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Figure 1. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, Un djinn amoureux, 1953. Gouache and india ink on paper,
53 by 28 centimeters. From the Collection of the Museum of Fine Arts, Alexandria

Figure 2. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, Un djinn amoureux preparatory drawing, 1953. India ink on
colored cardboard, 34.5 by 22.7 centimeters
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Figure 3. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, The Past, the Present, and the Future, 1951. Oil on cardboard,
62 by 95 centimeters
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Figure 4. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar,
The Hymn of the Beetles, 1953.
Colored crayon on paper, 48 by 62
centimeters. From the collection of
Gazebia Seri

Figure 5. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar,
The Damned Son of a Bitch,
circa 1953. Ink on paper, 36 by
48 centimeters. From a private
collection
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Figure 6. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, Dances of a Slain Person, 1954. Colored crayon on paper,

34 by 22 centimeters
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Figure 77. Abdel Hadi Al-Gazzar, Now What Is This Silence? 1954. Colored crayon on paper,
34 by 21.5 centimeters
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Dances of a Slain Person, created by Al-Gazzar in 1954, consists of a
double page drawn with crayon (see figure 6). The organization of words
and images suggests that this drawing is part of the illustrated anthology
of the Alexandrian poet Ahmed Mursi. Mursi’s poem is titled Death under
the Moonlight. The poem, which appears on both pages, reads:

Dances of a slain person on the brink of disappearance
Wailing from his grave rattle under the pillars of the sky,
The ribs of a neighing toll run by hands of the wind

As though they were ghosts moving in the dark. . . .
Why does the evening have the features of annihilation?
Why?

Why?

In the deserted spot there is my ruined tower."®

Why is repeated in this poem, imposing its question on the entire scene.
For a moment it seems as if the word is screamed by the robust figure sit-
ting on the ground, with feet bound. The figure is naked with only a band
of disc pendants hanging around its chest. It raises its head and is depicted
with an open mouth as if complaining or lamenting. Another melancholic
figure, most probably a female, appears on the left side of the double page.
She sits in the shadow of a ruined building. A huge bell hangs over her
head, and an eagle screams above her. At her feet lie several skulls. The
figure holds a lute under her arm. In the distance under what seems to be
the moonlight, as the elongated shadows suggest, we see several other fig-
ures. The ambience of “dead under the moonlight” is transmitted through
Al-Gazzar’s visual images and symbols.

Another drawing in red crayon on paper, Now What Is This Silence? repre-
sents a flooded world in which figures, memories, symbols, and signs swim
in the streams of the river of unconsciousness (see figure 7). The text here
is also by Mursi, and it appears as if it were floating over the painting, as a
phantom carrying words into the illustrated double page:

Now what is this silence?

Why has my bell died?

Is this a funeral or apparitions of departure? . . .

I spray flowers of childhood with floods

Are my dreams nothing?

Should I be patient like an empty bubble inside a human aquarium?
The black foam keeps fate at bay
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My buds, what wrong have they done to wither and perish? . ..
It will melt away against my free will if the wind blows in the dark
It will melt away against my free will as I crumble like debris.”

The works described here clearly demonstrate Al-Gazzar’s specific visual
language, consisting of symbols, personifications, and literary references.
Aware of the contradiction between form and content in surrealistic paint-
ing, the artist constantly tries to free himself from the tyranny of figurative
art by transforming his motifs into symbols. He is obsessed with and longs
for the freedom of the human mind, exposing its fears, concerns, desires,
vanishing memories, and the banalities of life. His ideas were likely nur-
tured by the concepts expressed in the late 1930s by Cairo’s surrealist group
Art et Liberté. This group was founded on January 19, 1939, by George
Henein, a well-educated, highly influential figure in Cairo’s art scene.

Henein had already made a name for himself in Europe. He was involved
with European, mainly French, surrealistic artists and Italian futurist art-
ists, especially Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. The establishment of a surreal-
istic movement in Cairo came at the behest of André Breton and Diego
Rivera, who asked Henein in 1938 to join an international action in order
to repress the Nazis’ hostile attitudes toward modern art. On December 22,
1938, a tract was presented, probably written by Henein. The tract, Vivre
lart dégénéré, written in Arabic and French, was distributed in the streets
of Cairo and sent abroad." It was a clear anti-Fascist manifesto, addressing
directly Adolf Hitler’s totalitarian regime and its aggression against “degen-
erate” art, while also representing Art et Liberté’s wish to give the freedom
of act and mind to artistic creation: “We believe that any attempt to confine
modern art, as certain people wish, to being an instrument at the service
of a religion, a race or a nation is utterly absurd or is no more than a bad
joke. As for us these reactionary myths can only be regarded as imprisoning
the thought. As a generalized exchange system of thoughts and emotions
which are shared by the whole humanity, art cannot but reject those arti-
ficial restrictions.”* The manifesto concludes: “We stand for this degen-
erate art. It is in it that reside all the chances of the future. Let us work
for its victory over the middle ages which is rising in the very heart of the
Occident.”?°

The manifesto was subsequently published in Al-fan al-hurr (The Free
Art).”" In such times, when Fascism was spreading in Europe, the East was
also engaged in keeping alive the modern art movement and its ideals of
freedom of expression. In fact, this tract was in accord with and clearly
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alludes to the Manifesto for an Independent Revolutionary Art, which was
made public on July 25, 1938, in Mexico, the home of exile for modern
European artists and intellectuals. This text was the founding transcript of
the Fédération Internationale de I'Art Révolutionnaire Independent.”* The
main figures in Art et Liberté were Henein, Fouad Kamel, and Younan, and
the group adopted a surrealistic language, as Younan explains: “The credit
is likewise due to this Surrealist Movement as the first serious attempt to
create a new myth in which reality and supernatural, manifestation and the
intrinsic, wisdom and madness, apogee and perigee, life and death meet
and become a source of light and inspiration. . . . Therefore we see him [the
artist] now intentionally exploding these forms, hoping to stumble across
the primary essence of Being and its hidden features under the debris.”?*

By searching the cognitive realm of the artist’s imagination, the idea of
freedom appears as secured. Surrealism, therefore, could be considered
the answer to the need for a specific mode of art associated with freedom
and the wish to break any constraints that imprison the soul, or—using
another metaphor —the spirit of the nation. This idea fits well with Breton’s
Le Manifeste du Surréalisme, written in 1924, which defines surrealism as a
pure psychic automatism expressing the process of thought, freed from any
control by reason, and independent of any aesthetic or moral constraints.

One of the more talented artists of Art et Liberté was Kamel, who influ-
enced Al-Gazzar’s paintings the most.** His poetical drawings appear as if
painted “in the free stream of thoughts and the flowing of forms and con-
tours” —to use one of the titles of his drawings —and strongly bring to mind
the drawings of Al-Gazzar. It is probably the freedom of associative think-
ing and its translation into a particular visual program that links and binds
images and symbols. Kamel explains his inner vision and visual streams of
thought:

One day my depths awoke (sister tree, brother rock). The law of
being in everything was overwhelming at once, and I sensed a pecu-
liar symmetry which binds and humbles every creature in a delicate
and miraculous order. I began to remain un-disturbed when I didn’t
see the curve of a water-buffaloe’s back as though it were the moving
extention of a huge piece of mountain, or when I didn’t distinguish
much between a horse’s mane and a woman’s hair, or between a chair
and a human body.”®

These fermenting cosmopolitan ideas of Egypt’s modernist circle had
largely died out by the end of the 1940s. It is generally understood that the
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surrealist movement on the Nile and its aspiration for internationalism
challenged the growth of nationalism in Egypt and was also divorced from
the still-maintained academicism in the art schools of Cairo. It is likely
that the surrealist group and its derivatives alienated Egyptian public opin-
ion and as a result lost political and financial support. Al-Gazzar appears,
then, as one of the major figures in the Egyptian artistic landscape who was
able to keep the spirit of the surrealist movement continuing into the next
decade. Yet, why does Al-Gazzar use the word absurd to define the character
of surrealistic painting in his writing in the mid-1950s?

It seems that the political change in Egypt in the 1950s, particularly the
officers’ revolt in 1952, brought about a totally different environment to art
and society in Egypt. Pan-Arabism and national patriotism were revived,
especially as a result of the establishment of a Jewish state in the midst
of the Levant. Egypt, caught by the rising tension between the two super-
powers of the post-World War II era, had to redefine its national identity.

It is interesting to see how the surrealistic style of Al-Gazzar’s 1960s
paintings also changed. His works could no longer be defined as relating
to the international style of surrealistic art and automatic painting, both
of which aimed at mental and spiritual freedom. Rather, Al-Gazzar’s art
is constrained by his wish to marry national style with the traditional. The
freedom of human individual spirit and imagination visualized through Al-
Gazzar’s automatic writing and scribbling motifs of mental visions and
landscapes are transformed into imaginary and bizarre patterns and sym-
bols relating to the collective Egyptian psyche and its national identity, orga-
nized within narrative space. Al-Gazzar seems, then, to develop a genuine
method of visualizing the Egyptian spirit by looking into its inner mind
and soul. Finally, despite his subtle criticism of Egyptian society, he turns
out to be, at least in his last “surrealistic” works, a painter in service to the
nation. Al-Gazzar seems to search for a genuine Egyptian identity in his
early surrealistic works. Instead of simply drawing on the themes of the
visual Egyptian past, he concentrates on the national collective psyche and
creates for it novel symbols and icons, illustrating its new “human condi-
tion.” It is interesting to see how the politics and history of the region dic-
tated the path that the surrealist style of Al-Gazzar took or, one may even
say, was reformed and reconstructed by them. In fact, following the devel-
opment of Al-Gazzar as an artist, from the 1940s until the mid-196o0s, pro-
vides an interesting example of the reception of modernism on the Nile and
the transformation it underwent from its first direct link to individualism
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and the free spirit of the artist to its later association with nationalism and
the collective identity of the people. The international, if not global, artistic
ideas of Henein and Art et Liberté in the early 1940s seemed to die out at
the end of the decade, leaving space for a new surrealistic style that was torn
between the search for an artistic, authentic, and individual expression and
the making of Arabic national identity—an absurd combination of tasks.
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