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This paper will try to give an overview on how elements inspired by popular arts 
and life were used until a decade ago in modern Arab painting and point out some 
main trends which can be detected in spite of important local differences between 
single countries. Painting, like literature, although being the product of a specific 
context, participates in broader intellectual debates affecting the whole cultural area 
m which Arabic is the main vehicle of exchanges.

A brief historical survey
In most countries of the Arab Middle East a local version of easel painting in 

Western style began to appear between 1880 and 1930; in the Maghreb - with the ex­
ception of Tunisia - this happened later. By then, the traditional art forms, i.e. what 
we usually call “Islamic art1” where replaced by an academic painting of typical 
scenes and landscapes which was quite conservative compared to contemporary West­
ern standards. The painters of this first generation, called “pioneers” (ruwwad), had 
either been taught by European teachers - mostly Orientalists - installed in their 
countries, or had studied in Europe, mainly in Paris and Rome.

This way of painting was overthrown after the Second World War, when most 
countries of the region reached independence. Different factors concurred in this 
change: first, the newly created states needed to build a new identity. This identity 
had to be “Arab”, i.e. rooted in tradition and at the same time modern, compatible 
with international cultural standards. Secondly, for what fine arts were concerned, 
Arab artists became now conscious of the important changes that had happened in 
Western art since the beginning of the century, where linear perspective and imita­
tion of nature had been replaced by less naturalistic styles and trends. Another im­
portant element of 20'h century art was the réévaluation of non-European art and the 
reference to it. When European styles and techniques had first been adopted in the 
Arab world, Islamic art had been relegated to the category of “non art” following the 
Western definition2. The fact that since the beginning of the century European artists 
■were referring to extra-European works of art led Arabs to look at their local tradi-

1 Some authors today criticize this term. Cf. Irwin 1997:12-13.

2 Cf. Strauss forthcoming, as well as Naef forthcoming.
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tions in a different and positive way. These traditions were now perceived as a main 
element allowing to create an Arab modernity. As the manifesto of one of the first 
groups of modern artists in Iraq, the Baghdad Group for Modern Art, expressed it: 

“Iraqi artists do not ignore the spiritual and stylistic bond that ties them to the 
dominant artistic evolution in the world; however, they want to create forms 
which give to Iraqi art a specific character and a distinct personality.”
Since the late forties, modernity (hadata) became, thus, deeply tied to the “local 

character” (a t-ta h i a l-mahalli) as it was first called; it would later on be known as 
“authenticity”, asala. Asala was to be found in local heritage, turat. Hadata and asaU, 
modernity and authenticity, became the two terms around which most of the discus­
sion about art turned around between 1950 and the end of the eighties, in spite of 
relevant changes in their definition and use.

What did “heritage” exactly mean? It is quite hard to find a somehow precise defi­
nition, but what can be deducted from most writings and statements is that it in­
cludes any type of art existing in the Arab world before the beginning of Western 
influence in the 19,h century. This means that from Preislamic forms (for instance 
Pharaonic or Mesopotamian) to Islamic art everything could be considered to belong 
to heritage’.

The whole realm of popular art was another important element used by this 
movement, especially when it started in the late forties/early fifties. This had two rea­
sons: first of all, art was figurative at that time, which meant that the use of the more 
abstract elements characterizing Islamic art was not yet conceivable. The second rea­
son was the wide success socialist and communist ideals had then among intellectuals 
in many Arab and Middle Eastern countries. The use of elements taken from the 
“low arts” and despised by “high culture” was a way to take part for the disadvan­
taged. In addition to that, since the lower classes had been less westernized, it was a 
means of re-discovering the “real” essence of Arabness which in the view of many i*1' 
tellectuals had been lost in the more affluent parts of the population, too eager to 
adopt Western habits.

The multiple use of popular art and folkloric elements: the first generation
If elements of popular art could sometimes be found in previous decades, the first 

painters to make an affirmed use of it were the members of the Modern Art G roup 
(Gama1 at al-fann al-badit), founded in 1946 in Cairo. Since the foundation of the 
School of Fine Arts in 1908 and the successive development of an in s t itu t io n a liz ed  
art, exemplified by the yearly Salon du Caire since 1922, an appreciated and strong 
local academic tradition had established itself in Egypt. This tradition had already

'  For the discussion of this question, cf. Naef 1996:352-369.
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been challenged by the Surrealist Group4, which had been active in the forties. But 
the Modern Art Group introduced a concept that would become one of the priorities 
for many Egyptian painters: the reference to heritage.

The most prominent members of the Modern Art Group, cAbdalhadi al-Gazzar 
(1925-1966) and Hamid Nada (1924-1990), who both came from poor neighborhoods 
in Cairo, made a large use of symbols and elements from popular art like wall paint­
ings, tattoos, symbols used for magic rituals. In contrast with academic painting 
where popular elements were romanticized, these painters referred to folklore in 
order to denounce the hardships of the living conditions of the underprivileged. 
Under their brush, it became as violent and brutal as real life could be. As an Egyp­
tian art critic had put it in 1951:

“The public is confronted with an original work of art, a work expressing the 
truth about the people’s feelings, about evil afflicting it, about its desires. For 
the first time the public applauds an Egyptian artist who regards art as an ex­
pression of the people’s consciousness” (Roussillon 1990:75).
However, if social criticism was in the foreground, one should not forget the im­

portant anti-academic momentum in the work of these artists. This appears clearly 
when we look at some portraits, like the one that shows Gazzar’s wife, painted in 
1960 (ill. 1). Here the artist represents a persons who does not belong to the popular 
classes, but he portrays her in traditional dress, in contrast with the whole bourgeois 
and academic portrait tradition in the Middle East, where the members of the upper 
classes were shown in European dress in order to mark their difference. The break 
with academic painting was therefore double: in content and in form.

Only a few years later and some thousand kilometers eastwards, the already quot­
ed Baghdad Group for Modern Art adopted the same principles without having a 
direct contact to the Cairo artists. In the eyes of its founder 6aw ad Salim  (1919- 
1961), an aristocrat with a cosmopolitan education who had studied art in Paris, 
Rome and London5, Iraqi artists had to rediscover themselves in order to attain 
international recognition: “First of all”, he said on the opening of the group’s first 
exhibition in 1951, “we have to improve our understanding of foreign styles, second­
ly, the one we have of the local character. This character, that most of us ignore 
today, will allow us to obtain a place within universal thought” (ill. 2).

Many painters of the fifties and early sixties followed this lesson and folkloric ele­
ments were largely used at that time (ill. 3). In the first half of the sixties however, 
abstraction became popular, especially in the younger generation. To many of these 
painters, the experiences of the previous decade seemed “old fashioned” and were re­
jected.

1 Cf. C ar ib  1986.

'  On this artist, cf. Á1 Sacid  1991 and ó ab rá  1974.
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Folklore and political commitment
The shock of the Arab defeat against Israel in 1967 re-actualized the search for 

“Arabness”. Arab identity, that many considered to be threatened, had to be strongly 
affirmed, as did the Baghdadi group “The New Vision” (ar-Ru’ya  a l-gad ida) in 1969. 
In a manifesto published the same year, the artists of this group expressed their will 
to produce a kind of art which should be modern and express at the same time the 
will of resisting the threads they thought were challenging the Arab nation. Heritage 
had to play a role for them; however, they did not want to follow blindly the ex p e r i­
ences of their predecessors, they wanted to explore new paths6.

For other artists, using popular elements, representing popular scenes became an 
act of resistance. Thus it is not astonishing that they are to be found very often in 
Palestinian exile painting of that period. There are two means employed to affirm the 
identity of a  people having had to leave its country and to perpetuate the memory 
of what Palestine was or was thought to be7. The omnipresence of Palestinian handi- 
crafted products in the background, or of traditional fabrics, is striking. Even m 
paintings doubtlessly presenting an incitement to revolt and revolution, handicrafted 
products or embroideries on napkins and dresses are there to give a strong local 
touch, as we can see in a  painting by Burhan Karkutli (b. 1932), with the title “A 
Palestinian family” (1979) (ill. 4). Together with this goes the representation of 
women in traditional dress. Having been less touched by social changes, they are 
thought to have remained closer to traditions and to the real “essence” of land and 
people8. While in the seventies some Palestinian artists represented women as fight' 
ers, most of them preferred to p a in t  them as “Mother Earth” or “Mother P a le s t in e  > 

dressed in the traditional, long, black dress with embroideries, sometimes going as far 
as showing them giving birth to the whole nation. This is patent in a highly symbol­
ic p a in t in g  (1988) by Sulayman Mansur (b. 1947), where a  mass of people comes out 
of the belly of a  sitting woman in traditional dress9. A similar message is given by 
a 1979 composition of cAbdarrahman al-Muzayyin (b. 1934): in this case, a peasant s 
couple rises from the head of a woman wearing the typical black robe with embroi­
deries; around her neck, she has a chain representing the Dome of the Rock. The 
background shows an Arab town. There is no doubt that she represents “Mother Pa' 
lestine” perpetuating her people (ill. 5).

h Fo^ the Arabic text of the manifesto cf. Â1 Sa‘ id  1973:31-"35; for a French translation, Naef 1996- 
375-380.

7 On arts in Palestine, cf. Sammüt 1989.

8 On the representation of women in Arabic painting, cf. Naef 2001.

9 Reproduced in Sammüt 1989:179, ill. no. 5.
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Very different was the situation in North Africa, and in Tunisia especially. In this 
last mentioned country, where easel painting did go back to the beginning of the 
century10, the representation of folkloristic elements and scenes from traditional life 
was used in the sixties and seventies to reassert the importance of traditional culture 
in a country which was changing with extreme rapidity. However, traditional elem­
ents were idealized, glorified and gave an image of a peaceful and harmonic life which 
had disappeared, in total contrast for instance to the Egyptian representations due to 
'AbdalhadI al-6azzar and Hamid Nada (ill. 6).

An original experience was attempted by the Iraqi painter Sakir Hasan Al Sacid 
(b. 1926). Al Sacid  had been one of the founders and promoters of the calligraphic 
abstraction movement (hurufiyya), a very widespread and authentically Panarab trend 
during the seventies and eighties11. In his paintings he referred to the walls of the 
popular quarters of Baghdad, where words were scribbled down spontaneously and 
in great disorder. His purpose was not the representation of old traditions and crafts, 
but to give an impression of the expression of popular life in our times (ill. 7).

In the eighties, authenticity became again a big issue in art critique. However, cal­
ligraphic abstraction and some kind of “Arab realism” being dominant, folkloric 
elements tended to become secondary, though not absent. Since the nineties, the affir­
mation of a distinct Arab identity has lost its priority, younger artists being less con­
cerned by the question. Art has become less specific, more global. The opening of 
Western markets to experiences from outside also helped to reinforce this trend: since 
one decade, the awareness for the existence of non-Western modern art has increased, 
as proves the multiplication of exhibitions on this topic12.

Final remarks
What precedes leads me to think that the use of folkloric elements in the Arab 

world is a phenomenon that can be situated between 1950 and 1990. It was an at­
tempt to give a response to different questions:
1) the search of a new identity. This term can have more than one meaning:

10 Cf. A ntholo g ie  1998.

11 On the h u rü fiy ya  movement, cf. Dägir 1990; C ro is cm m t  1989 and Naef 1992:33-65.

12 See for instance Total G lobal, U m gang m it n ich t-w estlich er  K u m t , Basel, Museum für Gegenwarts­
kunst, May-November 2000 (with catalogues on Turkey, Cuba, Senegal and South Africa, China, South 
Corea); K unst-W elten  im  D ialog: v o n  G augu in zur g lob a len  G egenw art, Museum Ludwig Köln, 5 November 
1999 -  15 mars 2000 (catalogue: M. Scheps e t  al. (eds.), Cologne, 1999); Ink lusion , Exklusion: Versuch e in e r  
n eu en  K a rto g ra fie  d e r  K unst im  Z eita lter v o n  P ostk olon ia lism us u n d  g lo b a le r  M igra tion , Graz, Künstlerhaus, 
22 September -  26 October 1996 (catalogue: P. Weibel (ed.), Cologne, 1997); 11 Sud d e l  m on d o : l ’a ltra  a rte  
con tem p o rá n ea , Marsala, Gallería civica d'arte contemporánea, 14 February -  14 April 1991 (catalogue: 
Milan, 1991).
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a) it means the identity of Arab art in general, and underlines its specificity com­
pared to Western art.
b) Folkloric elements can be used to affirm a specific identity, as the Palestinian one 
for instance.
2) It can also be a means of expressing a nostalgic and idealized view of the past m 
societies were changes were rapid.
3) By referring to people’s art, some artists wanted to express their solidarity with 
the classes that produce this kind art and, secondly, make art, generally reserved to 
an elite, more accessible to them. However, like in similar experiences elsewhere, it 
is doubtful that this latter purpose was reached.

More generally, the use of folkloric elements was a part of a much broader move­
ment, which wanted to give a more authentic touch to art, to confer it a new iden­
tity and a place in the international movement. It marks a problem Arab culture in 
general, and artistic production in particular, had had to face in the second part of 
the twentieth century, i.e. the attempt to create an identity which would be modern 
but less alienated from its origins that it had become through the adoption of impor­
tant panels of Western culture.

However, if introducing non-Western elements might have given a specific charac­
ter to Arab art, the danger of folklorization was strong. Thus, the considerations the 
French scholar Alain Roussillon made about the Egyptian painter ‘Abdalhâdï al-ôaz- 
zâr could easily be extended to this whole trend:

“This poses the question of the fundamental ambivalence of the identity ap­
proach. While identifying the ways and means of a possible ressourcing, the 
‘promotion’ of identity entails the risk of perpetuating the backwardness to 
which the unalterated Egyptian society is confined” (Roussillon 1990:77).
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a) it means the identity of Arab art in general, and underlines its specificity com­
pared to Western art.
b) Folkloric elements can be used to affirm a specific identity, as the Palestinian one 
for instance.
2) It can also be a means of expressing a nostalgic and idealized view of the past m 
societies were changes were rapid.
3) By referring to people’s art, some artists wanted to express their solidarity with 
the classes that produce this kind art and, secondly, make art, generally reserved to 
an elite, more accessible to them. However, like in similar experiences elsewhere, it 
is doubtful that this latter purpose was reached.

More generally, the use of folkloric elements was a part of a much broader move­
ment, which wanted to give a more authentic touch to art, to confer it a new iden­
tity and a place in the international movement. It marks a problem Arab culture in 
general, and artistic production in particular, had had to face in the second part of 
the twentieth century, i.e. the attempt to create an identity which would be modern 
but less alienated from its origins that it had become through the adoption of impor­
tant panels of Western culture.

However, if introducing non-Western elements might have given a specific charac­
ter to Arab art, the danger of folklorization was strong. Thus, the considerations the 
French scholar Alain Roussillon made about the Egyptian painter ‘Abdalhâdï al-ôaz- 
zâr could easily be extended to this whole trend:

“This poses the question of the fundamental ambivalence of the identity ap­
proach. While identifying the ways and means of a possible ressourcing, the 
‘promotion’ of identity entails the risk of perpetuating the backwardness to 
which the unalterated Egyptian society is confined” (Roussillon 1990:77).
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MAX HERZ PASHA AND HIS ACTIVITIES ON THE 
COMITÉ DE CONSERVATION DES MONUMENTS DE L’ART ARABE*

István Ormos 

Eötvös Loránd U niversity, Budapest

This conference is dedicated to the memory of Ignaz Goldziher, who was born 
150 years ago in 1850. The present paper will deal with certain aspects of the activity 
of a close friend of his, Max Herz Pasha, with whom he shared a common scholarly 
interest and a warm friendship. An important source for the study of Herz Pasha’s 
life and activities are his letters addressed to Goldziher, approximately 65, which are 
kept in the Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in Budapest1. To our 
great regret, the counterparts of these letters, Goldziher’s answers to Herz, have not 
survived.

Max Herz was born in Ottlaka, Hungary, in 1856 and died in Zurich in 1919 (fig. 
1). He was an architect and spent his whole active life, thirty-five years altogether, 
in Egypt, working on the preservation and restoration of monuments of Arab-Islamic 
art. For a quarter of a century, from 1890 until his expulsion from Egypt in 1914, 
in his capacity of chief architect to the Comité de Conservation des Monuments de 
l’Art Arabe, he was in charge of monuments of Arab-Islamic, and later also of Coptic 
architecture. In addition to this, he was also director of the Arab Museum (present- 
day Museum of Islamic Art). Herz Pasha was also a prolific private architect, and is 
said to have built more than 150 buildings in various styles in Cairo, a field of 
activity in which his contribution to the development and spread of the Mamiük 
Revival style is perhaps most noteworthy2.

The present paper aims at highlighting certain aspects of his work as chief 
architect of the Comité. The first part will deal with the organizational and structural 
aspects of his post while the second part will offer details of his work on certain 
important monuments.

Work on the biography and activities of Herz Pasha requires a clear view of the 
organizational and structural aspects of his post, and I think a summary of the 
conclusions I have reached may be not unwelcome here. At the same time I am fully 
aware that the exact structure of the Comité will be depicted and a clear picture of

The present research has been made possible thanks to support from the Hungarian Research Fund 
(OTKA -  T 029192).

1 I am greatly obliged to the L ibrary of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences for having put the letters 
at my disposal.

2 On him see now Ormos 2001. See also the forthcoming detailed monograph on Herz by the author 
of these lines, in which all the relevant details of documentation w ill be found which the reader might 
wish to consult.


