters.

A poet tries to-understand the meaning of the act
of lineation and writing, looking to it not as a craft,
but as a way or school of life. It is an asceticism and
austerity of the philosophical rhetoric of the line,
where writing and poetry become a single whole. In
this work of his, the poet declares himself to be a
sufi, clad in the abaya of line and verse.

Paris, January 2008
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