


ayyam fﬂ] gallery



Asaad Arabi

Return to Abstraction
4 May - 18 June, 2015

Ayyam Gallery DIFC

Gate Village Building 3, DIFC, Dubai
T: +971 4 4392395 F: +971 4 4392390
difc@ayyamgallery.com www.ayyamgallery.com



Partitions for Abstraction
By Marina Iordan

From its precursory signs in the early twentieth century,
with the creations of Frantisek Kupka, Kazimir Malevich,
and Piet Mondrian, abstraction resided in the successful
transmission of an investigative state, from painter to
viewer, through oeuvres deprived of figurative references.
With the shifting assumption of creation’s goal being the
depiction of reality, artists delved into an artistic freedom
that allowed personal interpretations of existence, often
through geometrical forms that undeniably stem from
Islamic art and its ubiquitous patterns, linking art, science,
and spirituality. Progressively diluting the geometry into
a more harmonious style of painting in the 1940s, lyrical
abstraction annihilated the previously sharp motifs,
focusing instead on long gestural strokes. Pioneering the
movement, Wassily Kandinsky, Georges Mathieu, and Paul
Klee proceeded to rid art of superficial symbolisms likely
to encourage mental associations. Through a spontaneous
narrative of muffled shapes and vibrant colours, they
translated music into form.

For the past fifty years, the work of Asaad Arabi, recognised
as a pioneering contemporary Syrian painter, has been
marked by oscillations between figuration and abstraction
that the artist defines as an unavoidable, cyclic evolution,
influenced by his environment rather than by successive
art movements. After a period of figurative exploration in
the 1960s, Arabi focused on a progressive simplification of
forms that led to geometrical abstraction while studying
under Guido La Regina, leader of a new abstractionist
movement at the Faculty of Fine Arts in Damascus.
Following his 1975 move to Paris, Arabi returned to



figuration with mirages of urbanism, nearing post
modernist expressionism. Progressively, his compositions
simplified, marking a growing interest in urban forms
that he subtly linked to sounds and thereby reached
lyrical abstraction, which he exhibited at the Salon des
Réalités Nouvelles alongside artists who explored similar
tendencies. Fearing a minimalist dead end, Arabi gradually
moved back to figuration in the 1980s, all the while
researching relationships between sound and architectural
forms during his PhD studies at the Sorbonne.

After a long period of musical expressionism, with series
paying tribute to Um Kulthum and Maurice Béjart, Arabi
now turns back to abstraction with works reminiscent of
his 1970s compositions, deconstructed to their simplest
form and devoid of symbolic references. Colourful
transpositions of tunes that Arabi listens to repeatedly
until each canvas is completed, from Rachmaninov to
Um Kulthum to Sufi chants, the new paintings associate
sound and form; colour and light. They explore the idea
of blurriness between figuration and abstraction: behind
the abstracted shapes, one can clearly distinguish dancing
urban environments and their exuding musicality, almost
audible upon observation of the artworks.

Rainer Maria Rilke wrote about Paul Klee in 1921: ‘Even
if you hadn’t told me he plays the violin, I would have
guessed that on many occasions his drawings were
transcriptions of music. Looking at Arabis mellifluous
paintings, one immediately senses the musicality of the
carefully constructed, colourful shapes, that translate the

artists emotional memories linked to three different cities
of utmost importance— Damascus and Saida in south
Lebanon, where Arabi grew up, are sources of inspiration
because of their respective mystical and urban dimensions.
As for Paris—the city Arabi has called home for the past
forty years, it undeniably contributed with architectural,
musical, and pictorial aspects to the recent works.

In The Yellow Signature (2014), Arabi reminisces on the
Bauhaus school and its affirmation of architecture to be
the material expression of music. Much alike Le Corbusier
and other visionaries of the movement, Arabi aurally
examines the polyphonic complexities of a musical score
through its notes, bars, and staves before reciprocating
with a material representation of horizontal and vertical
elements of music. To this literal transcription, he adds a
metaphorical component by interpreting his musically
engendered emotions into subjectively associated colours,
much alike Wassily Kandinsky in his Improvisations, which
the artist himself defined as ‘suddenly created expressions
of processes with an inner character’ Arabi’s combination
of rational and emotional interpretations of music results
into an edifice of geometrical forms differentiated by sharp
colours and softened by yellow hues that complement
its verticality. Highlighting an obvious rapport between
architecture and music, which are much more evidently
interlinked than other disciplines, Arabi alludes to iconic
structures such as the Mosque of Cordoba or the Notre-
Dame Cathedral— magnificent sound rooms that seemingly
amplify notes to infinity, all the while themselves exuding
a certain musicality through their highly detailed surfaces.



While many of Arabi’s titles incite a musical association,
their subject matter appears more profound than the lyrical
component of urbanism. It stems from Arabis belonging
to both Mediterranean civilisations—North and South;
Occident and Orient—and his consequent rejection
of a possible separation between both. To Arabi, their
unification despite an obvious rupture is the purpose of art
and its deriving aesthetic sensitivity, conducive to open-
mindedness. Exploring the notion in The Nightly Sonata
(2014), Arabi draws a barrier at the centre of his canvas,
delimitating east and west extremes of a neighbourhood by
an abrupt transition of backgrounds, from a deep purple
to a dark green. The similarity of structural elements at
the foreground of the painting—stairs, windows, and
doors—injects a consummate tension into the painting, by
signifying the pointlessness of antagonisms in the presence
of uniformities.

With Andalusian Rima (2014), Arabi symbolises the
evolution of Arab music and its twelfth century apogee,
signified by the virtuosity of the musicians whose epic
performances were fully grasped by expert audiences. The
Andalusian component stems from conversations that
the artist conducted with Spanish abstract painter Antoni
Tapies about his relief paintings and the sonority that led
him to the choice of this particular subject. Introducing
curved elements into this painting, where the vibrance of
colours is a constant, only interrupted by occurrences of
a bold turquoise tonality, Arabi admits to a newly found
freedom in his choice of tones, textures, and brushwork.
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The Last Painting (2014) is a witness of this transformation—
its powerful game of brushtrokes obliterating the
architectural forms perceptible in the background and
progressively dissolving them into nothingness. With a title
symbolically alluding to the exhaustion of a theme, Arabi
embarks on a path opposite to stylisation and mannerism,
which he considers enemies of his canvases. Shifting the
focus on a substantial presence of texture, he finds a way to
continuously enrich the experience.

Despite the cyclical changes operated between his series
or inside one body of work, Arabi remains committed to
his creative method, that consists of laying his canvases flat
on the table and revolving around them for a multi-angle
perspective that allows forms and colours to transform
under his eyes, conferring a bird eye impression to his
finished paintings.

Influenced by the Sufi faith, he seeks to transcend reality,
solely transposing onto his canvases the details that linger
in his mind and thus form the essential part of the artwork.
He compares the creative mechanisms to the act of giving
birth—a unique process that eventually comes to an end.
The importance lies in knowing when to stop, as more often
than not, a creative halt reaps more benefits by preserving
the emotional intensity of the moment. Acknowledging the
mystical nature of art rather than a conscious, reasoned
origin, Arabi works in complete isolation to avoid exterior
disruptions, attaining a neutrality of surroundings that
sheds light on the delicate musical fluctuations, eventually
transpiring in his paintings.



Asaad Arabi

(Syria, born 1941)

Asaad Arabi’s colourful, expressionistic paintings investigate
dichotomies extant in Arab societies, from the permissiveness
of the 1960s Arab cultural renaissance to the subsequent
emergence of social taboos. With energetic brushstrokes and
a game of contrasts, Arabi takes his canvases out of their static
form, creating dynamic narratives. To him, visual arts and
music are undeniably interlinked, which is why the sounds
surrounding each of the scenes he depicts are translated into
lines and colours.

Recognised as one of the pioneers of contemporary Arab art,
the painter has explored various subjects through a multitude
of styles over the course of his prolific career. Arabi’s early work,
presenting realistic depictions of popular Damascene alleys
and everyday life scenes, gradually evolved into abstraction,
with an important phase of geometric experimentation. His
more recent canvases are an hommage to cultural icons such as
Umm Kulthum and Maurice Béjart. Throughout epochs and
artistic currents, Arabi has been highlighting a long-standing
regional heritage in an attempt to instigate a thirst for ever-
growing cultural achievement within the young generation.

Bornin 1941, Arabi graduated from the Faculty of Fine Arts in
his native Damascus, where he studied under the Italian artist
and instructor Guido La Regina, leader of a new abstractionist
school. Following his move to Paris in 1975, Arabi received a
diploma in painting from the Higher Institute of Fine Arts, and
later earned a PhD in Aesthetics from the prestigious Sorbonne
University. His subsequent studies, essays and critiques have
been widely published in both French and Arabic, elevating
the painter to the rank of prominent art theorist.




Melodic Mirroring
2014

Acrylic on canvas
162 x 130 cm



Taqasim

2014

Acrylic on canvas
195x 114 cm




Magqam Al-Asfar
2014

Acrylic on canvas
146 x 180 cm




Andalusian Rima
2014

Acrylic on canvas
115x 195 cm




The Melody of the Twilight
2014

Acrylic on canvas

115x 195 cm




City of Silence
2014

Acrylic on canvas
115x 195 cm




Organizational Abstractions
2014

Acrylic on canvas

195x 130 cm




Taqasim in a Levantine Night
2014

Acrylic on canvas

150 x 150 cm



Phonic Kaleidoscope
2014

Acrylic on canvas
162x 130 cm



Andalusian Wall
2014

Acrylic on canvas
150 x 150 cm
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The Green Key (Magam)
2014

Acrylic on canvas

115x 195 cm




Nightly Sonata
2014

Acrylic on canvas
115x 195 cm




Night Music in the City
2014

Acrylic on canvas

97 x 195 cm




Architectural Rhythms
2014

Acrylic on canvas
145x 195 cm




Musical Beings
2014

Acrylic on canvas
196 x 130 cm




Memory from the Green
2014

Acrylic on canvas

195x 97 cm




Musical Paradise
2014

Acrylic on canvas
162 x 130 cm
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The Last Painting
2014

Acrylic on canvas
162x 110 cm




The Yellow Signature
2014

Acrylic on canvas
195x 130 cm




Minor Sonata
2014

Acrylic on canvas
162 x 130 cm
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