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Lovers / ylauiic

1958 - 55 x 60 cm
Encaustic on wood
Private Collection, Cairo
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The Beens Seller / Joall clu

1954 - 60 x 40 cm

Mixed media on paper & cardboard

Leila Bahaa Eldin & Emad Abu Ghazi collection, Cairo

Thanks to his personal effort
and unceasing struggle,
Hamed Abdalla created a new
school of Egyptian painting
with its own personality,

laws and philosophy

Badr-din Abou Ghazi
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Talisman /

1982 - 61 x 48 cm

Gouache on paper

Ahmed Dabaa Collection, Cairo
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Woman = man / Jall = 8ol
1978 — 30x21 cm

Stencil and spray on paper
Museum of Egyptian modern art




Convulsions / calaiuiud
1980 - 31 x 20 cm

Spray on crumpled silk paper and cardboard
Museum of Egyptian Modern Art
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“The artwork of Hamed Abdalla marks the beginning of a new school
for Egyptian artists, and it maintains the essence of its own character
and carries within the authentic message of aesthetic creativity.»
Egyptian art critic Badr Ed-dine Abu Ghazi wrote, in his comments
on the work of the pioneer visual artist.

Abdalla (born in 1917) presents to us an exceptional model of an
artist who devoted all his life to creativity and searching within the
depths of his soul for aesthetic conception. He abandoned academic
teachings and sought-after his own philosophical vision. He chose
to illustrate his wandering in mosques, temples, monasteries and
churches through the lenses of his passion and dreams. He absorbed
the beauty of his heritage to the extent that he could re-create it in
a modern vision with an Egyptian authenticity.

The picturesque nature of his hometown counts as the root of
Abdallass inspiration. He fell captive to its charms and painted
mud-houses along with sail boats and simple peasants from the
countryside as well as drawings of couples in love. He also drew
small alleys, cafes and their patrons, who were deeply interested in
his philosophies and thoughts on art and life.

Abdallah was predominantly inspired by the Peopless instinctive
sense of art, as he used the primitive instruments that nature and
his surroundings provided him with, liberating him from European
academic structures and of methodologies that prevailed then. He
followed his own trail of creativity during his stay in Egypt and even
when abroad in his travels to Europe. He leaned towards exageration
and diminishing details to contain forms of Eastern arts that avoid
the presence of space. His art was based on visual flattening and
promoting the value of calligraphy in artistic construction.

Arabic language has influenced his art to a great extent, as he
managed to carve the sound of words with their strong resonance
and deep meanings into human elements of his paintings,
representing fictional characters instead of the realistic ones where
he can explore potential expressions and discover aesthetic beauty,
ambiguity as well as charm, this was an important stage in his life
that he called the “Talismans”.

This was just a small introduction to the life of an artist who wanted
to transverse worldwide through his paintings, it is of good fortune
that his wishes are met in his life and even after his death.

It is our honor to host a gallery for the works of the late artist
Hamed Abdalla as a unique and very special example that is quite
an addition to Ofok Hallss collection that is always proud to present
such pioneers of visual art.
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HAMED ABDALLA
A LIFE OF CREATIVITY

By Ehab El-Labban
Artist, Director of Ofok Gallery

Coma / aygusll

1980-30x 21 cm

Acrylic spray on crisped silk paper & cardboard
Museum of Egyptian modern art
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1917

1931

1935

1941

1942

1948

1949

1951

1956

1957

1958

1959

1960

1961

1964

1965

1966

Born in Cairo, 10th August.
Self - taught

Studied wrought iron in the School of Applied
Art

School of Decorative Art in Cairo. First works
(1933).

First solo show with “Les Amis de la Culture
Francaise”,gallery Horus, Cairo.

Several solo shows in Cairo, Alexandria,
Port-Said,

Port-Taufig, Ismailia.

Collective art exhibitions in Egypt, U.S.A. and
Italy.

Opens his art school in Cairo.

Solo show in the Museum of Modern Art in
Cairo.

Exhibition “France-Egypt” in Palais du Louvre
(Pavillon de Marsan) Paris.

Travels in France and in England until 1951.
Solo show: gallery Bernheim Jeune, Paris
(1950)

and The Egyptian Institut, London (1951).

Retrospective exhibition in the Palace of Fine
Arts, Cairo.

Solo show in Gallery Marcel Bernheim, Paris,
and in Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Copenhagen.
Several collective exhibitions in Europe, the
U.S.A.

(The National Gallery of Art, Washington D.C.
and

Metropolitan Museum , New York ) and in Asia.
Settled in Copenhagen, Denmark.

Opens a studio for young artists.

Solo show : "Signes d’Egypte” in Palermo ,
Rome, Grenaa , Aarhus.

Solo show in “Kunstudstillingsbygningen”,
Odense.

“Den Frie” Copenhagen, Randers, Viborg,
SINYER

Holstebro (Denmark), and Rotterdam.

Solo shows in Herning, Odense (Denmark),
Stuttgart,

Sindelfingen, Siemens-Erlangen (Germany),
Malmoe (Sweden),

I’Atelier du Caire.

Collective Exhibitions in India, Iraq, Iran, Turkey.

Invited to the collective exhibition
“Decembristerne”
in “Den Frie”, Copenhagen.

Solo show in Nyborg (Denmark)
Collective exhibitions: “Decembristerne”,
Copenhagen ;

“Den Anonyme”, Odense.

Collective exhibition: “ Decembristerne “,
Copenhagen.

Solo show: «Spejlet» (the Mirror), Royal Hotel,
Copenhagen.

Retrospective exhibitions (works 1933 -1964)
in Odense,
and Gallery K.K. Copenhagen.

Solo shows: “Det Skabende Ord”, Gallery B.B.
Randers, Aarhus, Moss (Norway).
Settled in Paris, France from May 1966.

1967

1968

1971

1975

1976

1978

179

1980

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1911

1994

1995

Solo show: National Museum of Damascus,
Syria.

Solo show: Gallery One, Beyrout.
Visits Egypt

Solo show in the Egyptian Cultural Center,
Paris.

Collective exhibition: “Les Indépendants —
I’Art Egyptien Contemporain” , Grand Palais,
Paris.

Solo show : «Société des amis de hart»

& Soviet center in Cairo

International collective exhibition for Palestine,

Beyrouth.
Solo show: Galerie Modern, Silkeborg
(Denmark).

Member of the international jury of UNESCO'’s
competitive posters.

Collective exhibition: “ Art exhibition for the
Palestinian

resistance”, Tehran Museum of Contemporary
Art” (co-organized with the PLO).

Collective exhibition for Palestine, UNESCO, Paris.

Returns to Egypt.

Solo shows in Cairo: “Société des Amis de
I'Art”

in Heliopolis and Zamalek.

Represents Egypt at the Congress for Arab
Culture in Kuweit.

Collective exhibition: “First Exhibition for
Contemporary Arab Art”, Museum of Modern
Art, Tunis.

Conferences in Cairo on Egyptian and Arab
contemporary Art.

Passed away in Paris, 31 December.

Posthumous exhibitions

Commemorative exhibition in Cairo Atelier,

Egypt
(40 days after his death).

Retrospective exhibition: Galerie de Lappe,
Paris.

Commemorative exhibition: Galerie Ebla,
Damascus, Syria

Commemorative exhibition: Egyptian Cultural
Center, Paris.

Traveling Exhibition in Denmark.
Retrospective exhibition:

Galerie La Part Du Sable, Cairo , Egypt.
Retrospective exhibition: Belfort, France.

Collective exhibition: Toyamaya gallery, New York.

Collective exhibition: Galerie Yahia, Tunis.
Commemorative exhibition: Museum of
Modern Art, Cairo.

Collective exhibition: “Semaine d’Egypte”,
UNESCO, Paris.

Exhibition: Galerie Danielle Bourdette,
Honfleur, France.

Retrospective exhibition: «<Homage a Hamed
Abdalla», Egyptian Cultural Center, Paris.

1996

1997

1998

1999

2004

2008

2009

2013

2014

2015

Collective exhibition: Galerie Erik Baudet, Le
Havre.

Collective exhibition: Galerie Al — Ahram,
Cairo.

Special exhibition: «I'Espoir Fellah», Galerie
Autres Regard, Paris.

Special exhibition: «I'Espoir Fellah», Centre
Social et Culturel,

Colombes.

Retrospective exhibition: Galerie Mashrabia,
Cairo.

Collective exhibition: «Pioneers of Art»,
Gallery Safar Khan, Cairo.

Exhibition: «Oum Saber et le Paysan
éloquent», French
Cultural Center of Alexandria.

Auktion : «<Modern and Calligraphic Arab and
Iranian Art»,

Exhibition: «Hamed Abdalla, Selected Works»,
Galerie Karim
Francis, Cairo.

Collective exhibition: TAJREED, Arab Abstract
Art,
CAP Koweit.

Abdalla’s collection at Museum of Modern Art,

Cairo, february.

Installation «Talisman», French Embassy,
Cairo, february.

Exhibition: <Hamed Abdalla, Selected Works»,
Beyrouth, february.

Exhibition: <Hamed Abdalla, Selected Works»,
Art Dubai, march.

Gwangju Biennale : “People from the
Caverns”, september.

Exhibition: «<Hamed Abdalla, Selected Works»,
Cairo, january.
Art 15, London, May.

Hamed Abdalla’s works are represented in
official and private
collections in Egypt and abroad:

Several works acquired by the states are
represented, especially in the Museum of:

Modern Art in Cairo,

Great Cairo Library,

Museum of Fine Arts in Alexandria,
Museum of the Faculty of Fine Arts in
Alexandria,

Tate Modern in London,

National Museum of Damascus,
Ministery of Culture, Damascus,
Municipality of Copenhagen,
New-York Public Library,

Mathaf Doha,

Egyptian Embassy in Paris,
Museum of Modern Art in Tunis,
etc.

Since his first step in the world
of visual art, Hamed Abdalla
instinctively rejected official art
to develop his own version of
avant-garde, visionary and
revolutionary creative expression.

A language rooted in his own past
and cultural heritage combined
with his present Egyptian and Arab

reality.

Today, for the first time in Egypt
and the Arab World,
a major retrospective exhibition
is dedicated to the path

of the artist.

Some of the artworks on display
are borrowed from private
collections and others belong

to the artist’s family in order

to create a « Homage » to a unique
and fascinating artist, Hamed

Abdalla.
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TRIBUTE TO
HAMED ABDALLA

By Karim Francis
Curator

Allah Akbar / sl alll
1982 - 64 x 48 cm - gouache on paper
Elias Nadim collection, cairo
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Al Gaban / glall
1976 - 44 x 29 cm
Acrylic on paper

Hamed Abdalla is one of those artists who, having
inscribed their name in the annals of history, reanimates
in a single gesture the buried collective memory that
made this inscription legible to humanity. Every work
he signed was like the seal of a particular civilisation, or
rather, one of a series of stops in a quest for civilisation(s).

The young Abdalla’s saga began in the 1930s. During
his formative years, he learned traditional calligraphy
while depicting the Egyptian man in the street, an anti-
conformist act in the context of the neo-impressionist
academicism that had reigned in Cairo since the early
20th century.

He was already engaged in a pas de deux between writing
and figuration, between a solemn reverence for the Book
and appreciation for the insolent brouhaha of the world,
so to speak.

His story, based on classical (even ancient) culture, is also
one of a man of the first scientific and poetic revolutions
and a man of the Second World War and modern
geopolitics — the period during which the artist became
Abdalla with a capital “A".

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM ro.u.d.lo - alll suc sola

HAMED ABDALLA
TALISMANIC MODERNISM

By Morad Montazami
Art historian
Tate Modern curator, London

Hamed Abdalla, 1960 / alll suc sola




| swear there is no God but God / allll] al]ul ¢lsguid
1970 - 130 x 97 cm
Acrylic on paper

The name “Abd-alla” - beyond its etymological vocation and its
union with the name of God (Allah), i.e, transcendence - was
honoured by Hamed, son of a fellah (farmer), who was to play one
of the most decisive, steadfast pictorial scores within the concrete
equation posed during the second half of the 20th century by the
Western modernist challenge to all peoples and to the intelligentsia
in the Middle East, Africa, Asia and Latin America. It was a challenge
to their political imagination on one side, and to their art history
and images on the other; it could be said that epistemological
rupture was an experience associated with various decolonisation
movements of the time.

At the confluence of the Arab-Muslim world, the Mediterranean
region and the large Western cities where the concept of the avant-
garde was forged, the name “Abdalla” is also —and perhaps above
all- a story of philosophical weaving. For someone like Abdalla, who
lived in Egypt, Denmark and France, and was also familiar with many
other world heritage sites and visual memories, Sicily is linked to
Africa, and the ancient mosaic tradition is linked to the modernist
tradition of collage.

This interlacing — like an arabesque extended into a word before the
same word comes undone into an arabesque — makes sense only in
the dialectic of origins and uprooting, of near and far, in the round
trip between culturally and geographically distant ideals woven
together and set in motion.

An artist who adopts the philosophy of cultural weaving agrees to
become a symbol of mobility and exchange between a triumphant
modernity (in the centre) and a disenchanted modernity (on the
margins), between a past in the making and a present in ruins.
“Abdalla” is therefore a name that fits between the asperities of
archaeological stones and those of modern mechanics. It is also a
sound echoing fragmented knowledge, beyond the profane and
the sacred, where individual fate becomes collective history and
vice versa.

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM ro.u.d.lo - alll suc sola

ABDALLA IN THE CENTRE
OF THE PERIPHERY

The Artist's Name / gliall ro_uJ|
1962 — 46 x 37 cm

Acrylic and silver on wood
Private collection from the Abdalla estate




Meditation (The Grandfather) / ( Loli) sall )g.0
1951 - 35x 27 cm
Lithography

Born in Cairo in 1917, a year before the fall of the Ottoman Empire
and on the eve of the great 1919 Egyptian revolt against British
colonialism led by Saad Zaghloul, Abdalla developed his artistic
language during the time of Nasser’s revolution and later arrived
in Paris, where decolonisation and emancipation movements were
beginning to be reflected in European social struggles.

“Abdalla” is thus more than just a signature, more than the mark
of a person vouching for his own subjectivity, tested by exile and
utopia; “Abdalla” is also the name of our urgent contemporary
need to decolonise modern European and American art history.

The official story contains the seeds of other stories, chiselled by
other masters and artisans, other aesthetic strategies (other “I"s
and “we”s) and those who would have participated but whom we
have preferred to keep in a geographical and cultural enclosure
at the risk of no longer being able to read the names of our own
ancestors, let alone decipher their secret dreams and map their
detours. It is now up to us to transform the stories of the exiled,
displaced and uprooted, to build a structure for art history in exile,
on the move and free from ideological ties.

In Abdalla’s case, his decisions to leave Egypt in 1956, when he
tired of the political compromises artists had to make, to exhibit
his work in Europe, and then to move to Denmark with his new
Danish wife, Kirsten and children represent a fundamental break.
Although it does not explain everything (and everything cannot
be explained with it), it still had deep meaning for him in terms
of his tormented resentment of and complex relationship with his
Egyptian homeland.

After studying at the School of Applied Arts in Cairo (mostly in the
wrought-iron department) in the first half of the 1930s, his painting
quickly won the approbation of Cairo’s bourgeois European society,
even though he came from the countryside, far from the cultural
elites.

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM rcu.ul.b - all suc 3oy

The House / caudl
1958 - 25 x 27 cm
Ink on cardboard




N
-

Women at the Market / §guudl Sa cluui
1941 - 27 x 21 cm ’
Oil and aquarelle on paper

A 2 His first solo exhibition was held by the “Friends of French Culture” [1]. Among Abdalla’s students were Inji Efflatoun
society at the Horus art gallery (Cairo, 1941). It was quickly followed ~ (1924-1989) and Tahia Halim (born 1919). The

by a number of exhibitions in Alexandria and Port Said, and, as of 'a.“e!' JO|n¢d i el n ez andlbeca’me
his first wife. Later recognised as a pioneer of

the mid-1940s, international group exhibitions. During this intense  n¢ “modern expressive movement” in Egypt
formative period, in 1942 he founded a “school” of art in Cairo, or  she moved in with Abdalla on his return from

rather what he himself called the “Ateliers Abdalla”, open to both Europe in 1951. They lived on Mariette Street,

students and other artists. directly opposite the Egyptian Museum, on
the iconic Tahrir Square. The “Ateliers Abdalla”

) started in the early '40s, with a break between
The first “Atelier”, however, was really created at the end of the 1930s 1949 and '51, and ended in 1956 when he left

in a bamboo hut in the fields where his family worked. The young  Egypt more or less for good.
Abdalla invited his artist friends to study there and paint scenes of
peasant life [1].

In 1949, he had a solo exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in
Cairo (which acquired several of his works and had been collecting
Abdalla since his participation in the 1938 Cairo Salon). Then,
between 1949 and '51, came the trips to Paris and England, where
he exhibited at the Louvre (in the France-Egypt exhibition) and
the Bernheim Jeune gallery in Paris, and the Egyptian Institute in
London.

Seated Woman / auls 8l
Abdalla had already travelled a great deal, well before his more or 1946 - 30 x 22 cm

less definitive departure for Denmark in 1956, and also just before Gouache on silk paper & cardboard
Gamal Abdel Nasser took power in Egypt in 1952, dethroning King

Farouk and symbolising the affirmation of Cairo as the cultural and

political centre of the Arab world.

During this crucial period, the colourful cosmopolitanism of
Belgian, Italian, French, Jewish, Greek, American and Syrian Cairo
gradually buckled under the effects of pan-Arab nationalism and
the Nasserite revolution, which worked for land reform for the
peasants (fellahs) and against the feudal lords, but also led to the
gradual impoverishment of the working classes, rural migration,
full-on urbanisation, the consolidation of the Arab League on
the international scene and especially the emergence of the anti-
colonialist movement of nonaligned countries, in which Nasser took
aleadingrole (alongside Tito, Sukarno and Nehru) with the Bandung
Conference in 1955, followed by the triumphant economic plans for
the nationalisation of the Suez Canal in 1956 and the construction of
the Aswan Dam. Other consequences were the cultural break with
the West, censorship of journalists and writers, and the opening of
political prisons.
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Bahloul /  Jglgu
1955 - 37,5 x 25 cm

Gouache on silk paper & cardboard

Cairo, where Abdalla spent five more years developing his art in
the 1950s, was at that time synonymous with rising nationalism
and traces of authoritarianism in a city once described as the Arab
capital because of the freedom of thought in intellectual circles.
Abdalla sensed that the lives of artists and intellectuals would
become increasingly difficult. The years of Surrealism, symbolised by
writers like George Henein, Edmond Jabés and Albert Cossery, were
followed by a period of “socialist realism”, state art and the ruling
bureaucracy.

Beginning in 1956, the Nasser government called on local artists to
participate in major public campaigns, during which they were sent
to Nubia, for example, to study the life of the peasants and produce
works glorifying the little people, the “Arab nation” and other Third
World utopias (Abdalla immediately refused to participate[2]).

These artists ending up creating a new urban and industrial folklore
germinated on the back of the fellahs who came to the city to profit
from the economic boom but instead found devitalised land and a
worn-out social fabric: “Fields of rubble, miserable neighbourhoods
crammed with hundreds of thousands of poor people who live —
on what? — which are gutted by the Revolutionary soldier-urbanist
to build wide roads, with little regard for the miserable inhabitants,
who cram themselves into other overcrowded slums a little further
away”[3] (while the same “poor of the nation” adorn frescoes
by artists selling their art in exchange for the patronage of the
“benefactor” State).

Those were the compromises and pretences in force in Nasser’s
society, which began as a symbol of renewal and a breath of freedom
and then darkened into repression. And those were the paradoxes
of the postcolonial Egyptian era that Abdalla fought unrelentingly,
whether actively or through silence and withdrawal, beginning
with his early exile in Denmark as of 1956. Far from the Cold War,
geopolitics and the class struggle, Abdalla grieved perhaps most of
all for the dynamic, cosmopolitan language of the 1940s, the same
language commemorated by Edward Said, nostalgic for the “cultural
countercurrents” of 1940s Cairo, where he grew up:

The spoken Cairo dialect of Arabic, virtuosically darting in and out
of solemnity, colonial discipline, and the combination of various
religious and political authorities, retaining its quick, irreverent wit,
its incomparable economy of line, its sharp cadences and abrupt
rhythms[4].

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM
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Cultural countercurrents
and emancipated writing

[2]. Among the most remarkable artists who
participated in the state art project for a certain
period of time were Tahia Halim (born 1919)
and Abdel Hadi Al Gazzar (1925-65). Abdalla
had not waited for the project; he had already
visited Upper Egypt and Nubia for several
months between 1939 and '40.

[3]. Simone Lacouture, Egypte, Paris, Seulil,
1962, p. 74. The author, speaking of the
children of the Nile Valley who had been
trained to work with wool and needlepoint, was
amazed by the beauty of their productions.
She mentioned Abdalla as a leader of the
“Cairo School” and as an innovative artist who
knew how to experiment with tradition: “The
most impressive, Hamed Abdalla, creator of
large compositions with an angular design
and daring expenses of solid colour, drew his
inspiration from the Egyptian lower classes so
close to his childhood.”, p. 182.

[4]. Edward W. Said, “Cairo Recalled: Growing
Up in the Cultural Crosscurrents of 1940s
Egypt”, Reflections on Exile and Other Essays,
Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2001
(1987).

Asfour / jgaunc
1956 - 64 x 100 cm
Mixed media on silk paper and canvas




Family / 8l
1957 — 46 x 38 cm
Gouache on crispy silk paper & mazonit

This same darting, virtuoso language of the 1940s can be found in
the first novels of Naguib Mahfouz and the comedies of Naguib Al
Rihani (whom Edward Said saw as the Balzac and Moliére of Cairo)
or in the evanescent yet inexhaustible images of Egyptian cinema.
Said continues:

A cohabitation of Islamic, Mediterranean, and Latin and erotic
forms, the latent promiscuity of this semi-underground Cairo...
what | can easily imagine that the European colonists were attracted
to, drew on, and - for their own safety — kept at bay.... The traffic
between Europe and this Cairo is what we are beginning to lose,
as Nasser's Arabisation, Sadat’s Americanisation, and Mubarak’s
reluctant Islamisation efface its transactions altogether[5].

Abdalla took inspiration from the letter and from writing — a
symbol of civilisation if ever there was one — a sensitive area with
extraordinary visual power. This writing is the opposite of that
which, under cover of a ban on images, tried to establish rules for
the meaning of words.

Abdalla’s writing is the product, in painting, of several registers
of writing, from the most tangible to the most metaphysical
(calligraphic writing, choreographic writing, talismanic writing,
etc.), themselves conditioned by extremely (dizzyingly, we might
say) varied visual media (from paint on papier maché or on tissue
paper to combustion as a principle of composition, and from relief
print to watercolour).

We might say, therefore, that the emancipation of writing is the
nodal point, or the most critical issue in the “Abdalla” chapter in
the history of modern art. That means writing not only as a gesture,
but also as a social and symbolic practice (writing is always circular,
written for both oneself and for the recipient).

By celebrating the visual, plastic power of writing as well as the
freedom to take on writing, to reappropriate and desacralise it to
better glorify it, Hamed Abdalla joined a constellation of peers who
were also concerned with this problem, this malaise of civilisation:
the search for a new language while reconnecting with a language’s
ancient roots, a problem that could be defined, to some extent, by
the European avant-garde’s interested in so-called “primitivism”.
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5. edward W. said, “cairo recalled: Growing
Up in the cultural crosscurrents of 1940s
egypt”, Reflections on Exile sand Other Essays,
Harvard University Press, 2002.

Sayedati / Sisww
1955 - 46 x 33 cm
Gouache on crispy silk paper & cardboard




Poem / 6swund
1970 - 64 x46 cm
Acrylic on paper & cardboard

In this context, we could mention the Europeans Paul Klee, Jean
Dubuffet and Henri Michaux, but also the painters Charles Hossein
Zenderoudi, Shakir Hassan al-Said and Ahmed Cherkaoui, who, in
countries as diverse as Iran, Iraqg and Morocco, were dealing with
writing with a status very different from that of their metropolitan
counterparts.

It was more rooted in a widespread, living literary tradition (the
Koran and more generally calligraphy as a symbolic form), one that
was no doubt far more standardised and codified than Dubuffet’s
involvement with the art of the mentally unstable or Michaux’s
mescaline-fuelled wanderings.

The case of Hamed Abdalla in the story of “Lettrist” or “bookish” art
(a cosmopolitan story whose geographic dynamism transcended
national and colonial divisions) is certainly more exemplary because
of its pioneering nature as a contemporary of the Parisian Lettrist
movement, whose founder, Isidore Isou, was exiled there during
World War Il.

But even though Abdalla cultivated an intimate knowledge of sacred
and mythological texts, backed up by a mastery of calligraphy,
which he had practiced since childhood, his investigation of the
letter was no less liberating and experimental than that of the heirs
of Dadaism and especially Surrealism, with which Egyptian artists
had been familiar since the 1930s (the generation of George Henein,
Ramses Yunan, Kamel el-Telmessany, etc,, and the activities of the
Art and Freedom group).

The difference was that Abdalla’s ties with Western modernism
were closer to informal abstraction and the Cobra[6] movement,
probably the most intense (and transnational) seat of analytical
deconstruction that refused to choose between figurative and
abstract art (in this context, we might highlight the importance of
the letter and the bookish paradigm in the painting of the artist
Pierre Alechinsky, who was affiliated with Cobra).

In the specific context of the post-Second-World-War avant-garde
and a Europe in ruins, this presented the risk of division between
an increasingly open (progressive) definition of abstraction and
an increasingly closed (conservative) definition of figuration. In
the Egyptian and Afro-Arab context, it would take on a different
connotation.
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[6]. Cobra, or “Copenhagen, Brussels, Amsterdam”,
was an art movement founded in Paris on 8
November 1948 by the poets Christian
Dotremont and Joseph Noiret and the painters
Karel Appel, Constant, Corneille and Asger Jorn
in response to the quarrel between abstraction
and figuration. The movement, which published
the journal Cobra (1948-1951), was dissolved
in 1951.

Talisman / rcuuﬂo

1975 - 80 x 43 cm - Acrylic on paper




Exhausted / Glm)|
1970 - 65 x 60 cm
Acrylic on paper & cardboard
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Abdalla invented - and never stopped using — many ways of
extending the power of writing to the power of the image (and
vice versa), instead of opposing or separating them, as was done
by some orthodox modernists who were in love with purity and
minimalism, or by those who fetishised either the image or the text.
His unlimited repertoire of mobile signs, spirit words and other
talismans were encompassed by the invention of what he called
the “word-shape”, or the unity of original meaning in a system he
developed in the manner of a scribe-alchemist, creating a half-
scriptural, half-anthropomorphic alphabet.

It was as if the sacred message of writing were concealed or
nestled (in the most erotic sense of the term) in the speculative,
hallucinatory contours of a body dancing, praying, mourning or
rejoicing in the effusions of colours and rhythms of the material. The
profane body of a dancing child or drunken individual (or even of a
bent-over peasant or a couple making love) joins its contortions to
the Arabic letter like a fingerprint — engraving and suspending the
meaning at the same time.

Abdalla’s alphabet is also related to a bestiary worthy of writers like
Jorge Luis Borges and Italo Calvino, who wanted to break down limits
on language (to the point of mysticism) while bringing together
encyclopaedic knowledge, combining a taste for nomenclature with
a taste for collections (or series). In this sense, words are treated as
moving bodies that retain and reveal meaning, which also moves,
since the word-concept (the idea) is integrated into the mainly
visual dynamic force field that Abdalla called “word-shape.”

This shows with renewed eloquence how the painting of symbols or
the art of the letter as practiced by Abdalla is close to the original
collision of text and the body found in ancient memory games,
which we could call, as Abdelkebir Khatibi did, the emanations
of a “tattooed memory”, a memory that goes beyond the spoken
word by turning writing into a rite of passage between the here
and now and the hereafter, between desire and mourning, a bodily
memory (we are even tempted to say that Abdalla created a kind of
Kamasutra of the Arabic language).
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Hieroglyphs, talismans
and tattooed memory

Exhausted / Gl
1938 - 30 x 20 cm
Watercolour on paper - Private collection
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Lost / 8agpadl

1966 — 116 x 89 cm

Relief, mixed media on wood
Tate Modern London

The Egyptian painter seems to be reflected perfectly in the words of
the Moroccan writer, as if the two had known each other well:

| wrote, an act without despair that was meant to conquer my sleep,
my wandering. | wrote because it was the only way to disappear
from the world, to cut myself off from chaos, to accustom myself to
solitude. | believed in the destiny of the dead, so why not unite with
the cycle of my eternity?[7]

If Abdalla said, “I painted .. as Khatibi said “l wrote....’, it would not be
so much an analogy between the painted image and the literary text
than an analogy between the act of painting and the act of writing:
in both cases, there is the same desire to find a higher consciousness
amidst the drifting of the mind and the passage of time, to make
oneself the tattoo artist/witness of a collective memory that lies
under our feet and would be like the symbol of the separation
between a Me-body and a Me-word.

Imagine Abdalla having exactly the same dream as Khatibi: “I
dreamed the other night that my body was words."[8] There is no
more dazzling equivalent in the work of the painter/tattoo artist
than his monument to dreaming and wandering, Al Sharida, a word
that can be translated as “lost” (in the sense of “lost in thought”) or
“escaped” (in the feminine).

This imposing work with an outstanding conception consists of
a system of wooden bas-reliefs with an architectural stature that
allows the letters of the word “AL SHARIDA” to be arranged like
a dismembered body or a couple whose bodies are entwined (or
sitting on each other), as Abdalla often suggested in many of his
works.

Al Sharida is a fine example of this research on the hybrid and the
third sense, beyond the visual form and the form of language. It is
even more evident here since the wandering or sleep of the spirit
refers to what we do as readers/interpreters looking at the painting;
we recognise the word written out “in full” while letting ourselves
wander through untold, unpredictable ramifications, as if the
moment when we read the word and the moment when it escapes
us (the moment when the letters seem to let go of each other or
break free of their own meaning) were basically the same.

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM ro.«.u.l.la - alll suc sola

[7]. Abdelkebir Khatibi, La Mémoire tatouée, El
Jadida, Okad, 2007 (1979), p. 87. Abdullah and
Khatibi did not know each other either personally
or through their work, but a comparative
analysis shows that they were driven by the
same meditation on the relationship between
marginality and universality, to the point of
creating a path of initiation.

[8]. Ibid, p. 79.

Lost / 6l
1951 - 50 x 40 cm
Lithography




Sleep / pgi
1977 - 99 x 73 cm
Acrylic on paper

For Abdalla, the only meaning is nomadic, like human nomadism,
beginning with his own discontinuous journey across Africa and
Europe. Al Sharida dates from 1966, when the artist left Denmark
for France, a turning point marked by the return to forms even more
ingrained in Egyptian and Arabic identity.

Edourad El Kharrat, in a remarkable text on Abdalla, was the first
to speak about them as “Arabic hieroglyphics,” observing with keen
insight the “expressionist treatment of Lettrism ... the dynamics of
the letters, their inner movement and the incessant waves of their
exuberance”[9].

The imaginary motif of sleep and wandering was used again in
many other works, such as Noum (meaning “sleep”) a decade later,
a 1977 work in acrylic in which the word literally takes the form of
a mother’s (virginal) body taking her child in her arms, folded on
themselves. The theme of Madonna and Child added to those of
nomadism and wandering cannot help but remind us of that of The
Flight into Egypt.

With the incessant play of mirrors between content and form,
however, between the signified and the signifier, the form of the
letters “NOUM” also echoes other compositions by the artist with
totally different meanings, such as Mahzoum (meaning “defeat”)
from the “llluminations” series of 1963 (during the Danish period),
made from the combustion of tar and silver paint, or the 1978 Lettre
Qaf, a relief in polystyrene and acrylic from the series in which a
single letter dominates and invades the space of the painting, cut
off from the umbilical cord linking it to the word and the scope
of meaning. Moreover, in the arabesque alone, applied to the letter
Qaf, the motif of the prostrate body wrapped up in itself, attached
only to its own design, asserts itself and becomes almost an icon of
the artist’s work, an ambivalent symbol recalling a foetus of language
as much as a purely esoteric sign.
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[9]. Edouard ElI Kharrat, “Hamed Abdalla,
I'artiste du monumentalisme”, El Hayat, 29 July
1994

The Letter Qaf / wala
1978 — 46 x 38 cm
Relief, styrofoam and acrylic
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Hope / ol
1958 - 30 x 21 cm
Gouache on paper
Philippe & Olivia Maari
Collection, Cairo

Hope / ol Hope / 1953 - Lol
1950 - 43 x 23 cm 41 x 27 cm
Lithography Watercolour on paper

Amongst the collection of symbols invented by Abdalla is an exact
double of the prostrate figure: the figure of the fellah, the peasant
whose freedom is attached to his land yet threatened by the
expropriation of that land. Abdalla starting using this figure in the
Egyptian years (the 1940s).

With his arms thrown up in the air, like a letter seeking its destination,
or, more precisely, the crescent of the character lam-alef stretching
up towards its silent accent, Abdalla’s fellah is a symbol of resistance,
revolt, insurrection — he is like the closed fist of the prostrate
body, which suddenly opens. Again, language and image are never
completely separated; they come together in the search for a third
space, an area of recognition of symbols not identified by purely
encyclopaedic knowledge.

Abdalla’s language is inspired by the architecture, calligraphy
and miniatures of the so-called Islamic tradition as well as by
Persian, Chinese, African and European modernism, which he
first confronted, almost without realising it, in the 1940s. Above
all, however, to completely free himself of distinctions between
abstract and figurative, geometrics and symbolism, he takes even
more liberties in layering the painting space and the writing space,
i.e, the space of projection and of inscription.
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Exhausted / §lo)|
1951 - 43 x 23 cm
Lithography
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Allah Akbar / sl alll

1963 -80 x 65 cm

Pitch and aluminium on wood

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

ENCYCLOPAEDIA OF
GLYPHS AND FRAGMENTS
OF SENSATIONS

The letters of the word “AL SHARIDA” fit together in the manner  [10]. See Arthur Lane's classification in Early
of an ancient Egyptian bas-relief, but also, to be more precise, in ~ Siamic Pottery. Mesopotamia, - Egypt - and

. . . Persia, London, Faber & Faber, 1947. This
the manner of the decoration on a piece of 12th-century Persian |, /" part of the arist’s library:
pottery.

After Abdalla spotted it the Victoria & Albert Museum in London,
he made studies of it and derived shapes from it. It has a very
special ornamental frieze, described by the English Orientalists as
“Persian sgraffito”[10], with irregular lines and interlocking motifs,
like contorted silhouettes condensed by the frieze’s horizontal lines,
which contain them.

This seemingly anarchic and particularly voluble pattern must have
caught Abdalla’s attention with its anthropomorphic potential.
Like an open structure, it could be filled with a fluctuating, semi-
abstract design, more open and less systematic than other types
of decoration used later in Iranian or Egyptian architecture (which
inspired the artist just as much in other works).

In this detail of a syntactic nature, we can see a synthesis of nearly
all of Abdalla’s reflections on decoration and its mobility, or the
becoming-body of the decoration (whether it is inspired by a form
of writing or a purely geometrical form). Indeed, Abdalla never

reproduced any pattern as such, but always tried to give it a new life Allah Akbar / sl alll
1958 - 32 x 25 cm

Gouache on silk paper and cardboard

in the swirls of the material, colour or line, and usually all three at
the same time.

The artist’s creative process (full of ruptures and meaningful
multiplications) places his work outside a mechanical or
decorative application of traditional symbols (at which many
of his contemporaries excelled). To some extent, Abdalla always
dreamed about or imagined the symbols to which he gave form
before recognising them as derivative forms from various traditional
elements. They operate as theoretical updates, which seem to
confirm the play of forms he created. Any reference to a specific
decorative or architectural element is not to a form that inspired
Abdalla but to one that he found. This process is at work in the 1958
drawing titled Allah Akbar (a title that recurs in several works from
different periods), where Abdalla puts the “Persian sgraffito” motif
to the test of a hunched-up body too big and squat for the space of
the frame that contains it in cramped confines.
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Shandawili Series /  Jugsiuis dcgono
1970 - 146 x 73 cm
Acrylic on paper

This is a figure of a victim or a recluse. The decoration (of Persian
inspiration) and the figurative translation once again remain
completely open to each other, in fusion. It is impossible to attribute
this to a specific origin; Abdalla was a gold digger before becoming
an artisan-scribe. The erudition of his theoretical research rivals his
visual research in intensity, but he never strays by assimilating them
or by giving them an illustrative role.

Abdalla’s attraction to the concept of the talisman is related to
this idea of a posteriori knowledge (as opposed to preconceived
knowledge) and also to the analogy between the shape of the
painting and the structure of a cartouche in which a name (divine
or secular) is inscribed.

He used this concept — at once numerological, ritual and chromatic
— as a title for an ensemble of works and suggested it in all his work
as of the 1950s, especially when he finally stopped figuratively
representing the fellah and other humans (as crude and childish
as those figures from the Egyptian period seem, Abdalla was
deconstructing the figure like a puppeteer frantically manipulating
his marionettes).

With the symbol of the talisman, he gradually moved away from this
chapter to follow the Lettrist “Arabic hieroglyphics”, an adventure
that was at once esoteric and erudite, speculative and narrative,
like a sequence of numbers that we are asked to first recognise and
interpret rather than read or just contemplate.

Navigating between memory games and mirror games, Abdalla’s
talismans make the substance and form shine one over the other,
unfolding words (playing on the sound each contains, the utopia it
covers, the institution that sets its value, etc.).

Everything takes place in the folds, that is, in the infinite, which
begins again with each new interpretation, each new interpreter
who tries to decipher the talisman. But also in the identification
with the physical folds, between the folds of the material (crumpled
paper, cracked paint and other textures creating linings, interstitial
spaces) and folds of vision: the deep meaning contained in Abdalla’s
talismans represents a hatching in both directions, up and down,
open and closed.
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Motherhood / &ogo ll
1951 -43 x 23 cm
Lithography




Source / 3jg0l
1953 -30x 21 cm
Acrylic on crispy silk pape
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As if to remind us of the precept of the philosopher Gilles Deleuze,
questioning the idea of the fold, developed at the end of his life by
Gottfried Leibniz in his Monadology: “The task of perception entails
pulverising the world, but also spiritualising its dust.”[11]

For Leibniz, one cannot access remarkable perceptions through the
simple ratio of parts to the whole, but by synthesising microscopic
perception and macroscopic perception; a model that seems
particularly suited to the talismanic language of Abdalla, for whom
a letter was never a pure component of one word, and one word
was never a pure component of a phrase or concept. The material
the work is made of is also involved in this stratification of sensory
experience. Deleuze continues:

That we are always perceiving in folds means that we grasp figures
without objects, but through the dust without object that the
figures raise up from the depths, which falls back again to let them
be seen fora moment. | see the folds of things through the dust they
stir up, whose folds | move aside. | do not see into God; | see into
the folds[12].

There is a stratification of perception but also a metaphysical
splitting into two of the subject in a search for a synthesis between
the two poles of existence, as the reader of the Koran is invited to do
in two suras noted by Abdalla himself:

To God belong the East and the West; whithersoever you turn, there
is the Face of God (verse 2:115).

Or:

Have they not regarded all things that God has created casting their
shadows to the right and to the left, bowing themselves before God
in all lowliness? (verse 16:48)[13].

Abdalla’s talismans, in spite of the swirls and jumbles that animate
them, retain something of this transcendental experience; even
when they are expressed in the world of profane symbols, they recall
this immanent symmetry, this all-encompassing space (no top,
bottom, left or right) and especially the deity’s power of ubiquity.
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[11]. Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the
Baroque, Basingstoke, Palgrave Macmillan,
2010 (1998)

[12]. Idem
[13]. Hamed Abdalla Archives

Talisman /
1969 - 35 x 26 cm
Mixed medium on paper
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Stagnation / sgoall
1970- 40 x 31 cm
Acrylic on paper

While Abdalla’s talismanic modernism ultimately offers a clear,
unambiguous message (“sadness”, “surrender”, “slavery”, “prostration”,
“pain”, “war,” “defeat,” “resistance” “revolution”, “freedom”, but also
“love”, “affection” and “desire”), above all it gives the (Arabic) alphabet
a new plasticity, which belongs as much to the popular tradition as to
the science of movement and the theory of decoration.

” ou

In so doing, his experience of Arabic was influenced by his study
of Chinese calligraphy, his knowledge of Egyptian hieroglyphics and
Paul Klee’s use of the broken line. Abdalla expressed this eclectic,
interdisciplinary spirit in the modernist context, but its origins can
also be found in many ancient works, such as the cosmographic
books of the 16th century published during the second Mamluk
Dynasty, in which the miniatures reflect the Arabic, Persian and
Turkish styles, with some even exhibiting Indian or European
traits[14].

In other words, beyond international cosmopolitanism, Abdalla
was particularly interested in the cosmopolitanism of the Arabic
world itself, with its wealth of sources and influences (literary
cosmopolitanism). This was well before the advent of Impressionism
and European painting in the bourgeois Egyptian society (the
cosmopolitanism of the salon) of the early 20th century.

One of his most significant trips in this context was undoubtedly
the one he made to Sicily, where he exhibited in 1957 at the
Mediterranean Cooperation Centre in Palermo, during which he
discovered the Palatine Chapel (dating from 1143 and built over
an old mosque) on the first floor of the Norman Palace, with its
magnificent Byzantine mosaics; its mix of Byzantine, Norman
and Arab influences; and its coffered wooden ceiling, which was
designed by the workers of the Caliphate of Cairo. Fascinated by it,
Abdalla studied its history and decorative and iconographic system.
He also looked into the presence of Islam in Palermo at that time.
The encounter with these mosaics featuring characters that Abdalla
“recognised” as his own played a totally paradoxical role: he re-
discovered his Arab identity outside of the Arab world imagined by
Nasser’s conservative pan-Arabism;
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[14]. Abdalla took particular note of one such
book, Qénoln ad-Dounya wa-Ajdibha, by
Sheikh Ahmad [Misri], which he read about
in La Peinture islamique et indienne, by
Jean-Jacques Lévéque and Nicole Ménant,
Lausanne, Rencontre, 1967, p. 182. Hamed
Abdalla Archives.

Talisman /
1975 -70x 57 cm
Acryllic on paper & cardboard
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Abdalla’s pan-Arabism is an intercontinental dream that extends
throughout the Mediterranean and re-creates the link with Africa.
The L'Unita journalist who covered Abdalla’s exhibition insisted
in his introduction on the new intimate relationship linking the
artist with the mosaics of the Palatine Chapel. He did not miss
the analogy between Christ and the apostles on its ceiling and
the peasants populating Abdalla’s paintings, an anachronistic
voyage between Palermo and Cairo, the 12th century and the
1950s (can we imagine how Abdalla would have identified with
the Palermitani of the 1950s). Here are the journalist’s impressions
of the works of the artist who had left Egypt behind many years
before:

His art exhibits a certain unity and personality: beyond the
intellectual formalism, it projects us into an inner world that is aware
of its time, its land, its people and the history of its emancipation.
Oppressed men who stand up, families at work, old houses on the
edge of the desert, royal palaces miraculously still standing thanks
to general inertia, children, women, lovers between the palm trees
and mosques[15].

From the palm trees of Palermo to those of Cairo, sacred figures
mingle with secular figures. The salt and ash of the Arab street rain
down on conches filled with holy water and candles burning in
the Christian chapel. The Muslim shrine recalls Italy, a country he
had known under another name and under other meridians, the
kingdom of Sicily, a land with a perfectly composite identity, born of
the rapid succession of Byzantines, Arabs and Normans between the
10th and 12th centuries. From the palm trees of Palermo to those
of Cairo, the painter discovered a multiple identity, the product of a
nomadic, multilingual, mixed civilisation.
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Left side :

Bald Man / gLadll

1958 - 30 x 22 cm

Gouache on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

Fellaheen / u~ila

1954 - 24 x 17cm

Ink drawing on paper
Poul Pedersen Collection

[158]. Franco Grasso, “Un peintre oriental au
Centre de la coopération méditerranéenne.
L’Egypte d’Abdalla », L'Unita, 23 mars 1957. A
close reading of the press cuttings in the Hamed
Abdalla Archives shows that in the 1950s lItalian
art critics often used the terms “Mediterranean
painter” and “Mediterranean tradition” when
writing about Abdalla (while still using orientalist
terms like “oriental painter”, etc., probably
indicating that traces of colonial ideology were
still fresh).

Am’ Hegazi / (Sjlas pc
1968 - 25 x 19 cm

Ink on paper & cardboard
Poul Pedersen Collection
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The Letter Qaf / wala
1969 — 100 x 81 cm
Linoleum on canvas
Philippe & Olivia Maari
Collection, Cairo

This experience, both imaginary and real, is reflected in his love for
the fresco — Abdalla has all the qualities of a fresco painter, even
though he painted on paper throughout his life. In the same year
as the trip to Palermo, the Danish art critic Ib Paulsen immediately
detected signs of an agitator and a primitivist universalist in Abdalla:

The strength of Abdalla’s works is to plunge consciousness through
centuries of evolution, going back to cave paintings, beyond borders,
around the world, as far as the Babylonian cults, all the while retaining
a firm desire to transform images according to the temperament
that alters them, whether it is Chinese, Egyptian, Aztec, Sumerian,
or that of Abdalla, Klee, Picasso, Munch or Gauguin ... [Abdalla] is a
flame, a storm in the burning desert. We have much to learn from
him[16].

The big difference between European primitivists and Abdalla,
like many artists of the Middle East and Africa, was that his
reinvention of a vernacular or “authentic” language was not based
on the invention of a faraway, foreign Other, but on an introspective
movement, a self-analysis, which goes far beyond considerations of
identity, whether related to pan-Arabism or the Egyptian identity.
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Rise up / yagil
1980 - 60 x 80 cm
Acrylic spray on crumpled paper

[16]. Hamed Abdalla Archives.

Sleep / pgi
1978 — 48 x 59 cm - Wood relief
Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo




Talisman /
1958 - 61 x 47 cm
Acrylic on crumpled silk paper & paper

Abdalla was a fine observer of major avant-garde advances, such as
the “free words” dear to Futurist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, but
he was more concerned with encircling words with a halo so they
would regain their lost aura, another way of expressing the purpose
of his talismanic modernism.

The talisman is an invisible grid that gives the word its plastic relief
and metaphysical depth. It is activated as a spiral inside the word,
darting into the impure space of the material and the ideogram, an
ideogram thatis transformed under our eyes, abandoning calligraphy
for a blind task and discontinuous, dismembered, even atomised
writing. From that same radical movement, consisting of distorting
the links between the letters of a word, stripping the language for the
benefit of torn symbols, Abdalla foreshadowed many typographical
innovations in relation to the Arabic “alphabet”: typography is not
just a given repertoire of symbols representing a language; it is also a
reserve of meaning (and sounds) awaiting reincarnation.

In this respect, the Arabic alphabet — which differs from the Latin
alphabet in that it is foliated writing with letters that are joined
together and no capitals (on the Western printing press) — goes
against the very idea of "typography” or detached letters. This is
why Abdalla’s contribution to typographical and spatial uses of the
Arabic letter goes far beyond the confines of the fine arts and the
avant-garde, with which it is usually associated[17].

The least one can say is that “typography” for Abdalla is more about
shapeless organic matter than a defined, recognisable symbol.
Thus, Abdalla’s first act — beyond choosing a support for his work,
which is rarely an entire canvas but more often surfaces and layers of
paper put together or extended - is the act of separating the letter
from the language (or separating the word from the sentence),
as if to give it a new aura, a new space for expression. It is the act
of excising language to emphasise a particular event or one that
is imperceptible to the naked eye. This is also why his painting so
intrigues the viewer attentive to the secrets waiting to be discovered
or the numbers waiting to be counted.
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THE BODY OF
THE LETTER IN THE
PHILOSOPHY OF BEING

[17]. An Iranian artist influential in this area was
Reza Abedini, a leading player in the creation of
a Perso-Arabic “typography”.

Talisman / rcuuﬂo

1975 - 30 x 15 cm - Acrylic on paper
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Beautiful Lady / ¢l cuw
1958 - 32 x 23 cm
Gouache on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

It is this expurgation of writing and words through the material to
target a state of both accomplishment and mystery that brings us so
close to his painting, to that unstable moment when we recognise
a word that we may have never known, a form, a gesture, a sign of
continuity with our own language, encouraged by the archetypal
and symbolic structures distilled by the “Abdalla” body (a body at
war, a body in turmoil, a sacred body, a collective body, and always a
“body” in the typographical sense).

After the phase of separation of the letter and ablation of the
language comes a phase of reconstruction of meaning in the
creation of a volume (dynamic but appropriate) for each expressive
unit: letters, words, idioms but also ellipses, relief effects and even
shadows (“Abdalla” is also the name of the ineffable boundary
between painting and sculpture, between two-dimensionality and
three-dimensionality).

If Abdalla’s greatness lies in his proposal to merge being and
the letter, like two sides of one and the same coin, it is to better
reveal the function of the mirror, meaning that being can always
find its salvation in the text, the source of all interpretations. And
interpretations of the text themselves will win over minds when they
also open to body language, the language of symbols, meaning in
motion, which can operate both on an architectural surface, in the
ornamental grammar of Islamic traditions, in tapestry and mosaics,
but also in musical composition or mathematics — related areas
Abdalla used with an economy of means and a variety of admirable
procedures. Ultimately, this sacred union of being and the letter is
perfectly situated beyond the formalistic games of the European
Lettrist movement, but it is close to the vitalist and political (or even
anti-colonial) concerns of the Cobra movement.

It perfectly represents Abdalla’s uniqueness in a trans-history of
modern art beginning in the 1940s. If we were to summarise the
terms of this union (being = letter), it would be hard to find a
better definition than that of Gilles Deleuze when he explain the
triad percept, concept and affect, or the very dynamic of creation,
the same three dimensions in which we can perfectly break down
each of the talismans engraved by Abdalla (percept: what is seen;
concept: what is read; affect: what transforms our being).
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Talisman /
1958 - 32 x 23 cm
Gouache on silk paper & cardboard




Talisman /
1969 - 55 x 46 cm
Mixed medium on wood

Before we delve into the historical and aesthetic depths of this
unique undertaking, however, let us first note that this unending
search — or this multiplication of keys creating their own fantasy
of an impassable door — gradually finds its deep virtue in the very
name of the painter, “Abdalla” (even more so after the end of his
life), that is, the servant of God (or, in other words, the servant of the
Word, the message, the symbol).

Even beyond that, there is the purely visual form of the name or
word-shape “abdalla”, which seems carved in the manner of a
personal talisman playing with a triple symmetry: the symmetry of
the “b” and “d” like two reversed caryatids; the symmetry of the two
“I"s like the spears of knights; and finally the symmetry created by

“u_n

the jerky repetition or rhythm of the three “a’s.

The word itself is like a structure or a bas-relief, to which the artist
first gives a physical and graphic primacy. Similarly, the way he signs
his paintings distorts the difference between Latin and Arabic; we
do not know if “Abdalla” is written in “French” or in Arabic; in other
words, he is distorting the difference between two symbolic systems
that are foreign to each other to better merge them into a set of
horizontal and vertical lines, or a kind of wild fictional cuneiform.

The name “Abdalla” then becomes a pure effusion of space and
movement that falls outside a specific idiom but, in an exquisite
paradox, uses a language that seems both vernacular and futuristic.
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Love / auaoll
1959 — 14 x 22 cm
Gouache and ink on silk paper & cardboard

Love / anoll
1959 — 14 x 22 cm
Gouache and ink on silk paper & cardboard
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Series “People from the Caves”

agsll Jal

1975-76 - 30 x 21 cm

Acrylic on paper
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Rise up! / yagil
1977 - 80 x 60 cm
Acrylic on paper

Rise up! / yAgil
1977 - 60 x 80 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Capitulation / puduuill

1980 - 195 x 146 cm
Acrylic on paper
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The true artist is the one

who represents his time,

who feels the strength
emanating from the people and
who expresses it in his work.
The work of art is an individual
expression connected by its
roots to the soul of the people.

K oSl
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Stagnation Il / sgeall Stagnation | / sgeall
1978 - 46 x 33 cm 1978 - 46 x 33 cm
Acrylic on paper Acrylic on paper

o
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Slavery / dsguell
1976 - 40 x 31 cm
Acrylic on paper & cardboard

Tearing appart / Aliai]
1976 (04/09) - 29 x 38 cm
Acrylic on paper & cardboard

The donkey capitulating /p.@mﬂl
1977 - 31 x40 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Compromise 7/6/1975
190 /1IN duguuill

21 x30cm

Gouache on paper

Poofy / diyguudll
1977 - 30 x 39 cm

Acrylic on paper

—.-—_- e

Compromise / auguudll
1977 - 30 x 39 cm
Acrylic on paper
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The betrayal

started at Km 101
11 glisll il gl
1977 -30x 21 cm
Acrylic spray on paper

Humiliation - 19/11/77
W - siall /11719

1977 - 21 x 30 cm
Acrylic spray on paper
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1970 -46x38cmx 3
Acrylic on cardboard

puurlls - alll suc 3ol
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Talisman /
1970-27x35cmx 4
Acrylic on cardboard
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B2l Cigall 84S Caelag®

“And the agony of death cometh in truth”
(Coran, Sourate Qaf (50), verset 19)
1970 - 31 x 39 cm - Acrylic on paper

Talisman /
1970 - 33 x 46 cm
Acrylic on paper & wood
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Talisman /

1978 - 97 x 136 cm Talisman /
Acrylic on paper 1978 - 46 x 65 cm
Acrylic on paper & wood
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Sleep / pgi
1970 - 31 x40 cm
acrylic on paper

Perversion / jgell
1970 - 31 x40 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Madness / ygiall
1975 - 100 x 81 cm
Acrylic on crumpled paper

Aragoz / jga)i
1954 - 42 x 28 cm
Gouache on silkpaper

E——
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Hunger / aclaoll
1982 - 100 x 80 cm
acrylic on crumpled paper

Oppressed /  jrogllacll
1951 - 45x30 cm

Lithography
Private collection, Cairo
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Trouble / pgogll
1978 - 46 x 55 cm

Watercolour on paper

Talisman /
1978 - 50 x 65 cm
Oil on paper
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Talisman /
1958 - 44 x 33 cm

Talisman /
Mixed media on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

1958 - 44 x 34 cm
Mixed media on crumpled silk paper & cardboard
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Talisman / ,
1958 - 22 x17 cm Talisman /
Mixed media on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

1958 - 32 x 23 cm
Mixed media on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

¢
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Talisman /
1975 - 39 x 29 cm
Acrylic on cardboard

Talisman /
1975 -29x 38 cm
Acrylic on cardboard
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Talisman /
1975 -60x 43 cm
Acrylic on paper

Death / cugadl
1975 -56x73 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Letter Sin reversed / u
1970 - 40 x 31 cm
Mixed medium on mazonit
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Letter zein/ j
1970 - 38 x 46 cm
Mixed medium on mazonit




Source / 3)g0ll

1955 - 27 x 37 cm

Gouache on paper & cardboard
Poul Pedersen Collection

Source / sjgall
1983 - 50 x 65 cm
Watercolour on silk paper

Source / 3jg0ll
1983 - 50 x 65 cm
Watercolour on silk paper
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Adultary / Sijl

1975 -29 x 21 cm
Acrylic on paper

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

Letter Te’ / &u
1977 - 73 x99 cm
Acrylic on paper & mazonit

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

o I - alll sac sols 99
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Shehrazad / sljgu

1958 - 37 x 27 cm

Mixed media on cardboard

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

Shehrazad / sljygi Shehrazad / sljyguh
1958 - 39 x 31 cm 1953 - 46 x 33 cm
Ink on cardboard Mixed media on crumpled silk paper & cardboard

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo
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Pigeon House & Fallaheen / ;paia g dolos cuw
1956 - 95 x 70 cm

Tempera silk paper & masonite

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

As a collector, | seek the alchemy, the resonance that makes the
collection more than the sum of its parts.

Like an inspired musical performance or an Aurora Borealis, a good
collection glows and flows.

Abdalla is very uncooperative in this respect.

There is a strength, a compelling necessity in Abdalla’s work, that
makes other works look trivial.

Something of the cube, or the pyramid, obvious shapes that need
no justification.

This problem is resolved by giving Abdalla his own walls and rooms-
but other challenges spring up.

The Cave series, also called the ‘Petrified Waters, are some of his
most haunting works.

Here Abdalla has created a work of monumental, apocalyptic
amplitude- but in a miniature format.

I am not convinced that these works are well served by conventional
framing and hanging.

Their small size, the technique, their great number, deserve an
unconventional ‘mise en scene’, which | have yet to find.

Maybe a magic lantern set-up, or even a blown-up projection.
Something unorthodox.

Then there is the issue of sound. The caves suggest sounds in a
compelling way. A damp, cold silence in some. Water drops. Echoes.
Music of the spheres. And the writing: most of the caves display
some writing- they spell something out. The set-up would have
to address that, either by displaying them in an anechoic room, or
experimenting with sounds, music- and light.

| know of no other artists who set up so much in motion as Abdalla.
Links to music, cinema, literature, sculpture, beg to be developed.
His Talismans are characters ready to take on a life of their own, like
the Sorcerer’s apprentice of Fantasia.

Like the ‘La Linea’ cartoon of the 70s, each work of his opens an
infinite line of possibilities.

Abdalla’s work needs to be engaged, it is a window, a source, a seed,
that needs to sprout and grow.

It is our urgent duty as collectors and curators, to sow that seed
back into the earth from which it came.
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ABDALLA'S COLLECTOR

By Philippe Maari

Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo
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Port Said / sueuwujgs
1940 - 42 x 50 cm
Watercolour on paper
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Woman / 5l,0l

Fellaha / a&a1a 1959 - 27 x 16cm
1970 - 92 x 43 cm Plastic wall paint on silk paper & cardboard
Gouache on crumpled silk paper & cardboard Poul Pedersen Collection
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Crowd / saua
1953 - 33 x 46 cm
Gouache on creased silk paper & cardboard

Crowd / s

1953 - 21 x 29 cm
Gouache on creased
silk paper & cardboard

w

Couple / ylagj

1953 - 46 x 55 cm
Gouache on creased

Y silk paper & cardboard
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Head x 9/ 9 x _ul,
1958 - 53 x 44 cm
Gouache on creased silk paper & cardboard

st b Lop it

El Wad Wassa /  swg sgll
1954 - 27 x 21cm
Ink on cardboard

. % Fellaha / ala
. & : : 1953 - 55 x 46 cm
T 2eiNp : ' Gouache on cardboard
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Colloquy / égsi

1957 - 43 x 30 cm
Gouache & ink on paper
Poul Pedersen Collection

Family / 6w dll

1953 -30x 24 cm

Colloquy / égsi Gouache on creased silk paper & cardboard
1953 - 28 x 20 cm - Lithography Dr. Mohamed Aboul Ghar Collection, Cairo
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Friends / ylawa, Friends / ylaya,

1953 - 81 x 60 cm 1954 - 28 x 20 cm
Gouache on paper & mazonit Gouache on creased silk paper & cardboard

Home / <l Sherwet Shafei Collection, Cairo Sherwet Shafei Collection, Cairo
1954 - 31 x 41 cm .

Gouache on silk paper & cardboard
Fatma Ismail Collection, Cairo

Fisherman / slua

1954 - 32 x 37 cm

Gouache on silk paper & cardboard
Sherwet Shafei Collection, Cairo
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Friends / ylaua,

1955 - 20 x 26 cm Friends / ylaua) Friends / ylawa,
Gouache on paper 1953 - 28 x 20 cm 1953 -28x19cm
Private collection from the Abdalla estate Ink on paper Gouache & ink on paper
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Love / anall
1975 -17 x 25 cm
Acrylic on paper

Love / duaall
1975 - 20 x 26 cm
Acrylic on paper

. ‘ Shemm Ennessim - Harmony / §lag - [o..Luu.“ r&.u.] Shemm Ennessim - Harmony / $lag - [o_wu_ll
K s 1958 - 30 x 21 cm 1968 - 86 x 66 cm
Gouache on paper Acrylic on cardboard
Poul Pedersen Collection Al Ahram Collection, Cairo
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Lazyness / Juwusll
1975 - 22 x 30 cm

Acrylic on paper
Philippe & Olivia Maari Collection, Cairo

Love / anall
1958 - 16 x 24 cm
Watercolour on silk paper & cardboard
Love / anoll
1959 - 12 x 20 cm
Mixed media on paper
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Love / anall
1954 - 35 x 24 cm
Watercolour on paper & cardboard

Love / aunoll
1977 - 21 x30 cm
Acrylic spray on paper
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Watercolour on silk paper

Lovers / ylauiic
1957 - 26 x 22 cm

Pt

Lovers / ylauiuc
1958 - 27 x 19 cm

Mixed medium on paper & cardboard

Lovers / ylauic

1950 - 27 x 19 cm
Pencil on paper

Poul Pedersen Collection
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Lovers / ylauic Lovers / ylauic
1952 - 60 x 46 cm 1983 - 61x46 cm
Gouache on crumpled silk paper & cardboard Gouache & watercolour on silk paper & cardboard
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Tenderness / yliall
1980 - 195 x 146 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Love / cuall
1982 - 27 x 18 cm
Acrylic spray on paper
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Sleep / pgi
1969- 65 x 46 cm
Acrylic on paper & cardboard
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Talisman /
1959 - 30 x 25 cm
Gouache on creaspy silk paper




Letter Qaf / &

1978 - 46 x 38 cm

acrylic on polyester

Philippe & Olivia Maari collection, Cairo

Down :

Letter Hamza / 6 jom

1970 -92 x 120 cm

Acrylic on silk crisped paper & mazonit
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art
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Letter Qaf / g
Ink on paper



Jail / ¢l
1976 — 46 x 35 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Jamila, the Algerian Woman / dauyiljall duoca
1957 — 29 x 25 cm - Mixed media on paper
Poul Pedersen Collection
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Couple, Shandawili Series
1970 - 146 x 73 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Couple / ylagj

1958 - 55 x 38 cm

Mixed Media on crispy silk paper & mazonit
Dr. Mohamed Aboul Ghar Collection, Cairo




Allah Akbar / sl alll
1980 - 65 x 46 cm
Gouache on paper
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Allah Akbar / sl alll

1958 - 33 x 24 cm Ink on paper
Private collection from the Abdalla estate

s

Study for “Lost” / «dsqpidl» dagld daul)s
1966 — 30 x 21 cm Ink on paper
Private collection from the Abdalla estate
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Freedom / ayyall

1968 — 46 x 27 cm

Stencil and spray on paper
Private collection from the
Abdalla estate
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Hope / Jol

1946 — 40 x 30 cm

Gouache on paper

Abdel Moati Hegazi Collection, Cairo
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The Plundered People / Liggiodl cieuull
1975 -27 x 19 cm
Acrylic on paper
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Talisman /
1958 - 26 x 15 cm
Gouache on crisped paper & cardboard




Family / alilc
1957 - 46 x 38 cm
Gouache on crumpled silk paper & mazonit
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2 figures
1957 - 44 x 33 cm
gouache on creaspy silk paper & mazonit
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Theater / aputo
1954 — 22 x 20 cm
Gouache on silk paper and cardboard
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Bottle man / o4
1951 — 21 x 28 cm - Watercolour on paper
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Women at the Market / gguudl Sa cluui
1941 - 30 x 23 cm ’
Oil and watercolour on paper

deawliad! Y30 (0 5L 0T G pae o Jumyl) 0)1,8 O ciased] dll ws Al & DSy (IAYENIAL) (obMel (2 alll e 31 b (0 S )
wizg) zo e & sLENs Ligysl § dlasl (e 5 d) g sl bl e Gty I ::‘Is frf " > wi;b:;m; C)—Us)' @:ia:
US s ¥ ] s S Ols o pgeme dm g luls Baacdl SNl i bj; y'j;:; e le;‘i:éwj
Sl d8Mey Lime yomby dlld § diwe AY> CS5 uBS (L s Y oob JS9) e .é}z).l[)g)?;m S e JBbl g pabl Cioadl plo w)u et &
s @l by me CSHI 148 § Cbsis Sl Y1 Bl i lyedl Al s qulye oot
Sl ad dloy gool 130T 5 190) fu L bleal Gogle o
JoVI Caadl § dgslhall sl eud dolsg) 8,0l dududall Oeidll dSy diulys usy
AW e Jlosl B SN Ll oo Lle wpmd) i)l dlol e Mady (OLadl oo
Byl § ekl 3939Yls Gilsznd! gaimbl Olusiul Sue C8g diag Ud o dudll
ol puyge delhy «udydl] B sBaoh dimaz U (o bodaio 4 (36 (2320 sl OS5
(Va8 Byalall)

gt Olismy Yl Chatie disy whimw yg33 dyaSdl § ooslee bay ol Bgus

«dwydo» WT Cas Lo yudg Liss J=1,tb) ]\Si oo do bl 0de usdy . declos ddod (o)lee
dogian oS VAEY § calll Lor QLA olowd Lo g,V RSP TRY: ,

dogide ol G wdll sue pulyor LA olswl o sy &L.s ‘O;m u—QU Passion /  ssgll

)] Aligag dillal 1953 - 22 x 14 cm

Oil and watercolour on paper
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Letter Hamza / 8jom

1970 -120 x 92 cm

Acrylic on silk crisped paper & mazonit
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cupall spaall Gall Casio
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In the fields / Jasll o
1944 — 29 x 22 cm - Charcoal on paper

Private collection from the Abdalla estate
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Love / anall
1958 — 120 x 92 cm - Acrylic on paper & mazonit
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cupall spaall Gall Casio
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Letter Dhal / JI3

1970 -120x 92 cm
Acrylic on silk

crisped paper & mazonit
Museum of Modern
Egyptian Art

Ciall spasll pall Canie
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Asfour / jgaunac

1956 — 100 x 73 cm - Oil on mazonite
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art
Jusall spaosll Gall canio
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Au Café du Manial / Juiell sgéo 0
1939 - 20 x 25 cm - Watercolour on paper

Museum of Modern Egyptian Art
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Dancer / aaalyll
1941 — 30 x 30 cm - Pastel on paper
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cusall spaodl all canio

154 ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM ro.x.ulb - all suc sy

g Jass O oS W8 dlll e dalo oSl GLAS! Jio ggituck] dmdy dald oo Sruoits Lo
sass dodl] dlll wes dals Jlesh sy die S silly S5 ool uallyy g pall WBLI
IS5 dleol dud dluy Josds lyivasd yasen Jakisdy 3duds & pas duwydb sudl dhads

«dy 5l ) 9o 39 WS ] peis SV

615 ge duds Jlstl § Cms Gal Sl s ol> Shb g O Bywa plal gou 03]
Blsb dhlo pgy oal Sl dduldll oy ble ruy dgdBSY el joxa dsudl
Jborll dizlo o bo SIA (o Jan dzlably 8,508l5 (uSlSUls Wlsbl d89)] & Jgos

A pae Dol OIS Alos 68y dxtluo wumd

o nyonad Tyl @858 8,5l 0508 Olgin & dumy ey 4w A dsudal] OIS
oM e g I slas des 1 Cylsdlly dusgall Sgadl oyd ly Tedge L) Tasls Lo
@) ¥s Tl Llaza) dglsl ol Laslsys alilly @lsadl gy LS .opislell OLSLSs

Bledly Bl & deduddl] & ,Sa))

sl oo Byymill L3I0l bS] Togliuns ladlly umidl Al gl J] Bsiss lyzsie
o pas aweld] sU5T eldg Bia el Sole LI doysdl deslSYI Clogil) libaos 55
5ok ety Legtus Juolid] Jlzsls diLbl ) Tolerdays¥1 ML 8sasil) oliwd &
dad oo e Sl puhal] o 488 bkl £, S99 iz I 4821 (i

ol bl § Jasdl

b G OIS Cgos o ] Al dusaY) @b 56 dop=ll Boyml) OIS LS
lose Tisito ailog) Jlasl 2 LuodT jolie ] 4w § Beasdilnlines 43 & oilllaisy:
ladsats Loyomus L3llos lasiuns & pusll lg3B1Se] o Tidie LusBlg)l il s Shs

“oadlby lgle Glbl Sl dlye (0 dolo dlo e §

oo O AL 555 gl Shpw wilog) o Uy OF S L3 Bl (e BAs el LSS
Wlos dsyg Sl @ o Lo 4 555 O Dl e

Logasdl wud dite gdsasS Al we walo Jolll GLall Loyme eus OF B oovs
S a1 Sl oy Lels s 11 331 el oy J) Bl

ABDALLA - TALISMANIC MODERNISM rcu.ulb - all suc 3oy

alll suc sola

£340 g
bl Cilgd :la

L_g_oi acld pso

Fishermen at Port Said / syeuw jgu &0 csbuall
1948 - 40 x 60 cm
Gouache and watercolour on canvas

Private Collection, Port Said

At the Market / §guul a

1948 - 60 x 80 cm

Gouache and watercolour on canvas
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Ciall spasll all Canie
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Seated Man / julla J5)
1948 — 62 x 47 cm - Qil on canvas
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cusall spaall Gall Canio
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Au café / gaell S0
1938 - Oil on paper
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cusall spaall Gall Casio

The Market / §guull
1940 - 40 x 60 cm - Gouache on paper
Museum of Modern Egyptian Art

Cusall spaosll Gall canio
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My main principle

-like the oriental artistis
to paint nature

as | see it with my mind,
not as it looks to the eye.

K goSala
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Stagnation / sgoeall
1978 - 35 x 27 cm
Acrylic on paper
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