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Rituals of Signs and Transitions (1975-1995)

Rituals of Signs and Transitions (1975-1995) is the first of two
exhibitions that investigate artistic and historical transformations in
the Arab world between 1975-1995 and 1995-2015 respectively. The
exhibition features works from the Khalid Shoman Collection, one
of the first private collections dedicated to contemporary Arab art.
Rituals of Signs and Transitions questions the significance history of
art has in our region today, investigates the relationship between art
works and political and historical transitions at the time, and looks at
the exchange between art works with other forms of expression, such
as literature, music, and cinema.

The period between 1975 and 1995 proved to be crucial in the formation
of the modern Arab world. In spite of treaties signed, not all wars
that were ignited have been extinguished today. Art has seemingly
perfected the cunning of history by creating an alternative universe
meant to give signs and ask questions rather than documenting the
prevailing ugliness and fading beauty.



The period began with the Lebanese Civil War (1975), the Tel al Zaatar
massacre (1976), and the Egypt-Israeli peace treaty (1979), followed
by the assassination of Anwar Sadat (1981), the invasion of Beirut
(1982), and the first Palestinian Intifada (1987). The period continued
with the Gulf War (1991) and the Algerian Civil War (1992), and ended
with the signing of the Oslo Agreement (1993) and the Wadi Araba
Treaty (1994). These events marked the paths of people and nations,
and encouraged various artistic practices to record the transitions that
we are still living through now.

In the 1970s, it was the Iraqgi art scene that created pivotal works of
art that were both experimental and theoretical, as they attempted
to escape established Western aesthetics. This is seen through
the works by artists such as Shaker Hassan al Said from the ‘One
Dimension’ group, Rafa Nasiri and Dia Azzawi, who established the
‘New Vision’ collective, and through works by Ismail Fattah and Issam
al Said. Later Iraqi artists include Nedim Kufi Mohsen and Jananne Al-
Ani. Elsewhere, the 1970s also produced a new generation of artists,
such as Lebanese poet, writer, and artist Etel Adnan and Egyptian
artist Adam Henein.

Artists on the Palestinian art scene each brought a unique artistic
approach to the Palestinian cause, ranging from explorations in body
movement, space, and Arabic calligraphy by Samia Halaby, Nabila
Hilmi, and Jumana al Husseini, to the work of Suleiman Mansour, who
resisted the occupation at the time of the first Intifada by boycotting
Israeli products and using only natural materials. Some artists were
directly inspired by popular resistance, as seen in the works of Ahmad
Nawash, and the documentation of graffiti on the walls of Gaza by Leila
Shawa, while drawings by both Aziz Amoura and Adnan Yahya reflect
the Sabra and Shatila massacre. New materials and new media also
emerged during this time, as seen in the innovative techniques used by
Nasser Soumi and Vera Tamari, and the first video art works by Mona
Hatoum.



Meanwhile, artists in the rest of the region produced a huge variety
of work, as can be seen in the first abstract face paintings by Syrian
artist Marwan, the black etchings by Sudanese artist Mohammad Omar
Khalil, and almost weightless wooden sculpture by Lebanese artist
Chaouki Choukini. Syrian artist Yousef Abdelke created directly political
work, while Tunisian artists Abderrazak Sahli and Gouider Triki, and
Moroccan artist Mohamed Kacimi focussed on inscriptions and signs.
It can also be seen in the photographs of Amman in 1987 by Lebanese
photographer Fouad Elkhoury, and the contemplation of place in the
works by Ali Jabri.

1975 also marked the death of famous singer Oum Kulthoum, whose
presence dominated all modes of expression for decades. The year
also saw the release of the first print of Emile Habibi’s novel The Secret
Life of Saeed the Pessoptimist, whose black satire marked a departure
from Palestinian literary classics. This was released alongside the
novels Sandstorms by Ghalib Halasa and Respected Sir by Naguib
Mahfouz, and was followed by the release of the 1977 film Tel al Zaatar
by director Moustafa Abu Ali under the Palestinian Film Foundation.
In 1978, Edward Said released his pivotal book Orientalism, thereby
establishing a new tone in post-colonial academic discourse.

In 1984, Fairouz’s work in Lebanon took a leap from the rural to the
urban with the release of her aloum ‘Maarefti feek’ (Knowing You), which
chronicled a social transformation as viewed by her son Ziad Rahbani,
who in turn produced dozens of plays, radio sketches, and musical
works rich in cynicism, mocking the Lebanese Civil War and the social
and political transitions of the time. Similarly, dozens of works chronicled
the beginning of the Palestinian Intifada, most iconic of which was the
1987 song ‘Wain al malayeen?’ (Where are the millions?) by Julia Butros.

After the Palestinians escaped the 1982 Invasion of Beirut, Mahmoud
Darwish recited one of his leading poems entitled ‘Madih al-zill al-ali’
(A eulogy for the tall shadow) in Tunisia. This work acted as an echo of



Palestinian resistance, starting with a question of nations and ending
with the question of existence. This is followed in 1988 by the poet
Adonis, who produced ‘Aghani Mihyar al Dimashqi’ (Songs of Mihyar
the Damascene). Poet Mohammad al Maghout produced a series
of poetic works, plays, and films including in 1979 ‘Kasak ya watan’
(Cheers Nation), and in 1987 the novel ‘Sa’akhun watani’ (I shall betray
my homeland).

In the nineties, Arab and Western countries alike saw an influx of Iraqi
artists. Jordan in particular welcomed several, including Shaker Hassan
al Said, who gave a series of lectures at Darat al Funun that resulted in
a book called Dialogues on Art (1995). In 1992 Tunisian director Fadel
Aljaziri performed ‘Alhadra wal nojoom’ in Tunis, and later at Darat al
Funun. At the same time, Syrian playwright Saadallah Wannous, after
learning he had cancer, created the 1994 play Rituals of Signs and
Transitions, which gave its name to this exhibition. This is one of the
most crucial works of art confronting the use of politics in religious
dialogue, and can be regarded as a prophecy today. It stands as an
example of what art has the potential to reveal.

The exhibition Rituals of Signs and Transitions (1975-1995) revives art,
books, and visual and audio productions as an affirmation of the role of
art in shaping our individual and collective histories.
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