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Fahrelnissa Zeid

EXHIBITIONS
1944 Istanbul, Private exhibition (first)
1945 Istanbul, Private exhibition
1946 Smyrna, House of the People
Paris, Cernuschi Museum
1947 London, St. Georges Gallery
1948 London, Gimpel & Sons Gallery
1949  Paris, Colette Allendy Gallery
1950 New York, Hugo Gallery (lolas)
Dublin, Academy of Fine Arts
Bristol, Exhibition of Contemporary Art
London, International Exhibitions of
Women Painters and Engravers
1951 Paris, Galerie de Beaune
Paris, Salon des Réalités Nouvelles
Florence, Exhibition of French Painters
1952  Paris, Craven Gallery
Berne, Kunsthalle (with painters of Paris)
Zurich, Gallery 16
Beloit (U.S.A.), Art Gallery
Paris, Babylone Gallery: “L’Ecole de Paris”
(organized by Charles Estienne)
Brussels, Palais des Beaux Arts: Group
“Temoignaged'Aujourd’hui”
Paris, Kleber Gallery: “Alice in Wonderland”
1953 Paris, DinaVierny Gallery
Paris, Salon des Réalités Nouvelles
1954 London, Institute of Contemporary Art
Paris, Salon des Réalités Nouvelles
1955 Paris, La Hune Library-Gallery
Paris, Dina Vierny Gallery,
with Poliakoff and Pichette
1956 Brussels, Palais des Beaux Arts, Galerie Aujourd’h
Paris, Kleber Gallery; “L'lle de 'Homme Errant”
1955~ Cincinnati (U.S.A), International
1956 Exhibitions of Engraving

New York (U.S.A), American Federation
Society of Art

1957
1959
1961
1964
1969
1972
1981

1983

1984

1988

1990
1993

1994

1994
1994
1994
2000
2001

2001

London, Lord’s Gallery

Ischia (Italy)

Paris, Dina Vierny Gallery

Istanbul, Academy of Fine Arts

Ankara, Museum of Hittite Art

Paris, Katia Granoft Gallery

Paris, Katia Granoff Gallery

Roma, International Exhibitions of Women

Painters and Engravers

Paris, Guest of Honor Salon d'Automme,
Festival d’Akaba

Amman, Fahr el nissa Zeid and her Institute

Amman, Retrospective held at the Royal
Jordanian Cultural Center

Paris, “Charles Estienne and Art in Paris:
1945-1946", Exhibition held by the
National Graphic and Plastic Arts
Foundation

Amman, Exhibition of works in stained glass
held at the Royal Jordanian Cultural Center

Paris, Institute du Monde Arabe

Amman, Darat Al Funun, “Portraits and
Drawings of Fahrel nissa Zeid”

Washington, D.C. National Museums of
Women in the Arts, Arab Women Artists

Boston, Atlanta, Miami, Arab Women Artists

Istanbul, Cemal Reshit Rey Exhibition Hall

Exhibition of Portraits, Amman, Darat Al Funun

Istanbul, Erol Kerim Aksoy Foundation

Ankara, The Central Bank of the
Republic of Turkey

“The Three of Them: Fahrenissa - Aliye -
Fiireya”, Yap1 Kredi Kazim Tashkent Art
Gallery
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Temoignages pour ['Art Abstrait 1952
Propos recueillis

By J. Alvard

Fahr-el-nissa Zeid

Qu'il y ait “expression individuelle” dans
I'oeuvre d’art, c’est incontestable. Mais il faut tenir
compte qu’il y a aussi 'infini indéfini qui est en
dehors de la conscience humaine et par 14
méme, réalité créative et voie de salut pour
'artiste qui y trouve son essence, son expression et
son explication.

Ainsi, ily a certainement dans ma peinture
des rappels ataviques,des sortes de réminiscences,
mais pas d’originalité. Il n'y a “originalité” en
général, que par rapport a notre civilization.
L’homme peut croire que ce qu’il voit autour de lui
et ce quiil fait, est original, mais ce n’est pas
plus original que le monde. Plus tard tout cela pren-
dra un caractére d’évidence. L’art de maintenant
s’adresse a une époque postérieure.

Aussi, pour en revenir a I'expression, je ne crois pas
que la personnalité de lartiste dans la mesure
ou elle prolonge et continue lexistence de
plusieurs millions d’années, compte d’une fagon
exclusive. Pour moi, j'ai 'impression que je ne
compte absolument pas. Je suis un moyen, je
transpose les vibrations cosmiques, magnétiques qui
nous régissent, en supposant que j'ai les antennes et
les capacités perceptives nécessaires. Je ne suis pas un
pole, un centre, un moi, un quelqu’un. Je fais
passer par moi ce qui doit, ce qui peut étre transposé
par moi.

A T'encontre du cartésianisme (dont j'accepte le
coté élémentaire pour commencer a penser et
fixer les bases de la métaphysique ), chez moi, dans
ma conception qui est celle de Spinoza sur se
point (1), le point de départ de la spéculation

philosophique, loin  d'étre I'individu est au
contraire la substance infinie spirituelle et tout a
fait impersonnelle. “L'individualité n’étant, du fait
qu’elle est détermination, qu'une negation, qu’'une
illusion  dont la moralité humaine consiste a
s'évader pour revenir a I'étre infini”. Evidemment
je préfere dire comme Pascal: “L’homme est visible-
ment fait pour penser, c’est toute sa dignité et son
mérite.” Pour lui I'important c’est que " homme
soit fait pour penser et expliquer I'infiniment du
grand et du petit. Mais il ne dit pas comme
Descartes, dans son discours de la méthode: “Je
pense, donc je suis”. Qu’il soit ou non, n’est pas
intéressant mais qu'il pense, voili I'essense méme de
la vérité et de tout commencement.

La pensée est universelle, indéfinie, incommensu-
rable, elle découvre ce qu’il faut qu’elle découvre et
cela suffit. Elle crée la vision de toute fausse ou vraie
vérité. Elle transpose, elle batit, elle accomplit, elle
décide et rejette, elle construit la base méme de tout
entendement.

Expression et Epoque

Ceci ne veut pas dire que I'époque, I'étape
actuelle de 'humanité que nous vivons, ne trouve
pas son expression dans la peinture. Cette peinture,
pour moi maintenant, c’est le mouvement, la vitesse,
les rencontres, les départs, une amplification sans fin.

Lhomme d’aujourd’hui va beaucoup plus vite a
tous points de vue que ses aieux. En 24 heures,
il pourra bientot voir 24 mondes. Il multiplie sa
propre vie, il se multiplie continuellment, et c’est ce
jeu qui lui donne sa valeur propre, supprime les
barriéres et agrandit son horizon. Il y a en lui une

élasticité extraordinaire. Et on peut dire qu’il
I'avait prévu; son imagination ne I'a pas trompé.

Les contes fantastiques, la vie multipliée par les
génies et par le fées, par Dieu incommensurable
et indéfini par Desprit éternel, c’etaient des
approximations dans lesquelles il éprouvait déja
ses possibilités. Les énigmes ne se résolvent pas
exactement comme il I'avait prévu, mais on peut
dire cependant, qu’elles réalisent ses aspirations. Et je
crois que le monde est appelé d se modifier encore
plus radicalement.

La technique participe de cette part d’arbitraire
qui  nous vient plus de l'inconscient que de la
raison. On ne peut vraiment séparer figuratif et
abstrait sur le plan technique. Les problémes restent
a peu de choses prés les mémes. Tout ce qui est fait
de la main de I’homme, toute création est une
manifestation d I'esprit. Des I'instant que I’homme
“animal” est dépassé, c’est-a-dire dés le premier
instant, l'esprit touche & D'abstrait pour construire.
Mais la vision, elle, change beaucoup. Auparavant
I’homme jouissait beaucoup de ses sens, il était visuel
et d’'une fagon tout élémentaire. Il ne considérait
que l'enveloppe. Mais c’est une enveloppe qui
porte en elle, cachée, la vérité. Il y a des choses
qui ne seront plus pour nous ce qu’elles ont été
autrefois. La vérité, par example ce n’est pas la peau
actuellement, mais les cellules, les molécules. Et si
nous sommes liés au monde visible, nous ne le
sommes pas moins a I'invisible au fur et 4 mesure
qu’il se dévoile & nous. Ajourd’hui, la complexité
est notre domaine. L’homme yeut tout sonder,
tout connaitre, s assurer de tout. Il vit des transmuta-
tions de waleurs; il voit s’agrandir Pinfiniment
petit et se rapetisser l'infinement grand. Bien plus
qu'autrefois, il doit prendre la mesure des deux
infinis. Et il y a cette trépidation qui passe en
nous sans cesse. Cette vibration du monde, je la sens
et c’est cela qui m’intéresse.

Le Monde Exterieur, La LumiZre

J'ai toujours été, dés mon enfance, impression-
née par la lumiére. J'étais attirée par les jeux de
lumiére qu'on peut voir sur les glaces biseautées,
par les couleurs qui sont sur le bord des miroirs.
J'aime la lumiere décomposée en mille facettes. Clest

un monde étrange de mouvements colorés
fugaces et presque diaboliques. La lumiére directe
ne donne pas la méme impression, Dans ces jets
de  lumiére entrecoisées, le  monde devient
tellement différent. Le morcellement qui en résulte
est déja une analyse et c’est aussi une orchestration.
Je suis persuadée qu’on arrivera a donner i ces
couleurs le sens de la tonalité des notes. Il y a la
un monde complétement nouveau, qui se prépare
en nous depuis des siécles et nous luttons pour
'extérioriser. Certainement une sorte de grammaire
est en train de se constituer qui exige pour I'instant
des études et des spécialistes.

L’Abstrait n’est pas une Facon de Peindre

L'abstrait n’est pas simplement une facon de
peindre. C’est tout un monde, un domaine infini
et indéfini. C’est par la musique d’abord, par la
peinture ensuite que 'on arrivera a déclencher
cette ultime vérité qui aime i se jouer de nous.
“Aera, Aera,” comme disent les Grecs. C’est dans
cette voie de I'esprit fugitif et éternel que se trouve
I’explication de Dartiste.



“Fahr-el-nissa-Zeid”

by Charles Estienne

Catalogue of an exhibition at Dina Vierny Gallery - April 1961

...Cet exposé de principe était de régle, on va
s'en apercevoir bientdt avant qu’on entreprenne le
portrait d’un peintre - Fahr-El-Nissa - dont le moins
qui se puisse dire dés 'abord c’est qu'il échappe avec
une aisance et un naturel peu communs a I'ordinaire
de ce qui bat I'estrade ces temps-ci dans le grand ou
petit cirque de 'Ecole de Paris. Peut-étre faudrait-il
étre non pas critique d’art seulement mais un
Gobineau un peu Baudelaire pour dresser la fiche
signalétique d’une artiste a laquelle il ne manquerait
rien, que le sceau de l'ordinaire, pour étre un
élément parfait et discipliné de ce bataillon hélas
bien disciplinaire qu’est devenu aujourd’hui la dite
Ecole de Paris : carriére internationale (si j'ose dire)
mais Fahr-El-Nissa est plutot cosmopolite en le
mode poétique et aristocratique d'un Valéry
Larbaud; études, un moment, prés d’un maitre coté
tel que Bissiére; abstraite comme il se doit, et méme
tenue pour l'un des représentants les plus authen-
tique de I'abstraction lyrique. Mais...bien autre
chose encore. Classons la fiche mécanographique, et
passons au portrait.

C’est un eétre bien extraordinaire qui prend
forme et se détache de tous les tableaux - abstraits ou
figuratifs - qui font son ceuvre a ce jour.

Pas un martien, diable non, mais un étre de la
terre, et qui semble avoir déja vécu beaucoup d’ex-
istences - dont certaines d'une réalité, bref, d'une
plasticité élatantes. Il est bon, comme est beau qui
est réel, d’avoir beaucoup révé, mais le cas méme de
Fahr-El-Nissa est celui d’un étre humain qui ayant
toujours vécu sur ce plan dangereux ou le réve et la
mémoire semblent tisser le méme tissu mental,
esquive tous les a-peu-pres pittoresques et stylis-

tiques, et d’instinct s’est porté a la vérité morale et
poétique des choses par un sens aussi inné que le
sens de lorientation chez les abeilles. “Sens plas-
tique” n’est pas assez dire; quand on va de 'un de ses
tableaux, ou de 'une de ses gouaches aux autre, d'un
“portait imaginaire d’Alice” a “Mon Enfer”, du
déroulement infini, comme une peinture de cara-
vane, de telle immense toiles d’écriture abstraite, a
des peirres peintes, ou a d’autres toiles ot semble se
poursuivre I'inventaire inlassable des mondes grands
ou petits, et des étres et des choses qui pélerinent a
ras de terre ou bougent au fond de la mer, on se dit
que ce don visionnaire tout a la fois et réaliste d’ap-
préhender se passé, s’est passe ou se passera, est bien
plus que le sens plastique. C’est au vrai, ce don vir-
gilien du “rameau d’or” qui permit & Dante d’ex-
plorer tous les mondes, de voir sous la méme courbe
morale, égale et harmonieuse comme la justice, le
ciel et 'enfer. Pour ce méme voyage il y suffit, dans
le cas de Fahr-El-Nissa, de I'arc-en-ciel des sept
couleurs.

Mais reprenons le dessin de notre portrait.
Déchiffrons, suivons les méandres de cette écriture
qui revient toujours sur soi-méme, sans jamais
conclure, comme un chant de muezzin ou un canto
flamenco. Nous sommes, il est vrai, en pleine
Méditerranée, entre Orient et Afrique (et le ciel de
Paris), mais avant tout la partie se joue entre les
hauts-plateaux de 1’Anatolie et les iles de la Mer, et
la plus grande de toutes, la Crete de Minos. Le
grand axe de la pérégrination passe par la Corne
d’Or, par Constantinpole: la Horde d’or, la caravane
des routes de la soie , du thé et des épices dont
Fahr-El-Nissa nous apporte les présents, a campé

a Istanboul, a Pombre des blanches cathédrales
byzantines devenues mosquées. Longs voyages dans
les pays de I'enfance - Fahr-el-Nissa a été enfant a
Istanboul - et des pays plus lointains encore , plus
immémoriaux. Rien d’étonnant si Fahr-el-Nissa,
meéditerranéenne née, d'une race toute archaique a
la fois et toute moderne de Pesprit, a gardé de ces
voyages aux frontiéres mélées du réve et de la
mémoire, le got de la narration lyrique ; et si son
art de peindre et de dire posséde au naturel cet
amble épique qui est bien, comment s’y méprendre,
celui d’Ulysse et de Sindbad se remémorant,pour
l'auditoire attentif et émerveillé, leurs voyages.ll
serait temps de s’apercevoir que la grande narration
familiéere et lyrique, de type odysséen, a trouvé en
elle une interpréte, mieux encore, un “médium”,
une voix comme on n'en entend pas souvent a
Paris, ou plus généralement, en Occident, depuis
Marco Polo.

Mais dira-t-on, on voudrait savoir, tout de méme :
abstrait ou figuratif, cet art de “parler”, comme vous
dites ? Oh, c’est fort simple : les deux certes comme
tout art digne de ce nom, et notamment celui d’au-
jord’hui, quand il est délviré de ses complexes “mod-
ernistes” ; 4 cette nuance preés que l'art du peintre
Fahr-el-Nissa ayant I'une de ses racines islamique
s’est trouvé, quand 1l le fallait, abstrait par vocation
encore plus que par nécessité stylistique. Mais il en
est de lui-cet art-comme de tout art authentique de
ce temps. Ainsi que dans l'opéra de Schonberg
“Moise et Aaron”, le peintre commence par dire aux
adorateurs de I'image figurée “arriere, toi, image de
I'impuissance, qui prétend enfermer I'Infini dans une
idole”. A quoi Aaron réspond a Moise “on ne peut

croire que ce qu’on pergoit par les sens “la colonne
de feu” qui guide les errants dans le désert, n'est-ce-
pas une Image, et quelle image!”

Bouclons le portrait du peintre sur cette
“image”’; joignons - y I"écharpe aux sept couleurs du
prisme et puisque nous avons voyagé, comime
Ulysse et Sindbad, dans les Iles de la Mer, rappelons
-nous, avec Novalis, que “ I'eau est une fiamme
mouillée;” Image ou sentence philosophique, en
tous cas, elle est digne d’Héraclite ou Empédocle.

E[ plliﬁ, assez (jC Ces nuances avares -
décadentes, pour tout dire-entre la peinture qui est
cela - mettons, composition pure et méditée - et
celle qui est ceci - un rameau d’or , présent des
dieux structure lyrique pure . Ecoutons, nous autres
gens de I'Occident - qui d’ailleurs aux temps
celtiques n’étions pas des avares - écoutons cette
voix odysséenne,



“Fahrelnissa Zeid and her Institute”

The Catalogue of the exhibition - Amman, 1981

Fahrelnissa Zeid was born in Istanbul in 1901.
Her father, Shakir Pasha, was a Turkish general,
diplomat and historian. Her family loved books and
art and many of them attained international recog-
nition.

Fahrelnissa Zeid studied art at the Fine Arts
Academy in Istanbul and in 1927 went to Paris for
further studies at the Academy Ranson. There, her
special talents were discovered by her professor,
Bissiére, who had a profound influence on her work.
In 1934, she married Prince Zeid, who was the
Ambassador of Iraq in Ankara, and from then on, her
time in London, Berlin and Paris was divided
between painting and diplomatic duties.

Fahrelnissa Zeid’s first painting exhibition was
held in Istanbul in 1934 and after that she exhibited
almost yearly in many famous European and
American art galleries. Several important galleries
and museums own paintings by her.

If you have a song to sing or a story to tell, then
you must sing or relate to perfection. These were the
words of Fahrelnissa Zeid’s tutor... If you have some-
thing to sing or tell, let it emerge to the surface and
reflect your depths, the best that is in your depths, for
this is the road to truth.

All that the eye sees or the hand touches, all that
can be perceived by the senses is but a means to
reaching Truth. Try to find the truth that is in your
innerself as well as in the invisible world. If you reach
your goal, you will have succeeded in finding ulti-
mate truth, and if you fail you will at least have tried.
Beauty is the essence of truth and man’s achieve-
ments are his various means of reaching truth, and
art is one of the most important of them.

Fahrelnissa Zeid came to Amman five years ago
bringing with her fifty years of experience in the
field of art and determined to continue her search
for truth and beauty. She chose Jordan to live in
because she could feel the thousands of years of his-
tory on its hills, valleys and deserts and the effect of
its rich heritage on the making of the present day
Jordanian.

The song was there and the story was there, they
only needed the guiding hand to let them emerge to
the surface.

Fahrelnissa Zeid chose to call her residence
“The Fahrelnissa Zeid Institute of Fine Arts,” where
she selected her students and introduced them to
the world of art.

Fahrelnissa Zeid to Her Students

“To be a painter is to express the depth of your own
culture and to interpret the essence of the spirit. The work
of a creative artist expresses the human spirit.”

“A portrait is not only a figure, it is not the image, it is not
the exterior, it is not the outer cover, it is not the colous, it
is much deeper than that and it goes beyond that. It is the
soul, the spirit pure.”

“In a portrait there are the stricture the colour, the fornts,
and the spirit a kind of a totality of art. In order to give life
to a portrait 1 intentionally make some slight mistakes, 1
mean mistakes in drawing the human form, not the silks
and draperies, for these must appear as they are. If the faces
are shown exactly as they are, the portraits will be void of
dreams, of soaring, of their own language, and seem stat-
uesque. Where is life if everything is as rigid as a statue?”

“In abstract painting, the unconscious part of me tries to
express itself and to interpret my inner exigencies, without,
making a definite point without fixing things. But in a
portrait you have the person in front of you, the human
being with his life, his thought, and his origines.”

“The basic elements in a work of art are, first, its volume.
The volume is not merely the form, but above all it is the

force which radiates from the painting. This force may be

directly apparent or remain enigmatic, hidden, mysterious,
coming from the universe and compels the unconscious to
become concious by means of the work of art. The second
element is the work’s Value, and this is the deep and essen-
tial part of the painting, it is the idea or ideas that dash
against each other and make up the human being. The third
is the structure or composition of the subject, which means
the placing of the subject, in such a way that it is not dis-
persed.”

“You must forget what you know, because what you know
is what you have learned, but what you do not know is
what you really are. It is the cosmic vibration that is in us
and we do not perceive.”



that the calligraphic rhythm and geometry in her
paintings is an extension of Eastern mysticism, based
on line and geometry by renewing itself. In this con-
text, lines and geometry do not construct a form, but
corresponds to falling into a recurring trance.
Therefore, as mentioned by Bernard Gheerbrant,
Zeid’s art presents three projections based on “mys-
ticism”: impressions, improvisations, and composi-
tions. In addition, Zeid said in her interview with
Roditi that Islamic calligraphic art had correspond-
ed exactly to the “action painting” of the west (Cited
by Parinaud 1984: 156-1587 from Roditi 1960).

After her husband’s death, Zeid turned again to
portraits. Making portraits was another way to avoid
loneliness (Oral 1991: 10). Therefore, her first and
probably the most splendid portrait is the large-scale
portrait of Emir Zeid. Emir Zeid’s image, which was
pictured spontaneously while she was talking to a
lost lover/friend, brushes in her hands, evidences that
Zeid displayed a method of painting quite close to
improvisations in her portraits. In this context, it is
remarkable that Katia Granoff regarded her as the
“soul thief™ referring to her portraits.

The most significant movement defining the
1970s is portrait paintings. When Zeid returned to
portrait painting towards the end of 1970s for the
first time since her childhood, she was asked why she
had moved from abstract to portrait painting, which
was a concrete art She replied, “In my opinion, this
also 1s abstract There is no difference. I am not tak-
ing picture of a face; I am trying to reflect its inner
world. And a person’s inner world is abstract” (Turay
1988: 4).

Reflecting the inner world with sharp lines and
stylized colors, her portraits give the impression of
icons. Zeid declared that she drew portraits in her
mind first, and that it would not last so long to trans-
fer them onto the canvas after this process
(Hekimoghlu 1992: 9). She reflected the essence of
the person she wanted to portrait with all its sim-
plicity, by freeing it from details. Can you guess who
are the individuals whose portraits were drawn by
Fahr el nissa Zeid? Emir Zeid, Emir Hasan, Raad
Zeid, Shirin Charles Estienne, Rene
Barotte, Mme Lopez, Katia Granoff are among these
people. The identity and personality of each of these

Devrim,

persons were skillfully symbolized. For Zeid, a por-
trait was neither a figure, nor a form or a color, but
a mood of the spirit only (Oral 1991: 10).

As Becker (1990: 106) said, Fahr el nissa’s late
works seem to be involved in getting even with the
West. The portraits of her relatives, her friends and
her beloved ones lack any foundation within the
western history of art. However, they carry the
marks of Byzantine icons, Iranian painting art and
Egyptian tomb paintings. The other subjects of inter-
est in this process were Mevlevi Dervishes, Kerbela
and the Anatolian culture. She was so impressed by
an exhibition in Amman held by a foreign artist that
she began taking private lessons on stained glass in
mid 1980’ and presented her works to the public by
an exhibition (Turay 1988:4). Zeid’s memories and
the tasty luminous transparent surfaces finally united
with the stained glass technique.

In her exhibition catalogue at Katia Granoft’
gallery in 1969, she was portraying herself by saying,
“While life was singing serenades to me, I danced
around it like a gypsy” (Eren 1982:48). With these
words, she depicted herself as an artist traveling
beyond the ideologies of a globaized world.



within the fluidity of the art of calligraphy. There is
no doubt that Zeid had a powerful rhythm of lines
that she kept under control. But she used these lines
to spread them on to the surface, not to construct or
erect a building. By this purpose, she turned her pat-
terns into writing. Patterns have nothing to do with
the practices made before starting the construction
of a building. In Zeid’s art, patterns provide the con-
tinuity of a life that is essential and renewed con-
stantly. They should be regarded as the marks of this
continuity.

IV. Influences and reflections in Zeid's Art
Contrary to most of her Turkish contemporaries,
Fahr el nissa Zeid was never interested in the ideo-
logical aspect of painting. Despite the fact that she
was always in the middle of the world politics all
through her life, witnessing major historical events
and experiencing the real up and downs in the
Western world, she preserved her creative indepen-
dence. Undoubtedly, Fahr el nissa Zeid was a true
intellectual. She knew the history of art as well as the
art of the day. Her knowledge was not limited to
“West”. Describing how different people from dif-
ferent cultures can benefit from the same world her-
itage is synonymous with making an artistic persona
visible. From this point of view, Zeid shared the same
period with various artists. She was influenced by
them and she also influenced them. She gave dissim-
ilar artistic responses to the similar discussions or
trends. She was one of the rare artists that associated
Western modernism with Eastern lyricism. For
example, at the root of her statements that identified
her artistic life and her status in art in the “tree of
life” can be found in the “tree of life motif” embroi-
dered on Tebris carpets (Ayman 1988: 8). '
During her years in the Academy of Fine Arts,
Fahr el nissa Zeid studied and tried the impression-
ist technique and aesthetics. Both (1914) the
Ottoman Impressionists’ dominance in the academy
and her closeness to Namik Ismail led her to assume
an academic/impressionist attitude. However, I think
that “impressionism” has hardly affected her art.
According to Necmi Sonmez, juxtaposition of
warm colors in her works up until 1944 shows an
affinity with Symbolism developed by Pierre

Bonnard and Nabis (Maurice Denis, Edouard
Vuillard and Felix Vallaton) (Sénmez 1994: 24).
Nevertheless, the effects of Albert Marquet, Henri
Matisse, Georges Rouault, Raoul Dufy, Othon
Friesz, Andre Derain can also be observed in the
same paintings.

In the 1940s, her works reflected Fauvist and
Expressionist influences, as well as the traditional
marks of book illustrations. Her intense use of color,
her fondness for details and colors and her place-
ment of things, imprisoning them by the composi-
tion technique of “miniature” art, have a unique and
synthetic aspect. She reflects all the details existing in

a location by a sensitive and careful observation, i.e.

the design of a carpet, the sagging paysage hanging
on the wall, the pendulum of a legged lampshade. All
those were important in Zeid’ s life and worth to be
pictured.

However, the basic discussions focus on the inter-
pretations about the surrealist and expressionist
aspects of her art. Even though it is not quite possi-
ble to speak of “surrealist” approaches in Turkish art,
such assessments are made for some pictures of
Abidin Dino and Fahr el nissa (T6r 1944). Even in
1944, Vedat Demir Tor, referring to her surrealist
pictures, expressed his criticism as follows:

“I just cannot understand why an artist, so skilled
in catching and expressing nature in a stunning and
distinguished manner, condescends to such old-fash-
ioned anomalies. It is probable that this distinguished
artist, considering the frames too narrow for her
enthusiastic inspiration, is in need of seeking relief in
the infinity of abstraction”.

Fahr el nissa Zeid never gave up picturing and
objectifying her fantasies. While doing this, she made
use of psychological/symbolical values of color, and
the means of abstract expressionism as well. The fan-
tastic expression of Alice in Wonderland and the sur-
realist ambiance of South America festivals were
reflected on her paintings. Charles Estienne is anoth-
er art critic who sensed the surrealistic influences in
Zeid’s works. Except from eastern influences. Pierre
Bonard and Paul Klee are the two leading European
artists who summarized her color/abstract/surrealis-
tic/expressionist quartet (Soudry 1972: 21).

Moreover, the abstract/expressionist dilemma is

one of the significant milestones of contemporary
Turkish art criticism. Without making any reference
to Fahr el nissa Zeid, it is difficult to explain that
dilemma. Writer Bernard Gheerbrant, who observed
abstract expressionist influences in Zeid, identified
her struggle with painting with Kandinsky who had
painted ‘improvisations’, ‘impressions’, ‘compositions’
in Murnau epoch (Anonymous 1988). One of the
most obvious characteristics of almost all Zeid’s
paintings, either figurative or non-figurative, is the
introversion of the picture. The composition revolves
in itself and does not open to the outside. The con-
cept of time is introverted, pointed and prevalent.
Thus, Gheerbrants comparison to Kandinsky
becomes valid in the reflection of some similar mys-
ticism.

In 1950, the critic Charles Estienne responded to
L'art Abstrait, ses origins, ses premiers maitres by
Michel Souphor, which was one of the first books
written on abstract art, with his article “Is Abstract
Art an Academism?”. Charles Estienne, who occu-
pied an important place in Fahr el Nissa Zeid’s
career, provided her with the opportunity to partic-
ipate in a collective exhibition at Colette Allendy
that he held with 21 painters such as Domela,
Hartung, Picabia, Schneider, Soulages and Schoffer.
The main discussion of this group, which included
Zeid, focused on the conflict of different approach-
es to abstract art as to whether it was “lyric” or “geo-
metric”’. There was no debate between the realist
and the abstract artists. Charles Estienne was the
starter of this discussion (Becker 1990: 106). Estienne
did not consider the abstract art formations of post-
World War II as the final point of modernism.
Therefore, the “Eastern” lyric abstract was deemed
more important rather than the “Western” geomet-
ric abstract determined by Cubism. Tachisme had
taken precedence over structuralism. This attitude
introduced a new approach that reversed the western
formations and perceptions of artistic modernism. In
1951, Estienne says in Midi Nocturne that contained
lithographies by Fahr el Nissa Zeid:

“And the glow came from the East. And there,
the night is waking up again/.../ that shows not the
absence of the day, but its other side...the night that
makes itself felt even in the mid afternoon, the mid

summer night of Novalis and Nerval, where the
mother queens of the east and the pitch black virgins
of the west, exchanging scepters, stand guard in the
empire which is pitch-dark and bright as well. Just as
Aix’s burning bushes and the windows of Chartes
converge, so the irritating southern night unites the
tree of Séraphine and the Bedouin castles of Zeid”
(Becker 1990: 106).

Fahr el nissa Zeid expressed her “tachist” views
against the constructivists as follows:

“We, the abstract artists who are still alive today -
and I insist on this word- have to live together with
those who no longer living, playing an important
role in our works. For us, the destiny is the hell itself
and we are in this hell. Surrealistic art is still surviv-
ing today. The important thing for us, for the living
abstract artists, is not to paint a planet on a finger or
a head on the top of a tree, but to explore the mean-
ing of these comparisons. With every beat of our
heart, we perceive the cosmic vibrations every-
where... We perceive the blood circulating in our
veins, the earth rotating in space, and the endless
fire... the distance of the planets measured in billions
of kilometers, the double beatings of heart, the pass-
ing of the sacred one from hand to hand, from lip to
lip...” (Becker 1990: 106).

These words underline the fact that Fahr el nissa
Zeid adopted the new pluralist concept of Ecole de
Paris, which attributed great importance to intu-
itions and spiritualism besides pluralist intelligence,
instead of positivist, constructive attitude of
European modernism.

Although she had established an identity in Ecole
de Paris, Fahr el nissa Zeid also reached an abstrac-
tion similar to the romantic wing of American
abstract expressionism. The desire of putting the
material in the forefront was emphasized, rather than
the details of the picture. The theme fell behind the
texture and painting. By means of paint and color,
she created a surface and texture in style of Jackson
Pollock, Mark Tobey, Robert Motherwell, Barnett
Newman, Mark Rothko, Cy Twombly.

Nevertheless, the styling of Fahr el nissa pictures
with a conscious pattern and control manifested its
conflict with Tachisme. Her calligraphic and mosaic-
like styles reinforced this conflict. There is no doubt



Due to her residence in various countries in dif-
ferent periods other life, Biilent Ecevit formed an
affiliation between nostalgia and Fahr el nissa’s
works. According to Ecevit. Zeid was able to achieve
abstract art by means of mosaics (Ecevit 1949:14).
And the result was a type of abstract art that did not
exclude human and nature element It was this spirit
that had inspired mystic poets in Anatolia through
ages (Ecevit 1949). Ecevit asserts that, this new style
helped Zeid paint philosophical themes, thus allow-
ing the merge of plastic value and the subject matter
without leading to any contrast (Ecevit 1949).

Her exhibition that was held in Turkey in 1964
after a long period exposed not only her relationship
with history, but also her nostalgia for her land. In
some way, such an extensive exhibition should be
evaluated in the context of her longing for Turkey.
Cemil Eren says “She is happy to hear the voices of
cocks and dogs, after spending 19 years in big cities
where cocks do not crow and dogs do not bark. Her
eyes sparkling, she expressed with a child’s innocence
that, she was very much surprised and angered when
she had heard that the Londoners put the cocks in
cages in a such a way that prevented them from rais-
ing their heads. According to Eren, Zeid recreated
the Anatolian authenticity along with its atmos-
phere, without using any motifs (Eren 1964).

Her journey to history and locations extends
from the announcement of the Second Constitu-
tional Monarchy to the Independence War or, from
the World War I to World War II or to the Gulf War.
The chain of relationships with historical personali-
ties that had started with Atatiirk, King Ghazi, Hitler,
Queen Elizabeth, was extended to the outstanding
personalities of the world of art in Turkey, Europe,
Irag and Amman. This alone suffices to make it
problematic to write down her artistic history.

If and ever Zeid’s works are considered as valu-
able documents that reflect this historical heritage
with regard to subject matter, content and style, the
outcome will be fascinating.

[1l.2. Stylistic elements
The most outstanding aspect of Fahr el nissa
paintings is the colors, ornaments and her fondness

for surface (Tor 1945, Giivemli 1945:7).

[11.2.1. Colors/Paints

Her passion for colors has manifested itself in her
early ages. Her sister Aliye said that her palette used
to be covered with beautiful colors (Erbil 1975:3).
Contrary to her contemporaries, Zeid was defined as
a magician of colors. She was a magnificent
color/stained glass designer. In fact, from the begin-
ning, color was the basic concern in her art, beyond
being an instrument for covering or painting a
surface. Vedat Nedim Tor says, “ She separates her
surface into colorful sections. She paints as if she
weaves a carpet or decorates mosaics; she is a
genuine artist of this land. Color, surface and volume
traditions of the East have found their European
maturity in her art (Tér 1944). As a matter of fact,
the bright, warm colors of Mediterranean and
Mesopotamia can be captured in her pictures.

Zeid’s art reflects the unforgettable memories,
impressions and influences from ancient sites such as
Greece, Crete, Miken, Phoestos, Delphi, as well as
from Dresden and Wien, the leading Western cities
of art. Baghdad, that splendid city of the East with its
Golden Tigris, Babylon and Kerbela, is the source of
her prosperity of colors (Anonymous 1959). In
Lassaigne’s words, the colorful mosaics separated in
details by the lattice of Arabian window, through
which she had looked at the outside world for the
first time, also created a colorful world in her paint-
ings. The colors used in her pictures are clear, limpid
and fresh. Even if her colors are darkened, a glimmer
of light that emerges from inside covers the painting
(Cited from Lassaigne 1953, anonymously). Charles
Estienne speaks of her use of colors in lyrical words:
“Her paintings portray the parade of strange nations
that migrate from one place to another; they expose-
in strange lights turning to crimson - reds, blues of
huge glass cases, heavy as lead coils, enveloped in
violent blacks. This light resembles the fabulous
lights of Gothic stained glasses. Let this thick and
impenetrable wall of Eastern stained glass, which
grasps one in an unknown and transparent way, be a
boundless and free line conveying the latest messages
of Islamic arts to the French art...” (Cited from
Estienne, 1951, anonymously 1988a).

In Zeid’s paintings, a wide range of colors was
used in conformity with their periods and the

expression of the picture itself. For instance, in paint-
ing the eyes, lips and hair in a portrait of 1970s, she
used color freely, in a Fauvistic style, with touches
using the brush technique of the impressionism. The
face was painted as a smooth surface with a single
color. Indeed, her use of colors is associated with
Matisse. But also, it can be easily observed that she
was influenced by the Islamic miniature art. Or, in
her abstract compositions, in which line/pattern
independence are dominant, the lines may wander
freely on the color while colors come side by side in
spots. Zeid neglected the color/object relationship
and abandoned using colors to define the object.

I11.2.2. Surface/Texture

For Fahr el nissa Zeid, the painting surface is an
area to be separated and embroidered, no matter
how it is large or monumental. She starts to paint
like weaving a carpet or decorating a mosaic. She
preserves the eastern traditions of color, surface and
volume. On the other hand, her monumental paint-
ing spaces can be regarded as a “mystic” passage like
Seljukian portals. We can say that Zeid identified the
relationship between the object/subject and the sur-
face. For instance, she could enlarge a face as big as
the size of a canvas (Cited from M.C.L - Le Monde
1961, anonymously).

Although the use of surface on the canvas can
vary over time, she should be considered a surface
painter. At the end of 1940s and in 1950s, the surface
was patterned with spotted, bright and rhythmic sec-
tions (Anonymous 1964:77). The covering of the
surface with touches by spatula, knife scratches and
layers of paint which was reduced to an abstract and
intense texture, appeared in 1950s (Koksal 1989a: 8).

Her focus on details in the surface/texture rela-
tionship started from her early paintings and contin-
ued until 1990s. This feature, which adds dynamism
to the pictures, is observed in nearly all her works.
While dynamism gains mobility on surface of the
paintings, elements that compose the painting and
the details of these elements send vibrations within
themselves.

One of the main characteristics of Zeid was her
fondness for objects and mobility. She places objects
and figures side by side or one upon the other with-

out profundity. She likes working on the surface of
the picture, coming closer to the Fauvists in this
respect. Apart from her endeavor to reveal the details
of an object or an event and to make it sensible, it is
equally important that she showed curiosity about
the life of an invisible in a visible world and tried to
portray it. By this attitude, turning the microcosm
into a macro, a detail of an event or a corner of an
object is put under a magnifying glass.

Zeid’s close relationship with the surface is not
limited to embroidering the surface of the painting.
Almost all articles about her and her life narrate in
detail how she attracted the people to her, how she
ornamented the walls of her location and the ban-
quets, how she cheered up people with music. We
know that her walls were covered with paintings
from the ceiling to the floor (Turay 1988: 4), her
table was set with cakes, Turkish-style pilaf, barbe-
cued lamb, cream and honey, caviar and champagne.
It was this pluralist, complicated, crowded and Joyous
lifestyle that determined her art. In some way, her
lifestyle, in which aspects and cultures are inter-
twined, lies at the root of the small/big universe rela-
tionship. Bearing the marks of this lifestyle and
reflecting the history, the surfaces of her paintings are
of great importance.

[11.2.3. Pattern/Drawings

Zeids art was described as a power in action
developing constantly and this action was compre-
hended as a surface, which allows spontaneous
miracles being renewed repeatedly. She used to paint
materials as if she was kneading soil. These facts
evidence that she did not perceive her pictures just
as surfaces, but as a plastic/mystic/visual world.

Fahr el nissa Zeid, like a meticulous calligrapher,
applied to the rhythmic circle and the restrictive
simplicity of writing on every occasion. If Cy
Twombly’s drawings made in 1957-58, which he
named “writing/spelling,” are perceived as a corre-
spondence of the universe, or as the re-shaping of
floating images by means of calligraphy, then we can
reach to a conclusion that Zeid produced her works
in the 1960s with an anti-compositional understand-
ing similar to graffiti.

These repetitions are in harmony with colors



female artist arouses interest in the Western world.
For instance, when she was introduced as “The
Oriental Painter Fahr el nissa Zeid” at her exhibition
of New York Hugo Gallery in 1950, it was assumed
inevitably that her art embodied the whole mysti-
cism of the East. From the first moment, this recog-
nition seemed very appealing to the Western world.

Such opinions are endless. However, it is evident
that the Islamic elements in Fahr el nissa’s art must
be typically related to mystic philosophy.

The image-text relationship in her abstract paint-
ings that she visualized the following apothegms of
Hazreti Ali involves rhythmic, clear and harmonious
repetition:

“The one, who seeks, will find me,

The one, who finds, will know me,

The one, who knows, will love,

I love the one who loves”

And

“I will become the comrade of my lover,

My comrade’s fault is mine,

It is me that will pay for it”

11.3.2. Contributions of Byzantine Art

Zeid’s Eastern spirit seems to be affiliated
not only to the Islamic traditions, but also directly
to Roman /Byzantine /Christian arts and cultures.
Fahr el nissa’s fondness for Eastern culture stemmed
from the fact that she was born and raised in Istanbul
and attended to French schools such as Notre Dame
de Sion. Dame de Sion students were taught under
Christian rituals. Aliye Berger says “it was a horrible
school at those days. A god damned place! Jesus cov-
ered all over with blood, Saint Pierre is dying; every-
day you would experience such things. Praying
before lunch, praying after lunch. I was not praying,
but the others were. It is the same. [ was cursing, not
praying. Biiyiikada was coming into my mind; the
smell of jasmines. It was used to pray for all prophets:
bla, bla, bla...” (Erbil 1975:3). These were Aliye
Berger’s experiences. But, Zeid may have had similar
experiences. It is conceivable that the images of the
Saints left marks in her imagination and in her visu-
al world. Hence, the relationship between the taste
of icons in her portraits and her memories is
unquestionable.

Especially in 19507, there appeared the luminous,
colorful mingling of precious stones and mosaics
in her works (Kéksal 1989a: 8). Cemil Eren believes
that Istanbul, with its Byzantine heritage had
significant effects on Zeid’s art. He finds impressions
of Byzantine art in her portraits, just as in her
abstract non-figurative works. According to Eren,
Zeid captured a happy synthesis of Roman,
Byzantine, Arab and Turkish arts and cultures, like
the blending of the branches of a huge river (Eren
1982:48-51). “Zeid’s first look to outer world was
through a colorful mosaic separated into details by
an Arabian lattice. She never forgot it...” says Jacques
Lassaigne. In Lassaigne’s opinion, Fahr el nissa owed
her artistic persona to these images and memories of
her childhood. Andre Maurois is among those who
captured the Byzantine primitives and Rouault’s
marks in the essence of her paintings. (Maurois 1950,
Parinaud 1984: 150).

. 3.3. A Synthesis or none

Zeid was an artist who bore her Eastern identity
with all its intensity. This identity manifested itself
in her art rather than her bchavior or lifestyle
(Ozsezgin 2000: 6). The mystical aspect of her
approach to objects or events may be a key to inter-
preting the abstract nature of her works. Meanwhile
she studied Symbolism, Surrealism, Realism,
Mysticism, Non-figurative and Abstract Art.

Denys Chevalier, capturing independent, poetical
inspirations in her works beyond ornamental art,
defines her art as “Unclassifiable, exceptional and
original”. He also says, “each of her works - oil
paintings, watercolors or stones - whatever their
periods are, is a sign of her power to invent and to
create and a sign of her plastic strength renewed over
and over again. The artist, in a breathless pursuit of
personal and real expression, is continuously
maturing without cease. This continuity is becoming
more amazing to the extent it has manifested itself
through various attempts.”

In her first large-scale composition, the hardly-
seen splitting of designs was handled with somewhat
an understanding of miniature. While concerns for
technique and monumentality were prevailing in the
picture, the desire for monumentality was later on

replaced by canvases painted under strong lights in
the character of non-figurative wall paintings (Cited
from Chevalier, anonymously 1964a).

Along with Maurice Collis (Cited from 1956.
anonymously 1964a), who sensed, in her paintings.
the magnificence and glitter that reminds of
diamonds. Keith Sutton (cited from 1957,
anonymously) noticed how a controlled enthusiasm
and sensation were transformed into a conscious
concept of design. For Fahr el nissa Zeid, painting is
a miracle, which happens repeatedly. And it is this
feature of painting that transforms her into a
meticulous calligrapher (cited from Lassaigne 1953,
anonymously 1964a, 1994a: 18).

The French critic, Jacques Lassaigne says:
“For Fahr el nissa Zeid, painting is a miracle, which
happens repeatedly. She warms up with the
non-smoking flames of this miracle, throws herself
into these flames and re-appears, with her eyes
blushed by the illusions of corals and pearls. She feels
the picture, she lives the picture, her paintings do not
resemble to anyone else’s. You cannot openly classify
them as abstract, non-figurative, etc. It is even futile
to find out their origin in the Iranian miniatures,
Byzantine mosaics or colored windows of Arabian
mosques. Fahr el nissa’s art is a power in a continu-
ous progress.”

I1l. Thematic components/stylistic elements

Fahr el nissa’s art presents a multidimensional
structure. An artistic archeological study on its
components, history, geography, culture, etc.. would
be a hard and challenging work, which cannot be
achieved within the confines of the exhibition
catalogue prepared in memory of the 100th anniver-
sary of her birth. Nevertheless, as a modest start,
I will try to make a rough classification of the
thematic and stylistic elements of her art

[11. 1. Thematic components
[11.1.1. Nature/Geography/Location

Fahr el nissa Zeid was a nature lover. Her
approach to abstract was based on understanding,
analyzing and feeling the nature. She seems to
believe that “what is concrete is abstract enough.”
Most of her paintings embrace a particular theme or,

bear names that may evoke a certain subject matter
or theme. We must seek the abstract expression in
Zeid’s art in the context of the mystical relationship
that she established with nature/geography and
life/culture. Most of her paintings refer to a certain
period of her life. The places where she visited or
lived, the events that influenced her life, and her pas-
sions are transformed into the paintings, by keeping
them alive in the second dimension as well. It’ is
apparent that in choosing the titles of her paintings,
she makes reference sometimes to impressions or to
certain objects perceived when she visited various
civilizations. Moreover, her works reflected her inner
expressions as well as her fantasies and dreams.

Observing the big/small relationship in the
nature/universe, Zeid endeavored to reflect her
impressions on canvases. When studied meticulously,
the supposed similarity between the whole and its
components as well as the beliefs and approaches
that suggest a metaphysical relationship between
human and nature element can clearly be observed.
Being the basis of abstract art, this new platonist
approach corresponds to the similar conception of
human and universe in G.W. Leibniz’s monadology
as well. Zeid’s pictures try to probe into the one that
is bigger than any “whole” as well as the status
of “whole” that is smaller than any other “whole”.
Hence, “the abstract-concrete relationship” observed
in her paintings does not present contrast, but
harmony.

Beginning from her childhood, she traveled first
in Istanbul, in Turkey and then all over the world.
Thanks to those travels, she became an explorer who
could adapt to more than one culture.

Therefore, it is not surprising to find a variety of
subjects from different countries, cultures or loca-
tions, with the concrete and abstract ones standing
side by side.

Il.1.2. History/Nostalgia/ldentity

Fahr el nissa’s own history is closely linked to her
family’s past and her marriages. And this history
embodies, in a concrete manner, not only the
Ottoman, Republican, European, Byzantine, Iranian
and Arabian history, but also their relationships and
Interactions as well.



abstractive expression differing from the Kandinsky’s
Abstract. She opted for a non-figurative approach,
by rendering the artistic traces and the language pic-
torial, as well as making it understandable. This atti-
tude was an indirect reaction or a message of “we are
here” to the multinational New York movement.

Fikret Adil described this new movement, which
Fahr el nissa Zeid and her son Nejat Devrim had
joined as well, in an article titled “the New Paris
School™ in Yeni Istanbul newspaper as follows:

“According to the news coming from Paris, thir-
ty artists, who are united under the name of “New
Ecole de Paris” and the guidance of Charles
Estienne, a French art critic, have held their first
exhibition.

Opened by thirty artists in a show, Charles
Estienne introduced the exhibition to the public. He
explained the differences between “Ecole de Paris”
and “New Ecole de Paris” as follows:

What is “Ecole de Paris”? In most simple words,
the era of national schools has been closed. And this
is the name given to the paintings produced by the
artists from all over the world who have preferred
Paris, a unique place to produce their masterpicces
without losing their national identities. In a narrow-
er sense, it may be even asserted that there no longer
exists a French painting. It is only Paris that has
achieved fame, and Paris is in France. Paris 15 the
place where the painting of the 20th Century has
best realized itself. This perception finds its way first-
ly through impressionism and then nabism, fauvism,
cubism and lastly abstract art. The consciousness and
the deep requirements of Ecole de Paris are to be
found in the discovery process rather than in
research ideology. Thus, different flavors can be
sensed, developing in its most naked, most concrete
form in and beyond the plastic phenomenon, and in
the characteristics of Ecole de Paris.

“What is “New Ecole de Paris™?

Starting from the characteristics of the plastic
phenomenon, it is the exploration of the hidden
truth behind them as well as the admiration felt for
this reality, which I do not think there may be a bet-
ter way to describe the abstract art. At this point, the
deepest aspect of surrealism and the most indepen-
dent aspects of abstract, - though Ythey seem to be

two enemies at first, - get together.

Art does not imitate the nature; it is the feeling
of it!

The representatives of the “New Ecole de Paris”
must be sought between 1940 and 1950. Therefore,
it is not possible to find artists such as Braque,
Chagall, Léger, Matisse and Picasso in this period.
Members of the “the New Ecole de Paris” belong to
another generation, which is sometimes more
mature in style, sometimes less experienced, but rec-
ognized worldwide.

“In fact we see the following names in the exhi-
bition: Hartung, Scheiden, Lapicque, Deyrolles,
Marie Raymond, Bazaine, Soulages. Manassier,
Poliakoff, Esteve, Carmen de Ribas, Chapoval,
Calmettes, Atlan, Arnal, Denise Chesnay, Degottex,
Dias, Dimitrienko, Duvillier, Lapoujade, Marcelle
Loubchansky, Messagier, Pons James Pichette,
Duentin, and finally. Fahrinntisa Zeid and Nejat
Devrim” (Adil 1952:7).

With these words, Fahr el nissa Zeid was consid-
ered as an artist of international standards. At the
same time, it can be said that in 1950%, Cubism-
orientated national modern art style in Turkish art
circles was replaced by international abstract art. It is
evident that, the recognition of a new pluralistic art
based on solidarity, rather than an evolutionary,
hierarchic, linear concept of art, was debated. In this
movement, Fahr el nissa had an important position.
In fact, the 1950% are recalled as a period during
which the discussions on “abstract art” made up
agenda of those days in the Turkish art community,
as it did in the world.

[1.3. Origins of abstract art in Zeid

Nearly all approaches to Fahr el nissa’s art agree
on the fact that her art is “abstract”. However, there
are differing views on the origins of “abstract”. The
majority associates her art with Islamic culture.
Cezer Tansugh, Andre Maurois are among those who
believe that her art is originated from Islamic
aesthetic. Ottoman culture as well as Iranian and
Arab-Persian sensibility. On the other hand, the
critics’ such as Bulent Ecevit, Ahmet Koksal, Cemil
Eren, entertain the common opinion that her
paintings bear the marks of Roman, Byzantine and

Christian  culture. Some writers like Charles
Esteinne, Denys Chevalier, Maurice Collis, Keith
Sutton, Jacques Lassaigne are of the opinion that her
personality is a synthesis of Islamic and European
culture. Therefore her art cannot be put under any
classification. Ahmet Koksal (1988). Dinger Erimez
(1996: 5). Kaya Ozsezgin, Talat Sait Halman (1994)
share this view. Whatever different views are pro-
nounced, the common view is that Fahr el nissa
Zeid is an artist of a synthesis.

Moreover, Zeid pointed out at several interviews
she made in 1960 and 1988 that she had never con-
sidered herself a product of Turkish tradition solely.
She also underlined that she had been an artist of
“Ecole de Paris” at the same time. She also said that
she had imagined herself on the top of a “tree of
life”:

“While painting, I feel that the Juice of this tree
is rising either to the branch on which I stand, or to
the one of the highest branches I wish I could reach.
Then it is lowing out of me to transform itself into
shapes and colors on my canvas. I am a sort of con-
ductor which senses and transmits the vibrations of
everything in the world.” (Cited from Roditi by
Parinaud 1960 (ed) 1984: 156. Turay 1988).

Her words expressed her wish to free herself
from the boundaries of “national art” and to be open
to any influences in the world of art.

Her failure in determining her status even in
her mind may be due to her continuous travels
and multinational/multicultural personality. Even
though she was praised throughout her life and
became the subject of the articles of leading Turkish
and European critics, it is still challenging to decide
where she belongs to, or where to place her in the
history of art. The European writers, who are in the
habit of evaluating an artist of Eastern origin mostly
with “orientalist” or “political” approaches, are a lit-
tle bit confused by seeing her “humanistic” and
“apolitical” attitude by not resorting to “orientalism”
despite her pure “oriental” identity. They fail to clas-
sify her. The same approach can be monitored in the
Turkish art circles yet in a different way. Her
“European” attitude, her distancing herself from
discussions on art and ideologies in Turkey and her
neutral stance prevented her from being considered

as ‘one of us’. In a way her image as a magnificent,
noble, distinguished and impressive artist made her
an “outsider” standing media vidae.

She is a remarkable global artist waiting to be
read again in the history of art within the context of
“globalization” fact which was seeded in 1950%,
theorized in 1970’5 and pronounced towards 2000.

I1.3.1. Islamic Tradition

Sezer Tansugh believes that Zeid’s art represents
the Islamic volition that has ventured to challenge all
contemporary classics of figurative and abstract arts
and has achieved once more to put the monumental
fantastic of the past on the agenda (Tansugh 1996:6).

Interpretations of Fahr el nissa Zeid’s abstract art
by European critics differ in some way. The concept
that considers Islamic art abstract concept of Islamic
tradition with “ornament”. Andre Maurois’s views
on her first exhibition held in Paris towards the end
of 1944 are as follows:

“Fahr el nissa has spontaneously turned to the art
styles captured in her glittering, beaming composi-
tions by arousing her instincts. Figurative art was for-
bidden to Islamic artists. They were not allowed to
paint the elements of nature. They could only repre-
sent them through various styles whose explicit
meaning was nothing but beauty. Thus, the picture
would sometimes be a crochet and sometimes be
embroidery or a mosaic. Fahr el nissa Zeid, while
creating her brilliant canvases and decorating her
strange-shaped stones, thought without prejudice.
She made her inner god speak and saw that propor-
tioned spaces were born of pure color harmonies of
her brush, that resembled Eastern carpets” (Kdksal
1989a: 8)

The art critic of Die Weltwoche associated Zeid's
move towards abstract with the eastern traditions:

“Its motive should be sought in the world of the
artist. Since she comes from east, she is naturally
distant from material in her art. She takes all
her power from decorative and pure lines, from
tempting watermarks. [ was amazed when I saw an
enormous painting, after all those smaller ones. This
painting was not just consisted of taste, color and
figures. That would not be captured by chains....”

Undoubtedly, another truth is that an eastern



and London. Her husband died in 1970. Since 1975
she moved to Jordan where her son lives. She estab-
lished an institute of fine Arts that bore her name
(Parinaud 1984, Turay 1988, Sénmez 1994:12).

She began her artistic training at the Imperial
Academy of Fine Arts in Istanbul. Her first visit to
Europe was to Venice. She was deeply impressed by
Palace of Doges, channels, gondolas, and charming
beauty of the city as well as the intertwining nature
of the city with the art. Then she went to Spain. She
visited Seville, Granada and Cordoba. She returned
to Italy and witnessed all the artistic heritage of
Rome and Florence (Anonymous 1950). Visits to
various European cities every year with Izzet Melih
Devrim enabled her to familiarize with the Western
art and to study the splendid masters (Devrim 1996,
Sonmez 1994: 24). In 1928, she went to Paris and
worked in the studio of Stalbach and Roger Bissiere
at Ranson Academy. After returning to Turkey, she
studied under Namik Ismail at the Academy of Fine
Arts between 1929 and 1930. She was in Berlin
1935- 1939 and visited Budapest. She returned to
Istanbul in 1941 (Seuphor: 294. Anonymous 1988,
Koksal 1989). She abandoned painting for some
time. She also left Istanbul. She joined the d-Group
in 1942. She left for Paris in 1946. She lived in big
metropolitans of Europe such as Paris, London and
Berlin for a long time.

Starting from 1942, she displayed her works in
the d-Group exhibitions. In 1944, she held-her first
private exhibition at the apartment named Ralli in
Magka, where she lived. Her second exhibition was
opened in 1945 at the same place. She moved this
exhibition to Izmir in 1946. Between 1946 and
1964, Zeid realized 13 exhibitions in London, Paris,
New York, Brussels and Zurich. She also participat-
ed in the UNESCO Exhibition in Paris, in Dublin
Academy of Fine Arts Exhibition, in Paris School
Exhibition in Florence, in the exhibitions of
Cincinnati and Pittsburg museums, in the Exhibition
of Bern Modern Art Museum, at the Pitsburg
Festival, in Bristol Contemporary Art Exhibition, in
London International Women Exhibition, at Salon
des Realities Nouvelles and Salon des Mai
(Anonymous 1964b). She held a number of exhibi-
tions at the worlds major galleries and museums, and

participated in various exhibitions (Anonymous
1964a). In 1964, she opened her exhibition in
Turkey after 19 years in Ankara and Istanbul. This
was followed by another exhibition composed of her
works from her niece Filireya Koral’s private collec-
tion organized by Macka Art Gallery at Ataciirk
Culture Center. In 1990, her works were displayed
at Neue Galerie-sammlung Ludwig in Aachen and
at Institute of Arab World in Paris. After her death.
various exhibitions were held in Istanbul in 1991,
1994, 1996, and 2000 and in Ankara in 2001 in the
memory of this unique painter.

The worlds well-known authors and critics,
namely Jacques Lassaigne, R.V. Gindertael, Charles
Estienne, Denys Chevalier, Andre Parinaud, Jean
Guichard-Meili Maurois, Rene Barotte, Andre
Breton, Leon Degand, Bernard Gheerbrant, Edouard
Roditi, Roland Penrose, Dora OQOuvaliev, Maurice
Collis wrote various articles about her.

The works of Fahr el nissa Zeid entered in vari-
ous collections in Europe and drew attention of
artistic community. Her works were bought by
Musée de L'art Moderne, in Dusseldorf Museum, in
the museums of Cincinnan and Pittsburg, and in the
Jordan Royal Collection. In Turkey, the State
Painting and Sculpture museums in Ankara and
[zmir as well as the Painting and Sculpture Museum
in [stanbul contain her works. Fahr el nissa Zeid was
awarded with decorations like “Kingdom of Jordan™,
Italian “Rispoli”, and French “Commandeur des arts
et des lettres.”

I1. Fahr el nissa and Art

Several critics asserted that painting was a passion
for Fahr el nissa. Even in 1945, Vedat Nedim To6r’s
words emphasized that her affiliation with art was
essential to her (To6r 1945): “. Panting 1s like
a natural phenomenon for Zeid. Just as flowers
cannot help blooming in the Spring. Just as bees
cannot stop making honey, just as fishes cannot
quit migrating, so Fahrel nissa Zeid cannot survive
without painting....A frenzied creativity, a complex
of deceiving and playing and a magnificent sample
of sublimation!

Zeid’s letter to Aliye Berger evidenced that,

painting was a genuine ritual for her and that the

rituals of this ceremony were not arising only from
a formal need, but also from a spiritual one
(Erbil 1975:3):

She said: “in order to achieve a masterpiece, first
you have to feel yourself within the picture, you
must settle yourself in it with all your existence.”
Then she was defining the people in her paintings.
She gave explanations on these people by using dia-
grams as if she was giving a painting course to me.
She advised me to think of my beloved ones, the
people whom I was longing for, whenever I wished
to add sweetness to my colors, to my figures. She was
telling me “Think of my mother, think of Berger,
think of me. Choose your colors that describe a
world in which you wish your beloved ones could
live in.” Her advice may be considered an important
clue that describes her art

She expressed the process of creation as follows:
“While painting, I find myself integrated to all living
things... Then I lose myself and become a part of a
superhuman creative process, which produces pic-
tures like a volcano erupting lava and rocks. Mostly.
I become aware of the picture only after it is com-
pleted” (Mansel 1990: 12).

Manifesting the mystical aspect of her personali-
ty. Fahr el nissa implied that her abstract expression-
ism was a trance like Pollock’s and an inevitable
adventure.

[1.1. The Beginning

Zeid started painting at the age of four, envying
her brother Cevat Shakir. She said, “the sound of his
brush was coming to my ears like a melody. He held
my hand and started moving it on the paper. Since
that day, neither that sound vanished, nor the passion
for painting.” At the age of twelve, she was already
drawing portraits. The art appealed to her mother
Sare [smet Hamm, like many other members of the
family. She used to paint oil pictures on silk clothes
and hang them on the walls of her home (Erbil
1975:3). Aliye Berger described her as,“a meticulous
woman''. She said “when she noticed that a part of
the picture was dirty, she would cover it by painting
a butterfly on it. If the stain was small she would
paint a caterpillar” (Erbil 1975:3).

The Kabaagha¢h family would spend the sum-

mers in Biiylikada, which used to be a voluntary
exile for some eight or ten Ottoman families, and
the winters in Elmadagh, Istanbul. Their children
continued to study painting and music (Edgu 1981,
Turay 1988:4). Literature, painting and music were
the indispensable occupations for the Shakir Pasha
family. When she was a child, Fahr el nissa had seen
the nude pictures painted by her brother Cevat
Shakir in this large house set in a big garden full of
flowers. Aliye Berger tells the story of the children
meeting with these paintings as follows:

“One day when the parents saw these pictures, all
hell broke loose. They were removed to the attic in
a great hurry. However, the attic was totally a differ-
ent universe for us, who were seven brothers and sis-
ters. First of all, there were little musical boxes up
there. They were thrown out there because the bal-
lerinas of the boxes were damaged somehow. But I
used to go upstairs to listen to them; it was so strange
to see naked women among the toys” (Erbil 1975: 3)
Zeid, who had painted some realistic pictures based
on imitation in the beginning, started to make figu-
rative exercises while attending the Ranson
Academy in Paris. She used a semi-impressionist
technique for a while. Then with her tutor’s encour-
agement, she chose abstract painting. In her first
exhibition of 1944, she cared for design and struc-
ture. In 1945, the colors became dominant Moving
closer to Ecole de Paris, she was influenced by the
Paris Abstract.

Il.2. Ecole de Paris

Having been the multinational capital of art since
the beginning of 1900s, Paris was welcoming young
talents from various countries. With the World War
[1, the term, ‘Ecole de Paris’, acquired a meaning dif-
ferent from its contemporary content. It was used to
describe the union of Eastern European, German
immigrants, American, Spanish artists such as De
Stael, Hartung, Riopelli, Soulages, Manassier,
Dubuftet. These artists were following non-figura-
tive, abstract trends, but were not related to any
national school (Murray 1989: 307-308).

With the World War 11, Paris lost its identity of
being the world’s capital of art to New York to a
large extent. After the war, Ecole de Paris adopted an
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An Artist and an Explorer Beyond
Ideologies in a Globalized World

by Zeynep Yasa Yaman

The biography of Fahr el nissa is as colorful and
sophisticated as the story of her family and; her art is
equally confused and elaborated. Therefore, the
name of Fahr el nissa Zeid seems to be destined to
stand alone in the contemporary Turkish art. On the
other hand, her artistic life bears some resemblance
to those of other artists. For example, she was taught
in the Academy of Fine Arts like almost all her con-
temporaries, had contacts with the European culture
and joined a certain group of artists, namely the d-
Group. Her artistic persona, which places her in a
prominent position among these similarities,
involves a fascinating story of an explorer.

|. Fahr el nissa Zeid

Born in Istanbul in 1901, Fahr el nissa Zeid is the
daughter of the Shakir Pasha, who was the Grand
Vizier Cevat Pasha’s brother, an Ottoman diplomat,
a photographer and a historian. Her mother was Sare
Ismet Hanum of Cretan origin. She is the sister of the
outstanding writer Cevat Shakir Kabaaghach, the
Fisherman of Halicarnassus, and the painter Alye
Berger. She is also the aunt of artist Cem Kabaaghag
and ceramist Fiireya Koral. Her father’s descendants
are the Kabaaghach family of nomadic origin, emi-

grated from Turkmenistan to Kabaagha¢ village near

Afyonkarahisar towards the end of the 18th century.
Being the owner of a Medresse (Muslim theological
school), the family taught at their Medresse for years.
Her mother’s family produced outstanding calligra-
phers. Her grandfather, a poet and a calligrapher, was
also interested in archeology (Oral 1972:9,
Anonymous 1964a, Koksal 1989a: 8, Devrim 1996).

Her primary education started in an elementary

school on Biiytikada (Grand Island), which was
opened by Shakir Pasha, an art lover. She completed
her secondary education in Notre Dame de Sion
and Pansion DBnagiotti. Meanwhile Sare Ismet
Hanim, who was said to have attended a Dergah
(monastery of dervishes) in Fatih together with her
parents who were members of Rufaiyah dervish
order, attributed great importance to allowing her
children to take English, French, piano and painting
lessons, besides Oriental culture and languages.
Thanks to their mother, the children studied Persian,
Arabic and the Holy Koran as well (Erbil 1975:3,
Ozdoghru 1975:32, Berger 1980:5. Edgii 1981). This
background may account for Zeid’s appeal to mysti-
cism and a personality full of love and tolerance.

Being a prototype of the Ottoman intellectuals,
Fahr el nissa’s family occupies a prominent place
among the Republican humanists. Zeid marked the
meeting with Atattirk in Dolmabahge Palace and her
conversation with him on art as one of the turning
points of her life (Anonymous 1976). Zeid was
always close to Atatiirk. For instance she was seated
next to Atatiirk at the conference on new Turkish
Alphabet and the first word written on the black-
board was her name: “Fahriinissa”.

The World War [ and the tragic death of Shakir
Pasha in 1914 shook the family deeply. Her first
marriage was to novelist [zzet Melih Devrim, one of
Servet-1 Fiinun writers, i 1920. Artist Nejad
Devrim and director - play actress Shirin Devrim
were born of this marriage. In 1934, she married to
Prince Emir Zeid el Hiseyin, Ambassador of Iraq to
Ankara. She gave birth to her son Prince Raad. She
performed her duty as ambassador’s wife in Berlin



Fahrelnissa Zeid

By Shirin Devrim Trainer

Fahrelnissa Zeid was born in 1901 in Istanbul of
an illustrious and artistic family.

As a veiled teenager she attended the Academy of
Fine Arts in Istanbul. While traveling extensively in
Europe with her first husband Izzet-Melih Devrim,
a prominent writer, she familiarized herself with
western art. In 1928, while in Paris, she studied at
the Ronson Academy with Stalbech and Bissiere,
who recognized her great talent. From this marriage
she had a son, Nejad, who became a leading painter
of the Ecole de Paris in the 1950s, and a daughter,
Shirin, who became a renowned Turkish actress and
director.

After divorce in the mid-thirties she married
H.R.H. Prince Zeid Al-Hussein, the Iraqi Minister
to Turkey. They spent the war years in Istanbul
where Fahrelnissa rented a studio and concentrated
on painting. In 1944 she had her first one-woman
show in her spacious flat where she exhibited 170
paintings. It was her Impressionist period, and the
exhibition was a major event.

When Prince Zeid was appointed as the Iraqi
ambassador to the Court of St. James, they moved to
London. Fahrelnissa maintained a studio in her
Kensington Palace residence as well as one in Paris
at 39 Rue de Grenelle. In spite of her diplomatic
duties she painted continuously and  shuttled
between the two capitals, exhibiting in both. Her
first one-woman show mn London was in 1947 at the
St. George's Gallery and in Paris in 1949 at the
Colette Allendy Gallery.

In 1950 she exhibited a series of large abstract
canvases at the Hugo Gallery in New York. From

then on Fahrelnissa put on or participated in almost
fifty exhibitions in Europe, USA and the Middle
East the most notable being the Institute of
Contemporary Art in London, 1954, the Gallery
Dina Vierny in Paris with Poliakoff and Pichette,
1955, The Hittite Museum in Ankara, 1964, the
Katia Granoft Gallery i Paris, 1969, the Peter
Ludwig Neue Gallery in Aachen and the Institut du
Monde Arabe in Paris, 1990,

In the 50s and 60s Fahrelnissa was very much
part of the Paris scene, and one of the leading critics
at the time, Charles Estienne, praised her work on
every occasion. In 1972, at her last one-woman show
at the Katia Granoff Gallery in Paris, she exhibited
huge portraits reminiscent of ancient Egyptian
Fayum paintings and Paleocrystallos - sculptured
chicken bones dipped i plastic. (The French
Minister of Culture, M. Andre Malraux had a Turkey
breast bone painted by her mounted on his desk).

In 1975, due to failing health, Fahrelnissa moved
from Paris to Amman, Jordan, to be near her son,
H.R.H. Prince Raad. In Amman she established the
“Fahrelnissa Zeid Institute of Fine Arts” For years
she held art classes at the Institute and exhibited
with her students at the Palace of Culture of
Amman. Fahrelnissa was a prolific artist who exper-
imented in many media. Her very last works were
unique stained glass panels hit from behind.

She died in Jordan in 1991. Since then there have
been several retrospective exhibitions of her work
both in Jordan and Turkey. The last exhibition to date
was in Ankara in May 2001, a centennial celebration.
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