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process by virtue of which the artist aims at connecting his abstractions to Arab
- Islamic origins by resorting, for example, to compound images, as exhibited
in his one - man show held in 1984 at the Riwaq gallery in Baghdad, where he
employs the arch to fulfil two functions simultaneously : the arch being either a
window that brings the horizons to view or a three - dimensinal dome embodied
in the horizon. Thus by viewing the painting on account of its being two -
dimentional , the artist leads us, through a further look, to conceive a

a third dimensin in the perspective. He also resorts to the use of the elements
of analogy and syrmetry in a very clear manner, particularyly in his etchings
and in works done in acrylic on canvas or paper.

Although it has been established, the experimerit, nevertheless still awaits
more - a mattor which the artist's innate offer still promises through his
persistence on research, and his endeavour to attain something new
emanating from the old. Moreover, in the event of our wondering yet whether or
not Rafa An - Nasiri has managed to find an Arab character in art - not through
the superficial process of applying paint to the surface of the painting but
through the actual embodyment of the spiritinherent in it - it would be sufficient
for me to make refrence to some of the observations made right after his one -
man show held in Paris, at the Galerie Faris, in 1983 : when turquoise blue
manifesteditselfradiantly and twilight red swung estatically in the outstretched
horizons, vistors and passers - by alike soon became cognizant that behind the
gallery’s glass - work a remarkable spirit peeped out ; nay, a personality that
insisted on bearing the traits of its homeland.

' B
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Upon blending the formation by bringing together earth and space, one can
induce from the artist‘s symbolic language a cosmic order whose movement is

dictated by an accurate ch ronical calculation that extends from the present to
the dephts of the past.

Regardless of whether his works are acrylic on canvas or on paper, or indeed
graphics, An - Nasiri succeeded in achieving a kind of artistic perfection by
virtue of two evident stands : a perceptive idea ; and an accurately grounded
visual research. Thus he combines the poetic stand with aesthetic research in
form ; and he forsakes neither under any circumstance. :

Those who have been following his abstract work since the 60’s can eaisly pin
point the inner movement in his forms and feel their organic growth - a growth
that may appear at times to be slow, but it in fact is full of movment, interacting
with the artist's perceptibe and technical experiment. Accordingly, his
paintings are almost an unceasing series of experiments.

Perhaps An - Nasiri seeks to embody abstract humane values that have deep
connections with the fixed notions of existence. He lays emphasisv on these
values through glorifying beauty, freedom and compassion; and moulds them
in a harmonious and well ordered unit that manifests itself spontaneously at
times, and intensionaly at others, to reflect, through the intensity of color and its
relaxedness, the artist’s mental and perceptiblé stand. Just as the harmony of
color and form spring from the mood of the artist, the arrangement of the
painting, together with charging it with visual items, is subjected to a conscious

i
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«The Philosophy of Art» (Faber), Herbert Reed says. «By realism we mean
fidelity of representotion, trulth to nature», Abshaction, there fore is: the pure or

essential form obstractracted from the concrete details». Reed further states
that: «In the same way obstraction will include any form of peression which
disprenses with the phenomenal inage, and relies on elements of exrpression
that are conceptual, metaphysical, abtruse and absolule».

It is self - evident that an artist does not proceed from the void - he chooses
what he sees, for only through what he sees can he express his humane and
artistic experiences alike. The horizons chosen by An - Nasiri as the basis for
his vision started from nature only to end in anxiety, both mental and
pereptible, which represents his breathless tendency to reach infinity and be
freed from the burden of shackles. Nay , he managed to draw the spectator into
flying with him to penetrate together thereafter through arches behind which
wide horizons be in concealment, just like the bird that breaks forth, in his
paintings, from the purple dawn to push away towards towns that dissipate
over far away banks that are almost lost between reality and illusion.

But, does the artist, after this, leave the viewer suspnded in space with nothing
toleanon ?

Very soon An - Nasiri constructs his material edifice at the bottom of the
painting inducing from the pastiits froms, ziggurats, crescents and doms which
he moulds into one solid mass that achieves the spiritual and structural
balance in the painting. -



reflected on objects, imparts a sensation that differs every hour, and spreads a
shade replete with color;and where the colors of the earth tone in boundless
richness until a shade of green transfroms the whole scenary into
harmoniously blended ribbons. Light has its own evident charm there-the river
is hony-colored and every thing in that habitat suggests purity and

harmony Even man, suspended between heaven and earth, is possesed bya
feeling of peace and tranquility: a feeling that has found an eternal hiding place
in the soul of the artist who is enabled, thus, to glorify it and pray for its
continuity. After all, is the artist not in effect a messanger of humanity ; and,
being thus, is it not incumbent upon him to offer alternatives pregnant with
hope amid a world overwhelmed by misery and over powered by burning
bloodshed ?

Itis in the nature of abstraction in art to emancipate man from his personality
and whet his mental perception. By observing life, he is prompted by his
tendencies to seek perfection ; and in attempting to find a solution, he reduces
details only to retain symbols signifying the unity and harmony of objects.

However, his unrestraint in discovering a new truth within arecogized one is
only made possible by virtue of the tension born from his consciousness of
aesthtic object.

In his article on realism and abstraction, which appeared in a book entitled




Arabic character. Man’s form is substituted for by his traces : and world unity is
clearly suggested when earth and space signs are blended together.

When recapturing An - Nasiri's experiment of horizontal geometric lines we
find those color ribbons that had limited the spectator to two sharp planes have
now been transformed to a prospective that suggests infinite horiznotal
stretches. The horizons were so deeply penetrated that they manifested
themselves in all his experiments and had their depths embodied in the
graphics - thus, the smaller the printing, the wider its depths it appears as
though the artist has mobilizd his feelings and imagination to construct his
passageway into the soul and to penetrate deeply into free basics.

To some, abstraction may appear to be a mere experimental tendecy, or some
somekind of fashion.

Be that as it may,to am abslutely positive that a geunine experiment must,
perforce, emenate from the artist's own self disposition and have a frim
connection with his personality. The fact that Rafa An - Nasiri was brought up in
open, rural miliew may go a long way in explainning his sharp tendency
towords terrestrial extensity and infinitely open spaces. Indeed , An - Nasiri

was born in the southern most extremities of tiie northren steppe
( in the town of TiKrts Some 200 Km north of

Baghdad where he spent his childhool and early youth; where horizons stretch
as far as the eye can see;where light has that serene clarity which, when




The etchings he accomplished during this period were obereved to have been

influrnced by his geomtrically orientated trend but to have gained, at the same
time, a greater degree of freedom and spontaniety in comparison with his
previous etchings. In other words his works were two fold :where one being
geometrically sharp; and the other, being spontaneously free, went to mitigate
the intensity of lines thus allowing the blend among abstract froms to be more
stream lined.

After that , An - Nasiri remained persistently adamant on mastering his craft
until his recent etchings , accomplished during 1981 - 1982, began to bespeak
of a high technical skill, especially those in which wide open harizons are
blended with solid mass thereby gradually drawing this experiment nearer to
that of his oil painting until the color purity achieved in the etching became a
subject of admiration and wonder. The artist had made use of the two
experiments and had pushed them into a single path.

Going back to the oil painting experiment, we observe that during the latter half
of the 70’s An - Nasiri began to lose his geometrical sharpness to allow greater
space for both freedom of movement and color meshing. Here, he proceeded
to divide the painting into two basic parts, namely an upper part and a lower
one, in which equisite transparency is blended with the soldity of the earth
whose hardness continues to increase thus acquiring a protruding and rough
texture. In so doing, the artist aims at creating an integrated cosmic world
whose language is essentially besed on signs, symbols, number and the



china. He coupled these compositions with modern techniques thus blending

collage with coloring to bring about ultra refined atmospheres.

Howvere, the experiment of painting on paper has another significance which
will crystalize in the future as we shall see and which is quite diffrent from the oil
painting experiment. The artist has become accustomed to the use of arcrylic:
this plastic material which, however easy it may seem to employ, is in fact
intractable requiring absolute control and speed of action.

In painting on canvas, An - Nasiri is inclined to adhere to geometrical
composition, and its strict outlines, using his colors with considrable boldness.
Thus, he blends gold with orange, and turqudise with black, thereby
establshing, through sharp colors and outward appearance, a trend
provocative to all traditional values.

This was in the early 70's when An - Nasiri's experience in the domain of
painting was relatively fresh in comparison with his experience and technical
capability in the field of etching. Neverthelss, it was with considrable intrest that
he proceeded to promote his painting experience and to master his craft.

In 1974, An - Nasiri joined a Summer course in the art of graphics in Salzburg,
Austria. It was during this period that he renewed his relation with etchings - a
relation that had been severed for nearly five years. This return afforded him a
new expressive power which manifested itself, very soon, in compositions and
bold color experiments that characterized his works - works that ment to
reinforce his practice afresh.

M



M

These planes are crossed by a shap black ribbon that descends
perpendicularly to pierce through the plane there by forming the Arabic

characterL. S. or O.

While being close to design and distant from painting in its traditional sense,

these sharp geomertical formations retained an expressive charge that

beholds the eye and captures the heart. f
Limiting the painting to two dimentions constituted an artistic novelty in the

Iraqi art medium on account of its boldness and freedom of performance which

soon captured attention.

Using the Arabic character with such expressive ability was an astounding
proof of the fact that An - Nasiri succeeded in establishing his artistic idenity,
while avoiding the use of the character as decorative element. This was due to
his ability to give the character, which has an ornamental value, effective ability
to create a diversified temprement in the determination of which color plays a
principal role.

An - Nasiri’s painting continued to follow this line for two or three years after
wich he ventured into an experiment that bespoke of an internal agitation, and
an attempt charged with emotion, aimed at finding new inlets and penetrating
into wider horizons. Thus he presented a collection of his works (water colors
and mixed media on paper) comprising abstract compositions, characterized
by freedom of movement and free flow, through which he retrieved the very
exquisite compositions he had acquired from his experience while studying in
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e - man show held in 1969 at the gallery of the Iraqi Artists
'Baghdad, evoked surprise among his acquaintances and
follow the progress of his art - a surprise which owed itself to the
_ between the works he presented following his return from his training
©Sourse in Portugal and those he had presented before. At the same time
however, and in this exhibition which mainly comprised etchings in addition to
some oil paintings, An - Nasiri laid particular emphasis on the fact that his
persuit of a singular trend characterized by novel expression did not foresake
the local, identity.

This was further affirmed in a similar exhibition which he held in Beirut, a little
later in that year, and which had a very favourable echo amid the cultural
circles there. Tobesure,meyear1969maywelbecomidemdlherad
beginingfaﬂisarﬁs'smermdﬂledevehmundlisaisicMW
the following years.
Inﬂleﬁstadiiundlnh\ﬁﬁn@up'ﬂid‘-alwh 1971 at the
quMMhWM-wmmm
wimmeomermenbersofﬂisﬁmp(mﬂia'ﬂ-kz.i,l'hdin
Samarchi, and Salih Aj - Jumai’i) in exhibiting works that both amazed and
surprised the visitors on account of their sharp expressions and excessive
abstractions. In this instance, An - Nasiri presented his composition, principally
inspired by the Arabic character, on rhombic planes and used sharp color
contrast (acrylic on board) whose potential is utilized to bring about a clean
color purity, free of tonalities, that extends in wide horizontal planes.




and visul intricacies that move so freely on paper or canvas and has in the
depths an inexhaustable and perceptible source for expressive forms ?
Intitially, he discovered in the Arabic letter a flexible plastic element that has an
expressive sense and a high aestheic value.

Like all novices who find themselves on the threshold of a new world, Rafa an -

Nasiri was bound to be swept away by his own enthusiasim to the extreme use
of methaphor in the composition. It was ar this juncture that the break between
the two stages occurred : a break that was at once both decisive and strange
from that stream lined, colorful and perceptible delicacy, through which nature
was exquisitely portrayed in paintings to sharp geometrical abstractions. From
his realistic paintings, on the other hand, his experiment in graphics barrowed
the depth of lines and their sharp outlines of faces and figures to constitute free
abstract froms in which the Arabic character figures as a principal element.
Thus we find that his linear capability has been transformed to a brief which
defines, on paper or eanvas, the features of a new construction for a closed
and equivocal world.
When An - Nasiri penetrated into the abtract form experiment, lines soon gave
way to geometric planes that extend over pure, white open space to bring
about a sharp contrast between two absoute values.
The Arabic character in An - Nasiri’s work has initially come to be incoroprated
within the composition to assume such a position whereby it constitutes an
expressive value that stands in utter isolation from any literal or enunciative
value. An Nasiri employs the character within the composition as a true artistic
form which defines both the identity of the work and its mood.
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In Lisbon, An - Nasiri found himself in close proximity to the modern trends of
the west with which sharp moods and naked rebelliousness, in destroying form
and in springing forth from the essence to a new form, he was soon to become
acquainted. Torn between the inherent realism to which he had been
accustomed and a novelty that wooed itself into his blood, and stormed his
youth and vitality with endlless flirtation, An - Nasiri stood, in contemplative
bewilderment, to face major questions : «<who am |», he wondered ; «<whatdo |

seek ? and how am | to touch the essence of the soul ? ».

It appears to me that aclose association exists between man’s natural
disposition and constitution, on the one hand, and the style he adopts, on the
other hand. To be sure , in the absence of this precise harmony berween the
inner rhythmic sense and the rhythms of the outer world expression is bound to
fall short of originality nevertheless, reaching these depths, discerning their
essence and then catching the exterior threads that connectthem to the inside,
remains a llatent problem. Whether consciously realized by the artist or not,
this question has remained a difficult crossing point that leads not only to the
crystalization of the style of an artist but also to the finding of a new fromula to
express the reality of the visible world mentallt, perceptibly and visually.

Against this novel consciousness An - Nasiri stood in bewilderment
contemplating his cultural background, and observing curiously a present
wrapped up in mystery, only to find himself facing yet another major question :
how to attain the creation of a significant character from among the intellectual
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In addition to painting in its general form his course of study which lasted until

1963, included graphics in all its techniques. Since realism prevails over
painting methods in China, it was not unnatural for An - Nasiri’s experiment,
therfore, to be influenced by the realistic mood which confines the eye to its
visual clarity. Thus , he proceeded to paint landscape, to potray the various
aspercts of life and to delineate portraits, gaining at the same time the ability to
economize, to come close to the essence and to give the painting its true spirit
through rapid strokes and graceful accomplishment.

This was clearly illustrated in his oil paintings accomplished during the period
of his study, particularly landscape and portraits, and in all his water colors t0o.
As a mattar of fact, traces of these strokes are eaisly discrenable nowadays in
his present abstract paintings.

An - Nasiri's talent has made itself clearly apparent ever since his student
days. This was evident from the positive reaction evoked by his frist exhibitoim,
held in Hong Kong soon after his graduation and prior to his return to Iraq in
1963, on account of the high degree of precision and strength that
characterized his works.

For several years after his return to Irag, An - Nasiri remained faithul to his
realisitic style. But a break with this tradition came after he was afforded an
appartunity to undertake a further period of studies and training. This
opportumity manifested irselfe in the form of a two year course in Portugal
(1967 - 1969) during which he was ushered into the domain of graphic works.




Rafa - Nasiri
A Passage Across The Horizons

Written by MAY MUDHAFFAR
Translated by NAMIR MUDHAFAR

A discussion of Rafa An - Nasiri and his art takes us back to an experiment that
extends over a period exceeding twenty years and one during which this artist
found himself shifting - from the remotest corner east to the farthest point west:
from total engulfment in reflecting enviromental reality, in tis natural, rural and
urban facets, to absoltue abstraction; and from imitation and impressibility to
the discovery of the soul through his quest for an identity in an art the
constituents and substance of which are drawn from western methds and
teechniques. To follow the threads of this experiment, thus, may well place us
against a principal question that has preoccupied artists, criitics and public
alike: is there an Arab art ? If $0, What are its characteristics ? How did it come
to being ? To what extent can we discern these very characteristics in the art of
An - Nasiri ?

When he chose to study in Pking, the capital of the People’s Republic of China,
in prefrence to studying in the West, Rafa An - Nasiri, being then a youth who
had just graduated from the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, was motivated by
curiosity to discover an exotic world which hitherto was not customarily chosen
as a place of study by Iragis. To be sure, an - Nasiri found himself utterly
captivated by this centuries - old world. This was in 1959.
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