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AN INSIGHT ON LEVANTINE ART
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ARTISTS
OF THE LEVANT

AN EVER PRESENT PAST

The modern art movements that flourished
across Bilad Al Sham, known to some as the
Levant, were transnational and multifaceted.
Socio-political and economic conditions
including decolonisation, nation building and
the harnessing of collective Arab identity were
formative in their development. Within this
landscape, female artists played a critical,
under-researched part. Some of the most

recognizable women artists include Vera
Tamari, Munira Nusseibeh and Samia Halaby in
Palestine; Saloua Raouda Choucair, Etel Adnan,
Samia Osseiran Jumblatt and Huguette Caland
in Lebanon; Wijdan Ali and Turkish-born
Fahrelnissa Zeid in Jordan; as well as Simone
Fattal, Asma Fayoumi and Leila Nseir in Syria.

Women were central
protagonists in the development
of Arab modernism and also
paved the way for collaboration
and collective action through the
founding of movements and
academic activities.

The philosophies they espoused came out of

pan-Arab cultural dialogue whilst also engaging

with Western art histories. They were often

working collectively in confronting the pressing
challenges of their times.
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NETWORKS BETWEEN
JORDAN AND LEBANON

In the early 20th century, life was rife with challenges in the
almost landlocked country of Jordan, with scant resources
and little educational opportunities beyond secondary
school. Formerly a British protectorate, it was only in 1946
that Jordan became an independent sovereign kingdom. It
was, therefore, to Lebanon, itself newly independent from
French mandate, that a young Hind Nasser traveled to
attend the Beirut College for Women (later renamed the
Lebanese American University), graduating in 1961. Unlike
Jordan, Lebanon’s art scene was already quite developed by
this point, and it was here that she was first given the
opportunity to meet with other artists. In 1957, 20 artists had
come together to establish the Lebanese Artists
Association, including pioneers such as Saloua Raouda
Choucair and Shafic Abboud. From the 1950s exhibitions
were a regular occurrence in Beirut, and by the time Nasser
completed her studies the newly opened Sursock Museum
had held its very first Salon d’Automne.

Meanwhile, in neighboring Iraq, a bloody coup had taken
place in 1958, almost wiping out the monarchy. Amongst
the survivors were Prince Zeid bin Hussein of Iraq, who
served as ambassador to London along with his wife
Fahrelnissa Zeid. Zeid was already a well-respected artist,
having exhibited across Europe such as at London’s Institute
of Contemporary Art in 1954. Many of the Iraqi royal family
who survived, including the ambassador and his wife,
eventually relocated to Amman where they were welcomed
by their Hashemite cousins. Zeid then started mentoring
women artists, finally setting up a formal school in Jordan in
1975 whose students included Hind Nasser.

Another graduate of the Beirut College for Women is Samia
Osseiran Jumblatt who was born in Saida in 1944. Osseiran
participated in the 8th Art Biennale in Alexandria in 1970
with her abstract painting Formative Radiation (1968-70),
which reflected her interest in light and color and the
depiction of planets and forms. The same subjects also
feature in Sunset (1968), a work from the same era in the
collection of the Dalloul Art Foundation in Beirut. Despite
the deteriorating political situation and the eruption of the
Lebanese Civil War (1975-1990), Osseiran went on to found
the NGO Artisana of Saida and South Lebanon in 1977.
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SYRIAN
PIONEERS

Syria was also a center for Arab modernism,
emerging from French rule between 1920
and 1946 to become a place where
intellectuals and artists gathered to
exchange ideas. Islamic philosophy and
Arab thought were central to artists in Syria
at this time, as were the politics of
liberation movements. An active figure in
Syrian modernism, Leila Nseir had studied
at the Cairo College of Fine Arts,
graduating in 1963, where she drew
inspiration from Egyptian mythology. She
was also a political activist and often
portrayed female and male laborers, but
was also engaged beyond her region,
taking as subject matter the Vietnam war,
for example. In The Martyr (The Nation)
from 1978, she notably depicts a female
martyr held up by grieving companions.
Unlike the customary depictions of war,
conflict and scenes of martyrdom, which

are often characterized by audacious colors
and harsh portrayals of violence, Nseir’s
poignant rendition of tragedy is a lyrical
tribute to the pain of loss. This artwork likely
came out of a visit she made to South
Lebanon in 1976, commenting on the plight
of war. According to Nseir, the figure was
inspired by the assassination of Marie Rose
Boulos (1940-1976), a social services
volunteer whose story was told in Etel
Adnan’s novel Sitt Marie Rose.

PALESTINIAN ARTISTS
IN THE WIDER REGION

The artist Munira Nusseibeh was born in the coastal city of
Jaffa in 1943 and grew up in the divided city of Jerusalem. In
1960, the French consulate offered her a scholarship to study
at the Académie de la Grande Chaumiére in Montparnasse.
Nusseibeh then worked in Les Ateliers in Paris at the Ecole du
Louvre and had her first one-woman show at Maison du
Brésil in Cité Universitaire in Paris in the mid 1960s. In the
1970s, she had solo exhibitions at Rhoda Sande and Katia
Granoff galleries in New York and Paris respectively, and
continued to exhibit in several other galleries. While living in
Abu Dhabi in the 1970s and ’80s, Nusseibeh produced some
of the earliest and most importantimages of Emirati men and
women in traditional clothes and settings, capturing a
fast-changing lifestyle. Serenity (1974) depicts the figure of
an Emirati man dressed in a traditional thobe, in a geometric
composition created using sand and tar.

From Amman to Beirut, Jerusalem to Damascus, the
tumultuous political histories of Bilad Al Sham had an

irrefutable part to play in the language developed by Arab
modernists, as did a privileging of a distinctly Arab
philosophy and aesthetics in figurative, abstract and
sculptural works. Throughout the 20th century, women were
central protagonists in the development of Arab modernism
and also paved the way for collaboration and collective
action through the founding of movements and academic
activities, ultimately challenging notions about gender and
hierarchy. Their legacy continues to bear fruit today.

The tumultuous political histories of

Bilad Al Sham had an irrefutable part to
play in the language developed by

Arab modemists, as did a privileging of a
distinctly Arab philosophy and aesthetics
in figurative, abstract and sculptural works.
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Lorem Ipsum
Dolorana Ti Kolo

Lorem ipsum dolorelit elit sit
elit amet, consectetur
adipiscing elit. Curabitur odio
arcu, commodo a facilisis.
Suspendisse tincidunt urna id
nunc viverra luctus. Proin
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