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AL-MUSAWWIRUN: ARTISTS BEFORE ART

This exhibition recreates, or simulates — within the restricted space of the university gallery
— a landscape of images, pictures, and crafted objects that one might have come across a
century ago in the area that includes present-day Lebanon. We catch a glimpse of a time when
the Western model of autonomous art had not yet fully emerged in the Middle East, that is
to say a time when there were no contemporary art centers and private galleries, art schools
and museums, biennials, prizes, prices, dealers, critics and curators. We invite our visitors to
imagine a cultural period in which very diverse modes of picture- and object-making, both
utilitarian and non, cohabited the same cultural field.

With the unfolding of modernity, the Arab Orient has seen a sharp increase in images. This
proliferation of images came about through new techniques of representation and reproduction:
from figurative and naturalistic conventions learned by Arab painters in the European fine
arts academies, to the rise in popularity of photographic and cinematic images. At the turn
of the 20" century, Western techniques of representation contributed to the emergence of
vernacular forms that blended local and foreign pictorial conventions. It was also during this
period (the late 19" and early 20" century) that traditional Islamic art — which historically
did not concern itself with the representation of nature but mainly with shaping everyday
ambience — was gradually overtaken by a Western art preoccupied since the Renaissance with
the representation of man and nature. A new hierarchical model of culture, with its schemata
of high and low, fine and decorative, began to take shape. Western processes of modernization
and industrialization played a crucial role in the marginalization of Islamic traditional arts. The
Western machine, in other words, replaced Islamic craft.

Al-Musawwirun: Artists before Artenvisions a landscape of pictures and objects that coexisted
prior to their modernistic division into “fine” and “decorative” or “material culture” The exhibition
puts on display artifacts found today in Lebanon but produced all over the region for the most
part between the second half of the 19" century and the mid-20™ century. It is a landscape in
which pictures — ranging from Christian iconography to traditional Islamic arts and vernacular
or folk art and from Orientalist tableau to photographic and cinematic representation — were
distributed within one cultural field in accordance with ethnic, kinship, religious or class divisions.
Those who worked within this field were known by various names. In addition to artistes and
fannanun [artists], or rassamun [painters], the most employed word was musawwir — a term
used from ancient times to refer first of all to one of the hypostases of God as giver and
shaper of forms, fashioner and creator, and by extension, to all those engaged in religious or
folk arts. Historically the word musawwir was used mainly to refer to the work of the painter (in
particular the portrait-painter) but it could also mean decorator or sculptor, less often architect
or alchemist, and in the modern age photographer and cameraman. The subtitle “Artists before
Art" is meant to suggest that a rich, viable, and self-sustaining alternative existed prior to the
rise of the Western autonomous art model, with its institutions that maintain and reproduce
capitalist production and exchange.

It is this diluvial world inhabited by odd, marginal and often extinct forms of art-making that we
have selected for display. In addition to works from the first generation of Lebanese painters,
most of whom traveled to Europe to learn Western pictorial conventions and to later become
“pillars” of Lebanese art, we show works by musawwirun who did not study in Europe, as
well as works by anonymous artisans working at the crossroads of traditions and religions, of
early photographers and cinematographers, and of foreign artists who passed by or settled
in Beirut, seeking a name or fleeing bloody revolutions in a world that desperately wanted to
become modern.

Octavian Esanu
Curator, AUB Art Galleries



We would like to express our gratitude first of all to Saleh Barakat who, once again, offered
us his advice and knowledge, agreeing to lend us works from Agial Gallery. In addition he
kindly agreed to offer a guided tour in English and Arabic which visitors can download on their
smartphones using a OR barcode from our website.

We are also very thankful to Emile Hannouche for showing us his rich and diverse collection
in Chtaura, as well as for kindly letting us display some of these works in this exhibition. We
are grateful to Georges G. Corm, Philippe Jabre, Mohamad Barakat, Dania Barakat, Semaan
Bassil, Gabriel Daher, Nabil Nahas, Yasmine Chemali from the Fouad Debbas Collection, and

Reem Akl from the Arab Image Foundation for their help and for showing or lending us works
from their collections.

QR code for Saleh Barakat's audio tour of the exhibition A/ Musawwirun: Artists before Art.
In order to access the audio file, please install a QR reader on your smartphone.

The audio tour file is also available at:
http://www.aub.edulb/art galleries/current/Pages/al-musawwirun-artists-before-art.aspx
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PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN
Daoud Corm and wife Virginie, date unknown
[Scan from original photograph in the archive of Georges D. Corm]

Daoud Corm [1852-1930] is considered to have been the first independent professional artist in
Lebanon. Here in this photograph Corm poses for the camera, proudly advertising his rare skills
and the accoutrements of his in-demand profession: the easel, palette, brushes, and the painter's
stick or maulstick. His wife Virginie appears in this photo as the painter's guardian angel and muse.
The posture, the gaze, the dress code — the Ottoman fez on the head and the Western business
suit on the body, a blend of Oriental and Protestant attire common in the Nahda epoch — convey
some of the new values of early capitalist society: petit bourgeois autonomous professionalism,
with its pride in a particular expertise. The backdrop, which blankets the ground and background,
does not completely cover the scene, and leaves visible the distinction between the ideal and the
real. This is suggestive of the conditions of modernization in the region, where the backcloth of
pro-Western aspirations do not always cover the local realities on the ground.

In Lebanon a rise in popularity of Western pictorial conventions went hand in hand with the
struggle for independence. For the early Arab painters, the conventions of Western academic
figurative naturalism — which they learned in European art academies, and which many of them
saw as their duty to protect from the incursions of the European avant-garde — were regarded as
the most effective instruments of modernization. Today, for instance, Lebanese art historiography
considers as “classics” or (a commonly-heard phrase) “pillars” of Lebanese art mainly painters
who first received training in European academies of art. The painters Daoud Corm [1852-1930],
Habib Srour [1863-1938], Philippe Mourani [1875-1970], and Youssef Hoyek [1883-1962]
were all initially trained in Rome (where the Maronite Church sent young Lebanese painters to
study religious art). Khalil Saleeby [1870-1928] acquired his academic art education in Scotland
and later, like Gibran Khalil Gibran [1883-1931], in the United States.
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GEORGES D. CORM [1896-1971]
Sketch for Lebanese Military Costumes, 1923
Colored drawing

[Georges G. Corm Collection]

In Lebanon, the Western autonomous model of art with its institutions, conventions and values has
evolved concomitantly to and along the same path as Lebanese statehood and independence.
During the decades of Le Grand Liban, many artists allied themselves with the Maronite elites
playing an important role in the establishment of the new state. Some of them regarded the
artist as a free individual practicing an autonomous profession and providing ideological and
representational services to the new state. The Corm family is a good example of such an alliance.
While Daoud Corm has been commonly recognized as the first Lebanese painter, his son Georges
D. Corm [1896-1971], who studied art in Paris, tirelessly campaigned for the establishment of
the first Lebanese art institutions (an école des beaux-arts, a museum, a conservatory). He also
provided his painterly services to the new state. He helped, for example, to design state symbols,
made sketches for the Lebanese Medal of Merit in 1922, designed Lebanese military costumes
in 1923, and was involved in the committee for selecting a state anthem.
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KHALIL SALEEBY [1870-1928]
French Dignitary, 1921

0il on photograph

[AUB Art Collection]

In this 1927 painting titled French Dignitary, Khalil Saleeby [1870-1928] paints with oils
over the surface of a photograph. This is the only painting in the Saleeby Collection at the
American University of Beirut to be executed using this technique. The specific reasons for
this are unknown (perhaps the person in question had passed away but the family remained in
possession of the photograph). However, we might conclude that the very act of converting a
photograph into an oil painting demonstrates that a photograph alone was felt to be inadequate,
photography being the art of the masses. Painting it over in oil would raise the status and the
value of the portrait.

Overpainted photography was not uncommon in the commercial portrait studios of Beirut during
that period. Both photographers and painters often painted photographs at a time when color-
photography was not yet available for mass production and consumption (Kodak introduced
Kodachrome only in 1935). Photography and painting — two socially-determined arts catering to
different classes the former to the lower and the latter to the upper strata of Lebanese society
— join forces, lending their combined representational services to modernizing processes. This
work by Saleeby can be regarded as an early intermarriage between photography and oil
painting which, like a sectarian or class intermarriage in early capitalist society, took place very
rarely. A few decades later, after World War Two, techniques of “mixed media” would become
more and more common among artists as would intermarriage.
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SHAKER EL MAZLOUM ABU SUBHI AL TINAWI [1888-1973]
Untitled, c. 1930 Untitled, c. 1930

Fixe sous verre Fixe sous verre

[Agial Gallery Collection] [Agial Gallery Collection]

Not all artists in early- to mid-20" century Lebanon painted in the European academic or
naturalistic style. Two works in our exhibition are often categorized as “folk art” or as “vernacular”
The Syrian painter Abu Subhi Al Tinawi [1888-1973], who was very popular in Beirut with many
Lebanese as well as foreign collectors, and the Baalbek painter Shaker El Mazloum, represent
two examples of visual production at the margins of the emerging Lebanese modern art system.
Al Tinawi, who is said to have avoided art critics and journalists, never having any desire to make
himself a “name” as an artist, painted religious and folkloristic motifs on the reverse side of
glass sheets. Shaker EI Mazloum, who was active from 1930 to 1950, also used glass to depict
visual fables or religious motifs that were placed in shrines. Their work stands in stark contrast
to Western pictorial convention, not only for rejecting the most common tools of the fine arts
(perspective, human anatomy, proportions or geometry) but also for their different views with
regard to the role and function of art in society.
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ANONYMOUS ANONYMOUS ARTIST

Paint Workers, ¢. 1920 Example of “Swiss Chocolate Box™ painting,
[Simone Chemali Collection] ¢. 1900

Copyright © Arab Image Foundation [Dania Barakat Collection]

In early 20" century Lebanon the word “painter” [musawwirl was often used to refer to both
fine artists and decorators or wall painters. As Saleh Barakat writes: “It was customary that a
worker painting a house be asked to execute one or two barawiz, literarily ‘frames’ as paintings
were commonly known among the population” This led to the emergence of a vernacular genre
of painting known among Lebanese collectors as the “Swiss chocolate box." The pictures are
recognizable by the mountainous landscape resembling the Alps, and swans gliding across the
surface of the mountain lake. Sometimes the painter even modified the copied motif to appear
like a Lebanese scene.

From Saleh M. Barakat, “Levantine Interior’, in Bernard Heyberger and Silvia Naef [eds.], La
multiplication des images en pays d'lslam [Wirzburg: Ergon-Verlag in Kommission. 2003] p. 182.
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DAOUD GORM [1852-1930]
Head of egtaiyya, 1903
[Emile Hannouche Collection]

ANONYMOUS

Decorative Plate [chiseled copper],
¢. 1900

[Mohamad Barakat Collection]

ANONYMOUS

Bedouin Prince and Princess
Silk embroidery, 19" century
[Emile Hannouche Collection]

ANONYMOUS

Posing in a painted set up - first
two from left to right Wette and May
Pharaon, ¢. 1930-1339

[Alfred Pharaon Collection]

Copyright © Arab Image Foundation

ANONYMOUS
Chair [wood mosaic], ¢. 1900
[Mohamad Barakat Collection]

STROMMEYER & HEYMANN

Said Ahmad Shoukr, Egypt Cairo, 1885
[Ismail Rachid Collection]

Copyright © Arab Image Foundation

' \

ANONYMOUS

Block-prints for textile decoration,
late 19" century

[Maison Tarazi Collection]

ANONYMOUS

Jordano Pidutti, Director of the first
Lebanese movie Moughamarat Flias
Mabrouk 1930

[Walid Chmait Collection]

[BRAHIM KHALIL GEORR [1873-1936]
Leader of a tribe, 1892
[Emile Hannouche Collection]
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Articles from 1920s newspapers inform the Lebanese reader
of certain early artistic events organized in Beirut during the
French Mandate. Journalists are trying out a new artistic
vocabulary, and newspapers employ words like “exhibition)

nou

“sculptor; “fine arts” “institution,” and “director pointing to a
new autonomous cultural order beginning to take root.

“THE FINE ARTS EXHIBITION”

“Tomorrow a new exhibition of fine arts [a/ founoun af jamila) will open in front
of the Government headquarters. The exhibition will open in the presence of
General Gouraud. Local and foreign artists [reejal a/ fann] will exhibit their
works [masnouaatinum). It is worth noting the participation in this exhibition
of the distinguished artist Youssef Afandi EI Hoyek.

[Source Unknown]

“MR. FARROUKH AT HIS EXHIBITION”

“An exhibition of works by Mustafa Farroukh opened at AUB. Here he showed
his beautiful works [ foufaf), exquisite drawings [ rousourm] and magical talent.
The number of visitors has reached 4000. They were all charmed by his work
and art. We publish here a picture of him sitting in the exhibition and we wish
him the luck and success. We hope his art and that of his fellow artists, the pil-
lars of the artistic Renaissance [Aanaa] in Lebanon, will find the right support”

[Al Maa rad, April-July 1929, p.18]

“ART IN BEIRUT”

This article starts by praising efforts made to expand the arts in Lebanon. It
specifically mentions a recently founded institution [ mow assassa] that focuses
on manual picture-making [‘aswiryadawi. This institution had opened an
exhibition, and visitors were amazed by the talent of its two Parisian directors,
Maryse Darlieh and Georges Cyr. The aim of this institution was to promote
the development of artistic inclination among youth and to raise awareness
and teach people about art. For this purpose the institution organized free
art classes open to anyone who was interested, as well as invited Beirutis to
appreciate its work and its artistic endeavors.

[Al Maarad 1047, p.16]
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