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The upperclass girl who became
a socialist and pioneer of
Egyptian art

 ART “Upperclass yet socialist, foreign yet nationalist, Inji A6atoun wasn’t
one to be easily labeled,” writes Your Middle East’s Goos Hofstee in this
extraordinary historical portrait.

From aristocratic child to political socialist, from Catholic schoolgirl to feminist activist, from
dark and moody surrealism to bright and colourful expressionism, everything about Inji
Aflatoun’s life and work was about rebellion and reinvention.

Inji Aflatoun (1924–1989) was one of the most important and groundbreaking Egyptian

STAY CONNECTED 

Twitter 13,572 LinkedIn 463

Facebook 87,230 Google+ 272

Palestinian wrote 'Good morning' on
Facebook – was arrested by Israeli
police

News
Opinion
Culture
Business
Travel
Hot Topics
Events
About us

Habibi Funk: Listen to the 3rd edition of
our favorite mix tape of Arab songs from
the 60s/70s

ShareShare Recommend 93

93 5

Newsletter sign up...  

< >

HOT STUFF

 Morocco's Istiqlal party elects new leader  12.10 (GMT):  Trump says will not move US embassy to Jerusalem for now  12.10 (GMT):  Row breaks out in Iraq over Kurdish _ag on Talabani co`n

http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news
javascript:void(0)
https://plus.google.com/share?app=110&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.yourmiddleeast.com%2Ffeatures%2Fthe-upperclass-girl-who-became-a-socialist-and-pioneer-of-egyptian-art_12710
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.yourmiddleeast.com%2Ffeatures%2Fthe-upperclass-girl-who-became-a-socialist-and-pioneer-of-egyptian-art_12710&ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw&text=The%20upperclass%20girl%20who%20became%20a%20socialist%20and%20pioneer%20of%20Egyptian%20art%20-%20Your%20Middle%20East&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.yourmiddleeast.com%2Ffeatures%2Fthe-upperclass-girl-who-became-a-socialist-and-pioneer-of-egyptian-art_12710
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/contributors/gooshofstee_176
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/hot-topics/art_51
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Egypt
https://twitter.com/YourMiddleEast
https://twitter.com/YourMiddleEast
http://www.linkedin.com/groups/Your-Middle-East-4028163
http://www.linkedin.com/groups/Your-Middle-East-4028163
http://www.facebook.com/yourmiddleeast
http://www.facebook.com/yourmiddleeast
https://plus.google.com/u/0/103491114216156511938
https://plus.google.com/u/0/103491114216156511938
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/palestinian-wrote-good-morning-on-facebook-was-arrested-by-israeli-police_49723
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/palestinian-wrote-good-morning-on-facebook-was-arrested-by-israeli-police_49723
http://www.cmes.lu.se/
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/columns/article/why-dont-men-cover-their-faces_10547
https://www.paypal.com/cgi-bin/webscr?cmd=_s-xclick&hosted_button_id=W3AFCJ952Z8T2
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/opinion
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/business
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/travel
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/hot-topics
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/events
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/infopages/about-us_1
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/habibi-funk-listen-to-the-3rd-edition-of-our-favorite-mix-tape-of-arab-songs-from-the-60s70s_33315
javascript:void(0);
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/moroccos-istiqlal-party-elects-new-leader_49421
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/trump-says-will-not-move-us-embassy-to-jerusalem-for-now_49417
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/row-breaks-out-in-iraq-over-kurdish-flag-on-talabani-coffin_49416
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/tillerson-woos-gulf-allies-in-push-to-undercut-iran_49727


10/26/17, 9:22 AMThe upperclass girl who became a socialist and pioneer of Egyptian art - Your Middle East

Page 2 of 7http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/features/the-upperclass-girl-who-became-a-socialist-and-pioneer-of-egyptian-art_12710

visual artists, and a pioneer of modern Egyptian art. She was also a nationalist, a Marxist and
a women’s activist. Now, a new exhibition in Cairo shows Aflatoun’s work and tells the story
of the artist herself.

Art and activism
Aflatoun was born in Cairo in 1924 into an Egyptian aristocratic family. She grew up in a
comfortable upper class environment, and her upbringing was elitist and European in both
orientation and custom. However, as she grew up, the young Inji started to feel disconnected
from her Egyptian roots. She felt she knew nothing about the country she was born in, and
that she had no real connection to her own people. This sense of detachment was reinforced
at the elite Catholic girls’ school Aflatoun attended at the time, which had a strong class
structure, very strict rules, and infused in its pupils a sense of alienation from Egyptian
culture. After a few years at the school, Aflatoun could no longer stand the restrictive
atmosphere and, in keeping with her rebellious spirit, was eventually expelled from the
convent. Bored with her bourgeois environment, Aflatoun turned to art to escape.

When Inji was 15 her family was visited by the celebrated artist Mahmoud Said. Said
instantly recognized Inji’s potential and encouraged her to pursue a career in the arts. On his
recommendation, Inji started to be mentored by the artist Kamel el-Telmessani, who
introduced her to surrealist and cubist styles of painting. Surrealism greatly influenced
Aflatoun’s own work from that period, as can be seen in one of her earliest pieces, The Girl
and the Monster, from 1941.

DON'T MISS Everything there is to know about Naguib Mahfouz

Aflatoun quickly developed herself as an artist, and by 1942 she had participated with the
esteemed “Art and Freedom” group in a number of avant-garde exhibitions. El-Telmessani,
who had introduced her to the Group, was a founding member of the Egyptian Art and
Freedom movement, launched in 1939 with the intention of using art to liberate mind and
nation. It was that same El-Telmessani who also introduced her to political socialism and told
her about the struggles of the Egyptian peasants, which ignited her interest in politics and
Marxism.

In both her art and her political awareness, Aflatoun was deeply influenced by the Egyptian
Art and Freedom Group. Her growing preoccupation with the political and social problems of
the time would prove to be the inspiration and force behind many of her greatest and most
respected works. However, it would also get her in serious trouble in later life, when the
Nasserist regime would be less tolerant of political critics.

Meanwhile, Aflatoun’s work started to become increasingly political in its message, and often
depicted the plight of the working masses. She also adopted a new, more realist style, as she
felt that surrealism no longer fitter her. “My main desire during that time was to express the
reality and the dreams of the working man that toils under horrendous working conditions,
without a law that protects him,” she writes in her memoirs, “I wanted to reveal the
exploitation of man to man.” This concern with the people, and especially with the
underprivileged masses, finally led her to join the Communist movement Eskra in 1944.

During this period, Aflatoun also became a strong proponent of women’s causes. Alongside
other rebellious women such as Soraya Adham and Latifa Zayyad, she became one of the
standard bearers of the feminist movement in Egypt. In parallel to being feminists, these
women also had communist ideologies, which was something that resonated with Aflatoun.
In her view, to be a feminist and to be a Marxist/socialist were two sides of the same coin, as
both the struggle of women and the struggle of the proletariat were caused by imperialist
oppression. Both groups were “others”, an expression she often used to refer to the poor,
weak and disadvantaged within Egyptian society, all of whom were suffering from the social
and political system.

To revive the waning Egyptian Feminist Union, Aflatoun co-founded the Lagnat al-Shabaat
(Committee of Young Women) with Ceza Nabarawi. Developing her own feminist ideas even
further, Aflatoun then went on to write two important and popular political pamphlets,
Thamanun milyun imraa ma'ana (Eighty Million Women with Us) and Nahnu al-nisa al-
misriyyat (We Egyptian Women), which was an analysis of women's oppression and national
oppression.

ALSO READ The winds of Tahrir continue to blow two years later

Why don’t men cover their faces?

Saudis crave revival of night out at
the movies

Great books on Islamic feminism

Art brings "Peace" to battle-scarred
Lebanon districts

A place in Cairo where a book can
feel safe

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cairo
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/special-reports/naguib-mahfouz-100-years_53
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/news/the-winds-of-tahrir-continue-to-blow-two-years-later_12567
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/columns/article/why-dont-men-cover-their-faces_10547
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/columns/article/why-dont-men-cover-their-faces_10547
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/saudis-crave-revival-of-night-out-at-the-movies_49720
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/saudis-crave-revival-of-night-out-at-the-movies_49720
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/great-books-on-islamic-feminism_29626
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/great-books-on-islamic-feminism_29626
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/art-brings-peace-to-battlescarred-lebanon-districts_49704
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/culture/art-brings-peace-to-battlescarred-lebanon-districts_49704
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/columns/article/a-place-in-cairo-where-a-book-can-feel-safe_32444
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/columns/article/a-place-in-cairo-where-a-book-can-feel-safe_32444
http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/business/job-fair-offers-hope-for-syrian-refugees-in-jordan_49380


10/26/17, 9:22 AMThe upperclass girl who became a socialist and pioneer of Egyptian art - Your Middle East

Page 3 of 7http://www.yourmiddleeast.com/features/the-upperclass-girl-who-became-a-socialist-and-pioneer-of-egyptian-art_12710

Don't miss out on great stories!
We're on a mission to show you the real Middle East.

Signup to our newsletter and follow us on Facebook and Twitter!

Följ @YourMiddleEast

Meanwhile Aflatoun’s work became increasingly well received, both in Egypt and abroad. She
had individual exhibitions in Cairo and Alexandria and even showed her work at the
prestigious Venice Biennale in 1952. Her work from this period shows that Aflatoun’s
political interest had not waned. Pieces like Roohy enty Taleka (Leave, you are free), El-
Zawga El-Rabaa (The fourth wife), Yaamal Kalrejaal (They Work like Men) all have a clear
social/political theme. A piece like Lan Nansa (We won’t forget), in which she has drawn
upon the mass demonstrations of November 1951, even shows a straight out revolutionary
air. After the revolution of 1952, Aflatoun continued her earlier writing for the liberal Wafdist
paper, Al-Misri, and also worked with the Popular Committee of Women's Resistance.

Obviously, Aflatoun was not alone in her political activism, and by the 1950’s, the popularity
of the communist movement had become increasingly troubling for the Nasserist regime.
Eventually in 1959, Nasser ordered a big roundup of political dissidents, all of whom were
secretly imprisoned. Aflatoun was among them. Her critical stance against the establishment,
and her desire to participate in her country’s political development, had led her to be arrested
and sent to Qanater prison for four years.

In her memoirs Aflatoun describes her experience in the prison as an encounter with a whole
different side of society, one that as an upper class woman she had never seen before. This
experience of the real underbelly of Egyptian society proved to be very hard for Aflatoun, and
she had a strong desire to somehow escape the misery. “When I first entered the prison I had
a strong urge to draw and not to give in to the reality,” she writes in her memoirs. However,
Aflatoun was initially not allowed to work in prison, which pained her enormously.
Fortunately, she eventually gained permission to continue working, but only on condition
that her work would become the prison’s property.

The pieces she made during her time in prison became increasingly expressionist and are
testimony to the anguish Aflatoun experienced. On the one hand, they show the grim reality
of life in prison, with its claustrophobic spaces, its striped uniforms and its bunk beds. On the
other hand however, other pieces show Aflatoun’s undiminished hopes and desires, with
dreamlike depictions of the scenery outside the prison, such as in Tree behind the Wall. The
serene and idyllic courtyard scene we see in A night behind Prison Bars makes Aflatoun’s
longing for freedom almost palpable. However, her most captivating work from this period
are the portraits she made of the women inside the prison. Showing both their strength and
their torment, she paints them sitting companionably together in the ward, but also staring at
the viewer with hauntingly mournful eyes like in Girl Behind Bars.

In 1964, Aflatoun was released from Qanater Prison. After she was liberated she continued to
paint and her work became even more popular, with exhibitions all over Europe, and even as
far as Moscow and New Delhi. Her work from this period has a more pastoral subject matter
than before, mostly depicting landscapes and the daily lives of rural women among the fields.
Contrary to the bright palette and thick colouring we see in her early pieces, Aflatoun’s work
from the seventies shows more and more empty space between her brush strokes, as can be
seen in the piece Collecting the Oranges. “Since 1974, I took courage in my two hands to
enter a new adventure. I used to leave some white between brushstrokes for vibration. Little
by little I discovered if I leave more white, it helps.”

As she was now approaching sixty, Aflatoun eventually started to scale down her
participation in politics and social activism. She devoted more time to her art and withdrew
herself increasingly from her former life as an activist. However, while she now favoured art
over activism, her critical spirit remained intact. Inji Aflatoun remained a rebel until the end.

Style and substance
Upperclass yet socialist, foreign yet nationalist, Inji Aflatoun wasn’t one to be easily labeled.
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Typically, her art is equally difficult to classify. Her subject matter in her early work is
typically surrealist, and very different from the focus on landscapes and the “indigenous
heritage” in her later work. Aflatoun’s pieces echo multiple styles, influences and
inspirations. An early piece like Girl with Monster for example can remind us of, say, the
mysterious landscapes of Max Ernst or Andre Masson, while the style she uses in a work like
Tree behind the Wall  is more reminiscent of a Bonnard or Vuillard. Row of Prisoners
meanwhile, with its swirling brushstrokes, immediately brings to mind Van Gogh, and the
technique he displays in for example his famous Starry Night.

However, while all these references can be made,  Inji Aflatoun was not one to copy styles or
techniques, instead she took inspiration from everything she saw and made it her own.

EDITOR'S PICK 10 influential young Egyptians

The current exhibition of Aflatoun’s work clearly demonstrates that she was one of the
greatest artists in Egyptian history, and through her work we get a real sense of Egypt’s
turbulent mid-century  history. However, though many of her paintings carry political and
social themes, what they really emphasize is the humanity and emotions of the real people
behind those themes. The current exhibition of Aflatoun’s work demonstrates not just that
artistic sensibility, but also shows the emotions of the artist herself. It tells the story of a
young girl rebelling against her background, searching for her roots and finding her Egyptian
identity. It also tells the story of despair of prison and the joy of freedom. But most of all, it
tells the story of a woman who made her own decisions, who rejected the conventional and
who bravely went on to carve out her own path. As the French artist Jean Lucrat said in 1964:
“She does not listen to anyone or anything except to the Egyptian voice, which is her
profound heritage. That sound is that of the desert, the Nile, and the wide horizon of her
burning soul.”

“A Life in Struggle” is shown at the Safar Khan gallery, 6 Brazil Street, Zamalek, Cairo.
More work of Inji Aflatoun is on permanent display at the Amir Taz Palace,1127 al-
Soyoufeya street (off al-Saliba street), al-Khalifa, Cairo.

Goos Hofstee
Goos is a freelance journalist based in London and Cairo. She writes regularly for Your Middle East.
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