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FOR ART‘S SAKE

Michel Zayat
Architect

Probably the most repeatedly told anecdote the Damascene art critics tell about
themselves is how distant they are, as a national group of thinkers, in terms of art evaluation
and a creation of a true artistic milieu However true this is generations of
Modern Syrian artists have been in the creation for almost a century now. What they
produced is simply a wave of thought. Elias Zayat, born in 1935, makes part of this group of
artists; he is considered among the first generation of contemporary artists in the country.

He lives in Damascus. He illustrates Damascus’ life in a period where factors from different
kinds are prevalent; political, social, economic, demographical, as well as anthropological.
He was brought up in one of the old city's large houses. He played in the courtyard. Scunds
romantic when such romance means very little to the new generation to which | belong for
example. He tells stories about the yard, the orange trees, the family and close people to it.
He says he always drew. He tells stories about his summers in Ma‘loula, the hidden little
rocky village in the mountains to the north of Damascus. The same story is always different
according to his mood or the current event at that moment. In fact, you often find Ma'‘loula in
his paintings, regardless of the ones titled Ma‘loula.

He wants to play He lives in a world of his own. They say* well, he is an artist, he is not like
us; members of the audience. Today, he is illustrating the dance; a dance of the day. He said
he wants to paint to display through dance, the anguish of the pleasure of being alive.

Elias sometimes thinks that art has died. Like thcse who die after the dance, or in the
rubbles of the city or even in the silence of a city that does not understand what has
happened to its long-ago identity.

He tells you about his work, but never enough. He tells you what you see; he recounts a
story and then leaves you with an open plot. He scmehow pleases you, but also confuses
you. He enjoys your confusion. In fact, he is as confused as you are. He leaves you with the
impression that he has not figured cut yet what is going on in the spaces in front and behind
the picture he has made. He always wants to say more. His answer to your question is
hesitant between “couldn't” and “wouldn't,” tell you further The missing part of your
comprehension is his job. His work of art somehow becomes more of an exchange between
you and some Gods. People pray butthey rarely go through the barriers of religion to reach
a direct contact with their creators. Likewise, viewers of art seek understanding, but they
seldom take the trip towards where the last figure lined on the painting is gazing.
Nevertheless, the created confusion is probably the key for the translation of thought
between you and his work of art.

Ma'loulaThe Face
Collection of the Artist
Tempra on Canvas
71x40 cm,

1889

Palmyrian

Tempera on wood
Collection Atassi Galery
30x40 cm. 1930



How does a Zayat work of art accentuate a “local identity*? How could his experience describe a cultural phenomenon and

portray a narrative of a contemporary problem?

When Zayat talks about his artwork, | record Kandinsky's “Point and Line to Plane.” Kandinsky puts his conceptual visicn
about points and lines drawn lo the surface in every logical sense possible and then leaves you at the end with the noticn
that you misunderstood all of the previous, and that all what matters is the tension these elements invent on the “picture
plane,” as he calls it. What matters to Kandinsky after all is what he calls “the spiritual” signified in his paintings by the blue
triangle, where blue is the color of the spiritual and the triangle is the mountain which the blue rider the artist, needs to

mount to its top leading the crowd going from the right side of the painting to its left
towards salvation, consequently towards “the spiritual.” Hence, in Zayat's work,
one can delineate a basic pattern that derives from mythology. The narrative in his
planar compositions takes place in the back of the painting however the
architecture of the setting has little to do with the subject matter However it has
been common in his paintings to incorporate profound contradictions, such as
reminders of previous, antagonistic cults or motives like fortifications and defenses,
which we regard as incompalible with history and the story telling. It is even
possible to find standard sacred patterns. There is alsc an emphasis on human
faces in his paintings; big eyes and dark faces reflecting inspiring backgrounds
and colorful clothing. The figures do not look at you in Zayat's paintings. Their look
is two-dimensional and often directed sideways. Itis shy Some of them look to the
back of the painting, o the space behind, inviting ycu to go through, to leave the
meaning and follow their look. His art eventually leads you where you do not have
to think or say anything.

The space in the back, however which crafts the built element, makes little room
lo keep the speclator at a distance like a channel screen. Within is a focal image
surrounded by human figures, horses and birds, i.e., symbolic representations
of vital energy The construction of the scene here, similar to religious monuments,
is based on the premise that worship has to direct itself, most of the time to a point
above eye level. Raising eyes to pray is a common practice for prayers. In Zayat's
work, you also need to raise and lower your eyes in order to follow the numerous
paths where the figures are looking, and here is where the experience starts.
Through such experience, you are provided with an immense number of
possibilities o look with. Yet, it also complicales things for you; it simply puts you in
a boundless space of thought where history and modemity are at one level. You,
essentially share the experience yet remain the same. This is the beauty of it.

What gave his work such distinctiveness is a tremendous amount of complex
knowledge that he gathered from and about the East. A knowledge that is full of
intensity familiarity and diversity His themes are full of symbols that are deeply
related to the tradition of iconography an art tightly connected to the Eastern
Church. Viewers familiar with this type of art and Zayat's involvement in it call his
art “iconology " when in fact it is not. His art is strictly the outcome of symbols that

Icarius

Private Collection
Tempra on wood
50x60cm

1990

Relief Yemmen
First Century B.C.



go back to ancient arts of ancient cultures which Zayat knows very well.
His knowledge of what came first has strongly shaped his concepls.

The category of symbols in question here consist of attempts to put the human
beings in touch with a higher or more complex, also more comprehensive, reality
than they find in their own selves. They may think the world is ruled by one or more
supematural organisms, or by laws or forces tc which they should pay some
devotion. In this sense, such symbols criginate a “sacred.” Zayat's work of art does
not use the sacred in the sense of a new religion overlaid onto a previous one, but
on a basis of a continuity that could attack contemporary reality in the viewer's
mind. That is to say that he uses elements of the “past” lo lock at the past and the
th nking generated by its knowledge, then suggests a concept; his
visualization of a contemporary world. When this is achieved and he feels it is
picking up momentum in his audience's mind, his eyes shine and you see his will
to change the world.

Zayalt's art is not about a preset meaning. When his final work of art emerges loits
audience, it becomes more of a stage on which parts of a play are repeated over
and over again. The repetition of the scenes, while the painting is present to its
audience, creates a path towards the back of the picture where the experience
starts or ends.

An example about the “path® through the painting towards a space behind is “the
warrior's last supper " Although uni-cclored, yet the profusion of forms and the
variety of materials are only stressing the idea of dualism, or at least,
a contradiction in meaning therefore having duplicate significance. Here, there is
the added twist of indistinctly Palmyrian motifs, the Palmyrian family tomb; a stage
in the direction of using the “past.” The uni-color tunes make the story seem part of
a fragile history not unlike walching a black and white movie today The black ink
sketching onto and into the light layers of paint makes the impression lighter though
not in the least immaterial. The space where the figures sit is tumed into a screen
or a background of a thealer play in an essay o fit it in the square shape. It
become almost two dimensional, but never loses its “profondeur” as an intimate
physical space. This sensation is probably created by the veiled figures sitting in
the front on both sides of the painting and looking inward. There is a strong
resemblance to the final memorial of the Palmyrian family where resides their
eternity and where their presence should remain.

The tomb becomes somehow the giant version of the family photograph framed by
motifs carved in stone. Most intimacy | think comes from the entrance’s nature,
where doors are carved out of one block of stone: giant, bold, secure, and
impressive. They signify a passage between life and death. They somehow give
you a large possibility of entry, transparent in character but they are not so
tempting.

The Warrier's Last Supper
Qil on Canvas

Collection of the Artist
135x135 cm, 1969

Enfants, Birds, and the City (Detail),
Tempra on Canvas, IMA, Paris
135x34 cm

1970



In the painting, however there are many oul of place elements and materials: accessories like clothing, small objects like
the low table in the middle and the little food on it, the woman feeding the baby The complex composition takes you through
a circle where you find out that the main figure, the warrior with his large look and his strong presence, is laid down at the
top of the painting again. The circular narrative takes you to a carefully transparent passage between life and death, or at
least to another realm, that of the artist. However complex the composition becomes, it remains static, helding itself at a
distance from the viewer; the room is full, you're in it, though you do not become one.

Like most of his work, there's a whole composition of elements that do not consist of any physical cbject and do not
culminate in however fantastic flat images on which you meditate and relate to your cousins and friends. It, contrarily puts
you in more of a less modest square space with a flat roof in which you can position yourself. You can sit wherever you want
orwherever there's space available - Similar to his studio  This space affects you by its strong presence, not by what's in it.
Yel, it is not possible to claim that such space and the idea of the viewers positioning themselves is immaterial, the space
is tangible after all. Its effect, somehow, does not build up upon existent elements but on distracting, rather muted,
prosperity.

However such geometry created here is based on a subjugated square. It is forced on the circle of viewers, which threatens
to collapse at any time. The clear geometrical composition of the themes is hidden though not absent. Kandinsky describes
Paul Cezanne's “Bathing Women* as an approach to what he calls “the spiritual.”
The trees in Cezanne's form Kandinsky's spiritual triangle and the human figures
are distorted with perfect justification to give the triangle a new life. The elements of
the painting bend the simple identities of the geometrical forms in every way to form
a composition one way or another Here, Zayat is no longer satisfied with the simple
meaning of cne element like a tree or a fish, or a hand gesture. The movement of
the human body becomes more interesting as it begins to submerge in the back
layers of the theme; it is busy or lost in the space of the painting, mixing with other
movements of olher human figures present within the same room. The created
movements, which fade with the time passing while you look at the picture position
you in its space. Thus the general impression of a repeated movement of separate
parts increases 1o become a basic structural system of a mulli dimensional space,
with an inseparable idea of complexity

Such a structural syslem is often misleading: proportions are exaggerated, the
movement is repeated, the background goes back and forth with the front of the
image, suddenly ancther bird shape jumps off the comer Yet, with the fusion of a

semi-comprehended theme, you suddenly get an idea how getting in could be Movement
achieved, or you do not. But essentially if you do or do not, this is a painting which Collection of the Artist
is there all at once. Tempra on wood

50x60 cm, 1990

Again, many controversies are still al hand; questions of how literal or abstract or
metaphorical one could be in interpreting the order of the painting's text theme or
the implications of the composition and generated forms. His art, as well as other local contemporary artists, has maintained
literal attachments which have taken other shapes and natures in the west. Still, considering the sensitivity of eastern living,
mentality family life, the certain spiritual encounter with things, and the changes that have been applied over the past few
decades, which Zayat witnessed with others of his generation, and the problematic encounter to these changes sometimes,



there is the question of how helpful or how true art and illustrations of things can be in coming close to face the problem
when it appears. Sometimes it is difficult to separate the anxiety or the worries of the artist from cultural remnants and
residues left in his/her dreams and memories. Naive credulity and worldly carefulness about “what and who" somelimes
come logether with the artist's portrayal of it when it becomes a persuasive weapon in the hand of authority. The simple sign
sometimes eventually assumes a significance of some kind.

Yet, the boundlessness of his experience is put opposed to the neat symmetry of his personality. He's like a little Mayan
temple at the center of a composed field “a la Mondrian.” This collection is a whele reinterpretation of a single work of
imagination: the dance and the city Itis asymmetric in details but precise undemeath. The scheme is very compelling in fact;
it is achieved by the simplest idea about human power and its link to the universe, but also founded on a profound
conceptual edge. Elias is a believer in Mythras who fell out from the universe to provide the setting of a story* to kill the bull.
In Zayal's paintings, Mythras is not subordinated or present, yet the paintings establish within their own borders conceplual
subordinations of their own. However, Zayat has ambitions to control more of the world outside the theory or the historical
context, and create a wider but quieter claim for the contemplation of the painting within a current contemporary world. In
Damascus, the glittering result of the leftovers of the Roman columns in front of the big mosque, in which everything is
tenuously attached to everything else: the site is sunk into the crowd of today’s people, books and perfume sellers, and the
top cover of the souk behind. It leaves one in doubt whether the Romans really existed or not.

Even so conlemporary artists seem to turn their acts of devotion into their own
experiments, whether scientific or historical, they redirect attention from an
underlying nature of reality to an artistic preoccupying problem. Elias® art in
short is a narrative of a contemporary problem tightly connected to his universe’s
history and understanding of his milieu, people and friends. Virtually he is
illustrating contemporary Damascene people living in Palmyrian times, below
the praise running between the glorious city's columns, so proud of it but
overwhelmed. They are wishing it to vanish. They do not want it anymore.
Seeking salvation, they are praying for the earthquake to take place. The
illustrious “zilzal* will reshape the earth and the rumble of the city into a solid
Ma‘loula rock; dark, cold, and silent, but will become naive and sensitive with
the morming and evening fading light. In silence, Elias desires to change the
world.

Damascus
Phato Taken by Author



Elias Zayat

Born in Damascus, Syria, 1935.

1952-1955  Studied with Syrian painter Michel Kursheh.

1956-1960 Studied at the Sofia Academy of Fine Arts,
Bulgaria, with professor llia Petroff.

until 1961 Continued his studies at the Faculty of Fine
Arts in Cairo, Egypt, with professor Abdul-Aziz Darwish.

1973-1974  Majored in art restoration at the Academy of Fine Arts
and Museum of Applied Arts in Budapest,
Hungary

1962 2000 Professor at the faculty of Fine Arts at the University of Damascus.

1996 2000 Represented the University of Damascus at the Syrian-Nederlands cooperation for the study of
ancient art in Syria (SYNCAS)

1995 2001 Member of the Board of the Arab Encyclopedia in Damascus (arts and architecture)

Iconographer and specialist in early Christian Icons and frescos, has also decorated 3 churches in Syria.

Has lectured, written, and published several studies in history of art, iconography and art critique.

His artworks are displayed in private collections as well as several international institutional ones.
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Dance and the city-carnival
Acrylic on canvas
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Watercolor on paper
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