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Dia Azzawi is internationally renowned as one of 
the pioneers of modern Arab art. Azzawi’s oeuvre 
includes a range of subjects derived from Iraq’s 
Mesopotamian heritage, Arabic poetry and topical 
political issues, executed in a variety of media: 
painting, sculpture, prints, drawings, and book art. 
He lives and works in London but continues to draw 
inspiration from his homeland, Iraq. 

Born in Baghdad in 1939, Azzawi started his artistic 
career in 1964, after graduating from the Institute 
of Fine Arts in Baghdad and completing a degree 
in archaeology from Baghdad University in 1962. 
In 1969, Azzawi co-founded the New Vision group, 
uniting fellow artists ideologically and culturally as 
opposed to stylistically. Through his involvement 
with New Vision, Azzawi found inspiration in 
contemporary subjects and issues, particularly 
the plight of the Palestinians. From 1968 to 1976, 
Azzawi was the director of the Iraqi Antiquities 
Department in Baghdad. He has lived in London 
since 1976, where he served as art advisor to the 
city’s Iraqi Cultural Centre from 1977 to 1980. 

With exhibitions of his work held worldwide – 
including, more recently, the unveiling of Sabra 
Shatila at the Tate Modern – his art features 
in international private and public collections 
including the Museums of Modern Art in Baghdad, 
Damascus and Tunis; Jordan National Gallery 
of Fine Arts, Amman; Mathaf: Arab Museum of 
Modern Art, Doha; Barjeel Art Foundation, Sharjah; 
Kinda Foundation, Saudi Arabia; Una Foundation, 
Casablanca; Arab Monetary Fund, Abu Dhabi; 
Development Fund, Kuwait; Jeddah International 
Airport; British Museum, Tate Modern, and Victoria 
and Albert Museum, London; Institut du Monde 
Arabe, Bibliothèque Nationale de France and Colas 
Foundation, Paris; Harba Collection, Iraq and 
Italy; Gulbenkian Collection, Lisbon; and Library of 
Congress and the World Bank, Washington, DC.
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1110 Saleem Al-Bahloly received a PhD in Anthropology 
from the University of California, Berkeley in 2014. 
During the year 2014-2015, he is a fellow at EUME, 
a multi-disciplinary research programme at the 
Forum Transregionale Studien in Berlin, where he 
is working on a book about art and the critique of 
violence in the Arab world during the 1970s.

Charles Pocock is Managing Director of Meem 
Gallery and the founder of Al Noor Institute of 
Middle Eastern Art (NIMEA) and Al Noor Library. 
He is cultural advisor to the Abu Dhabi Music and 
Arts Foundation. He has written and produced 
numerous books on modern and contemporary 
Middle Eastern art, including publications on the 
artists Dia Azzawi, Parviz Tanavoli, Ali Omar Ermes 
and Abbas Kiarostami. He also writes art columns 
on the subject in GCC journals. He provides 
commentary on the Middle Eastern art market to a 
number of leading international newspapers such 
as the International Herald Tribune, Wall Street 
Journal, Financial Times and Art Newspaper. He is a 
Fellow of the Royal Asiatic and Royal Geographical 
Societies in London.

Nada Shabout is Professor of Art History and the 
Director of the Contemporary Arab and Muslim 
Studies Initiative (CAMCSI) at the University of 
North Texas. She is the founding president of the 
Association for Modern and Contemporary Art from 
the Arab World, Iran and Turkey (AMCA); the author 
of Modern Arab Art: Formation of Arab Aesthetics 
(University of Florida Press, 2007); co-editor with 
Salwa Mikdadi of New Vision: Arab Art in the 21st 
Century (Thames & Hudson, 2009); and is currently 
co-editing with Anneka Lenssen and Sarah Rogers 
the forthcoming volume Modern Art of the Arab 
World: Primary Documents, part of the International 
Program at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
2017. She is the founder and project director of the 
Modern Art Iraq Archive (MAIA), which documents 
and digitizes modern Iraqi heritage. Shabout is the 
Consulting Director of Research at Mathaf: Arab 
Museum of Modern Art, Doha.

C
on

tri
bu

to
rs

courtesy of the artist presented in pdf. copy to www.ibrahimicollection for publishing on the site



1312 What Professor Nada Shabout and Saleem Al-
Bahloly have written in their essays in this catalogue 
about Dia Azzawi and his work cannot be bettered. 
I really cannot thank them enough for really getting 
to grips with the subject matter and examining 
the body of work exhibited and the period it was 
produced in. Both Nada and Saleem are exceptional 
art historians and it is a great honour to have them 
both contributing to this publication on Azzawi.

I have worked with Dia now for eight years. We first 
met at his studio eleven years ago in 2003 and it 
took a few years to prove my worth. I have learnt 
so much from and with Dia. I cannot do justice 
with words to the relationship we have built over 
the years, both professional and personal. I will 
endeavour to ‘take it easy’ in times of stress and 
when something is unacceptable, be quite happy 
to say ‘insult!’—expressions well known to all 
those who know Dia well. I believe the relationship 
between an artist and gallery should be close and 
mutually beneficial. There has to be respect, trust 
and understanding between both parties. We learn 
from each other and grow together.

The international awareness of modern and 
contemporary Middle Eastern art has grown 
rapidly over the past eight years. In 2012, Azzawi’s 
masterpiece Sabra Shatila joined the permanent 
collection of the Tate Modern, hung in the 
‘Transformed Visions’ display at the museum.* We 
have seen the works of Azzawi, Parviz Tanavoli, 
Ibrahim Salahi, Marwan and Abbas Kiarostami 
join the permanent collections of the Tate Modern, 
British Museum, Centre Pompidou, LACMA, MoMA, 
V & A, Mathaf, Guggenheim Abu Dhabi and the 
Met in the past six years, to name a few leading 
international collections. Meem Gallery has worked 
directly with these leading artists and to see their 
work exhibited to a broader audience and as part of 
this movement is a great honour.

Dia Azzawi has been at the forefront of 
contemporary Arab art for fifty years. His paintings 
exhibited at Frieze Masters in October 2014 will 
not only expose a new audience to modern Middle 

Eastern art but to Azzawi’s work from an early 
period of his career, the 1960s and 1970s, many of 
which have not been exhibited in London or Europe. 
Having moved from Baghdad to Britain in 1976, 
London is very much home to Azzawi—his studio is 
here as well as his family.

I would like to thank Dia Azzawi for being my guide, 
my accomplice and above all for being an incredible 
friend. The project at Frieze Masters 2014 has been 
put together with Dia and he has supported us in 
all ways: with the catalogue and the exhibition. I 
would like to thank Tala Azzawi-White for lending 
us some of her father’s magnificent works as well 
as the collectors who lent works who would like to 
remain anonymous. I would like to thank Sultan bin 
Sooud Al-Qassemi and the Barjeel Art Foundation 
for the loan of Pretenders Mask, a work Meem 
acquired for Barjeel at Skinner Auctions in Boston, 
Massachusetts. The painting was first acquired 
directly from Azzawi’s first solo show at Al-Wasiti 
Gallery in Baghdad in 1965 by Louis Albert McMillen 
and brought to the United States when Mr McMillen 
moved back home from Baghdad in the late 1960s. 
After his death in the 1980s, his wife inherited his 
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collection and after her passing in 2008, the estate 
was sold at Skinner Auction House in 2009, where 
we acquired the work for the Barjeel Art Foundation. 
It feels that we have come full circle, from 1964 to 
2014, fifty years.

I cannot thank enough Samar Faruqi, Meem’s 
Director of Research, for editing and organizing 
the content of this publication; Noura Haggag, our 
Creative Director, for designing a great book; and 
Meagan Kelly Horsman, Meem’s Director of Business 
Development, who joined the gallery one year ago, 
for her focus on developing our participation in 
international art fairs and making Frieze Masters 
happen for Meem. Thank you all for your patience, 
understanding and for making this happen.

Charles Pocock
Managing Director, Meem Gallery
Dubai
September 2014

* See http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/video/
tateshots-dia-al-azzawi and   http://www.theartnewspaper.
com/articles/The-Tate-buys-work-about-Sabra-and-Shatila-
massacres/27162.

Kaissar Rizkallah, 
Charles Pocock, 
and Dia Azzawi 
in La Mirande, 
Avignon, August 
2014
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1514 ‘The art we want is the art that arises from and 
culminates in humanity. It is the art that takes the 
human being as its source and goal. If art has 
meaning, in my opinion this would be its meaning,’ 
wrote the Arab poet Adonis in 1953.1 For Adonis, 
art should not be about aesthetics and style but 
about humanity and its endless toils. His rejection 
of ‘art for art sake’ not only evoked the heated 
debates between the progressive and conservative 
modernists in Europe, but also came at a time 
when formalism was touted as a triumph of the 
avant-garde. Artistic progress in the Arab world, 
he argued, should be based on ideology and 
existentialism as opposed to aesthetics and form, 
the former shaping the latter.

Nevertheless, Adonis’ stance on art equally 
reflected the predicament of modern Arab artists 
in their quest to negotiate their place in the 
history of art. There were several experiments 
by the earlier generation of the pioneer artists 
in the Arab world, in Iraq specifically, to localize 
their subject matter and to an extent their formal 
approach in the execution of works. One of the 
most influential artists in Iraq and the Arab world, 
Dia Azzawi, however, strove to abandon neither. 
In an introduction to his 1976 exhibition at Nadhar 
Gallery in Casablanca, Azzawi explained:

Unknown text, mysterious, beautiful ancient 
heritage, neglected wall drawings, and 
what individual and collective histories 
reveal of secrets and concerns, as well as 
some of humanity’s outbursts that emerge 
in the midst of restraint. These documents 
are signs, whether accidental or as an 
inclination towards a national history and 
living popular memory, and these are my 
means to effective expression. Their value 
is in what they construct, in the least, as 
an extant relationship that surpasses the 
knowledge of the viewer or new intervals of 
consciousness; times that counter isolated 
and temporary visual statements. These 
internal sources present us with common 
regulations to human assets and daily life. 
It also displays possibilities that explain 
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ut historical intersections as free outcomes 
able to subdue the needs of national 
cultures and their evolution to their parallel of 
contemporary statements of expressions.2

In his journey of art, Azzawi’s understanding of a 
painting was transformed from seeing content as a 
surface that understood its boundaries and existence 
through evoking colour sensitivities into an interior 
personal extension through which he negotiates his 
relationships with humanity. In the later morphology, 
there are no longer any distinctions between content 
and form. Instead, they intertwine to construct what 
I would argue is a dynamic ‘utopian reality’ that 
is capable of surviving its moment of expression, 
as Adonis would say. ‘When man finds the way 
of illusion, things are stripped from their external 
boundaries,’ Azzawi explains, ‘and become adept to 
express their inner being.’3

Azzawi is a transnational and trans-spatial artist 
whose career spans several decades of important 
moments and shifts in the history of the region. In his 
intimate and passionate relationship with Baghdad, 
which equally acts as a surrogate for Iraq, Azzawi 
constructed a ‘Baghdad imaginary’, that is, a spatial 
rather than territorial construct, often carrying 
references to the place but not to time. This Baghdad 
imaginary will remain his main source of inspiration 
and is repeatedly negotiated in his work. His collective 
oeuvre is in itself a total work of art that considers 
many of the same concerns from different directions 
and at different moments. With a strongly recognized 
and distinct personal style, Azzawi is a prolific and 
daring artist who continuously experiments with 
different mediums and has addressed various topics 
in his work from love to war.

The Beginnings
Azzawi was born in one of Baghdad’s oldest and 
most traditional neighbourhoods, al-Fadhil, with 
siblings of diverse artistic interests and involvements, 
through whom he was exposed to the city’s 
intellectual life. Moreover, he grew up surrounded by 
a culture rich with folkloric iconography. Thus from 
an early age he had his finger on the city’s pulse and 
participated in her various events. 

A student of the Iraqi modern pioneers, like Faiq 
Hassan, at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad, he 
had started his love affair with Iraq through its ancient 
heritage, studying archeology at the Faculty of the 
Humanities at Baghdad University. Having studied 
European academic art styles at the institute and 
ancient Iraqi mythology at the university, through 
these contrasts and tensions Azzawi developed 
a unique and intimate understanding of the 
different layers of Iraqi history, while simultaneously 
deciphering modern art movements. It also made him 
grasp the affinity between ancient and modern forms.

At the Faculty of the Humanities Azzawi joined the 
extremely active Free Atelier directed by the artist 
Hafidh al-Droubi. The atelier that was transformed 
later into the Impressionist Group in 1953 is 
probably where Azzawi further harnessed his love for 
poetry through meeting the poet Muzaffar Al-Nawab 
and other Iraqi intellectuals of the time.4 Stylistically, 
however, Azzawi and many of the other artists in 
the group did not favour the Impressionist style. The 
group unity was manifest more in its focus on Iraqi 
subjects rather than style. 

Azzawi’s style from the beginning expressed an 
interest in the earlier experiments of Jamaat Baghdad 
Lil Fan al-Hadith (Baghdad Group of Modern Art), 
formed by Iraq’s best-known modern artist, Jewad 
Selim and Shakir Hassan Al Said in 1951, and their 
promotion of an innovative engagement with heritage. 
Considered as Iraq’s most significant art group, 
Selim perceived it as a necessary step beyond what 
al-Ruwad (pioneers) had accomplished in their efforts 
to introduce modern art in Iraq, to initiate a new way 
of thinking about making art and to fulfil the notion of 
negotiating both the past and the present. Moreover, 
it was the first group that constituted a movement/
school of thought and style instead of a gathering 
of artists who shared a philosophy. Nevertheless, 
Azzawi’s understanding of the concept of istilham 
al-turath (seeking inspiration and motivation from 
heritage) differed epistemologically from that 
of the Baghdad Group of Modern Art, and his 
understanding of humanity diverged tremendously 
from theirs, reflecting the changes of the period given 
the socio-political fluctuations in society. 
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1716 For the Baghdad Group of Modern Art, Baghdad’s 
contemporary popular culture with its preservation of 
tradition and folklore was the main emphasis. They 
were very successful in coining the contemporary 
Iraqi iconography that remains prevalent today and 
with which the following generations were profoundly 
engaged. Selim managed to negotiate a local style 
that was also in full dialogue with the international 
modern movements. For Azzawi, however, the scope 
the group was very limiting. The world of Azzawi’s 
paintings were not concretely concerned with the 
present. His works had no geographical or temporal 
boundaries. It was instead a utopian reality through 
which various moments of history in Iraq intersected 
and were juxtaposed. He did not discriminate against 
form or content, and constructed a transcendent 
existence; a hyperreality that at first celebrated the 
possibilities of further glory.

Nevertheless, his constructed world was always 
about people, even in their absence. For Azzawi, 
‘a person (al-Shakhs) is an integrated world, 
extended, pervasive, influential, and influenced by 
all of life’s activities from hustling to [periods of] 
silence. Moreover, he has a temporal dimension, 
and through the impact of emotions, this person 
extends to events and times. He is also amplified 
through passion and dreams while he exists through 
his apathy personified through his mythological 
interests.’5 Thus Azzawi’s person is almost never 
individualized but is rather constructed as a type, a 
persona.6 She is not a linear construct nor does she 
necessarily exist in a chronology of history. Hers is 
rather a dialectic existence through history. She is, 
however, an incapacitated person because of her 
utopian existence and dreams.

In the introduction to Azzawi’s 1971 solo exhibition 
at the Baghdad National Museum of Modern Art, the 
critic Moa’id Shukri al-Rawi wrote, ‘If I may propose 
ending a progressive period of Iraqi art with [the 
artist Jewad] Selim as someone who developed a 
fundamental vision for Iraqi art, then I can also point 
to Azzawi as someone who continued, intensified 
and advanced that vision from a more conscious, 
inclusive and informed private world.’7 Al-Rawi 
argued that ‘in his contemporary moral stance, 

Azzawi eliminates the presence of the contemporary 
person whose existence is instead present through 
traces of the past.’8 Hence the prevalence of 
the notion of the epic in Azzawi’s work almost 
form the very beginnings, through which a moral 
position is revealed. In his later work, a more direct 
confrontation is found, nevertheless, still within the 
epical construct. 

Stylistic Transformation

Under the sun of the green east—
on the grey horse of a dream,
through Jaykur’s bounteous summer
I rushed along distant roads,
between flowers, dew and water,
searching the horizon for a star,
a birthplace of the soul beneath the skies
for a spring to slake the flames of thirst,
searching for the exhausted traveller.9

Badr Shakir al-Sayyab, Return to Jaykur (1962)

Azzawi’s early works express his mastery of line and 
graphic qualities, but equally betray his relationship 
with poetry, which develops into a central theme 
in his later work. His work has always conveyed a 
poetic sense: the poetics of line, of colour and of 
relationships. Azzawi never abandons the intimacy 
of the line but later its delicacy is overpowered 
by the strength and sensitivity of his colours. 
Nevertheless, his early work, which divulges his 
distinctive style, will continue to flash back through 
his later work. The Arabic letter, present in his early 
works, transforms in many ways to become the 
meeting ground where his earlier love for line and 
poetry is manifest in new negotiations between text 
and image.10 

Azzawi’s works displayed in the 1964 Annual 
Exhibition of the Iraqi Artists Association and the 
Exhibition of the Impressionist Group, introduced 
audiences to his negotiations between Iraq’s ancient 
and folkloric heritage and modern form. In the 
painting Ancient Symbols (1964), the artist abstracts 
cultural iconography into a survey of possibility of 
meaning. Recalling two distinct cultural periods 

Shakir Hassan Al Said
Al Deek Al Faseeh (The Articulate Cockerel) (1954)
Oil on canvas
60 * 44 cm
Image Courtesy of Barjeel Art Foundation
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Jewad Selim
Baghdadiyat (1956)
Mixed media on board
98.5 * 169 cm
Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha
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2120 in Iraq, the painting resembles an impression of a 
Sumerian seal imprinted on a traditional Iraqi kilim, 
pervading time and place, the symbols creating an 
array of new cultural signatures. 

Stylistically his work of the early 1960s remained 
more figurative with stronger ties to mythology 
and history, which was the thread that maintained 
his connection to the Baghdad Group of Modern 
Art as their anticipated inheritor who could further 
their goals. Equally Azzawi’s use of colour reflected 
the inspiration of his teacher Faiq Hassan. He 
was thus able to negotiate two distinct strands of 
development in modern Iraqi art: the philosophical 
abstractions of Iraqi signs and symbols by the 
Baghdad Group of Modern Art and Faiq Hassan’s 
mastery of technique and the passionate colour 
sentiments of his more direct representation of Iraqi 
daily life. 

In Azzawi’s, Folkloric Mythology (1966), the Islamic 
elements of Iraq’s history seem to overpower 
that of the ancient. The horse, a precious animal 
in Arab mythology, carries conflicting symbolism 
and significance in Azzawi’s work, making several 
appearances throughout his oeuvre. In this work 
Azzawi offers a ubiquitous yet obscure connection 
between the horse and the structure beneath it, 
which simultaneously references the black cube 
of the Ka’aba in Mecca and the shrine of Imam 
Husayn in Karbala. Expounding the utopian reality, 
the horse floats above the ground, virtually touching 
the crescent moon above, balancing two smaller 
crescents on his back, perhaps mirroring the 
conflation of the two structures – the Ka’aba and 
Imam Husayn’s shrine – presented below. There is 
no distinct geographical setting, leaving the viewer 
equally floating through history. The crescents 
recall those of Selim’s hilaliat (crescent-like) and 
the Baghdad Group of Modern Art, where Selim 
abstracted the visual rhythm and form of the ever-
present duality in his work through the two basic 
shapes of the circle and square into gestural and 
stylized articulations in crescent shapes. However, 
the crescents equally signify Azzawi’s move beyond 
the group’s boundaries, particularly in choice of 
subject matter that extended beyond their sphere 

of interest. Here again, the graphic qualities of the 
composition are strong but the colour palette is 
quite conservative, adding a sombre feeling to the 
moment. The strong contrast created by the smaller 
areas of red in the painting initiates the tension that 
will remain a signature in Azzawi’s work. 

Executed in the same year, Azzawi’s Pretender 
Mask (1966) displays the earthy, subdued pallete he 
abandons in much of his later work. While one could 
clearly situate the mask in ancient mythology with 
references to the Epic of Gilgamesh, the title betrays 
Azzawi’s new focus on contemporary political 
events. The mask resembles a volcano that erupts 
from the ground carrying several symbols, including 
a very clear contemporary sign of the hand. 

The Epic of Gilgamesh helped Azzawi construct his 
utopian reality and transform it into what he termed 
‘epical contemporaneity’, as both style and content, 
‘To achieve through its plastic dimension a presence 
tied to our psychological and intellectual reality.’11 
The epic presented a meeting ground for Azzawi’s 
love of ancient mythology, poetry and his concern 
with contemporary issues. The Epic of Gilgamesh 
is a poem that narrates the adventures of the king 
of Uruk in Babylonia while offering insights into 
man and nature, love and adventure, friendship 
and combat, and life and death. It is a story about 
the meaning of life. The story, however, ends in 
a failed struggle for immortality, thus illustrating 
the impossibility of a utopia.12 Through a series of 
drawings, produced from 1966 to 1967, Azzawi 
explored the ancient epic as a means of guiding his 
interpretation and representation of the concept of 
struggle in a contemporary context. 

Azzawi articulated his admiration of the Epic in 
an essay published in 1965 in the Amiloun fil Naft 
magazine edited by Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, which he 
opened with: ‘The Epic of Gilgamesh, that should be 
named the eternal Iraqi “Odyssey”, is a masterpiece 
of world literature. It is the oldest heroic epic in 
history with no parallel in any ancient civilizations 
before the Greek.’13 He further explained its timeless 
significance based on the universal concepts it 
addresses, particularly that of the injustice of death, 

Faiq Hassan
Bedouin Tent (1950)
Oil on wood
58 * 74 cm
Private Collection, London
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2322 the ‘eternal struggle between man’s inevitable death 
and his subjugated desire for existence.’14 

Azzawi’s utopian concept of reality takes a 
deconstructive approach of the various elements 
involved to probe possible contemporary 
reinterpretations. It thus goes beyond the notion 
of a synthetic composition that combines diverse 
elements inspired by history to a direct reading 
of historical analyses of cultural memories. It also 
allowed Azzawi to retain a perception of a narrative 
that is always fragmented and never linear or 
contained. It equally took his negotiations of the 
relationship between text and image to a new level, 
in which both media lose their intrinsic meaning 
and value to form a new distortion of temporal and 
spatial spheres. 

Another historical theme that came to carry 
contemporary significance for Iraqis is the 
martyrdom of Husayn— the Prophet Muhammed’s 
grandson who was killed in the battle of Karbala 
in Iraq in the seventh century. In its contemporary 
manifestation in modern Iraqi culture, the martyrdom 
came to represent, in Iraqi folkloric symbolism, 
suffering and betrayal devoid of its religious context 
but retaining its political connotation. The Iraqi artist 
Kadhim Haider first articulated the theme in 1964. 
For Azzawi, his stylized deconstruction of the theme 
further facilitated his shift from a utopian reality of 
possible optimism to its opposite, a dystopian reality 
that invokes anxiety, deceit and duplicity. 

A New Vision
Azzawi is one of the few Iraqi artists of his generation 
who was fully trained in Iraq. During his education 
at the Institute of Fine Arts in Baghdad and given 
the lack of art books at its library, he had very 
limited access to European art movements. After 
graduation, Azzawi directed the new private Riwaq 
al-Wasiti (Al-Wasiti Gallery) established by a number 
of Iraqi architects, where his exposure to European 
modernism and its avant-gardes came through his 
contact with Iraqi artists returning from scholarships 
to Europe and exhibiting in the gallery. It was also 
where he held his first solo exhibition in February 
1965. Moreover, his work at the gallery allowed him 

to resume his participation in a wider discourse that 
covered all intellectual outlets in the country—as he 
did as a youngster through his siblings. 

The 1960s generation of artists witnessed 
a pivotal shift, which Azzawi argues marked 
the actual beginning of a modern Iraqi art 
historiography, through a pronounced liberalism 
and experimentation.15 There were a number of 
distinct developments that fostered the environment 
for new progress and new directions in the visual 
arts, poetry and architecture. For the first time in 
the history of Iraq, public art by Iraqi artists was 
being erected in various parts of the city, including 
Jewad Selim’s Nasb al-Hurriya (the Monument of 
Freedom, 1959–1962), Khalid al-Rahhal’s Nasb al-
Umouma (Monument to Motherhood), the architect 
Rifat al-Chaderji’s Nasb al-Jundi al-Majhoul (The 
Unknown Soldier Monument, 1959–1961), and 
Faiq Hassan’s Celebration of Victory Mural in 1958. 
Additionally, the National Museum of Modern Art 
was inaugurated in 1962.

A number of art galleries were established giving 
space for artists to exhibit their work, which 
consequently increased the number of exhibitions. 
Solo artists’ exhibitions started in 1964 and 
multiplied with time. Azzawi specifically lists two 
exhibitions by Kadhim Haider and Ismail Fattah, 
although contradictory in their vision, as two of 
the most influential at the time. Fattah’s introduced 
a new understanding of modern sculpture. Of 
Kadhim Haider’s Azzawi recalled, ‘The exhibition of 
the Martyr’s Epic in 1965 forms a pivotal shift in the 
history of Iraqi art. The exhibition took place during 
complex political and cultural circumstances, 
which transformed martyrdom into a contemporary 
symbol loaded with tragedy and away from any 
religious signification.’16

The establishment of the Academy of Fine Arts 
in Baghdad in 1962, and the Department of 
Printmaking (graphic art) headed by the Polish 
artist Roman Artemovsky, brought about a new 
understanding of modernism. A new wave of artists 
studying abroad returned to Iraq. This group did 
not only study in Western Europe, but a number 

Kadhim Hayder
The Martyr’s Epic (1965)
Oil on canvas
91 * 127 cm
Image Courtesy of Barjeel Art Foundation
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2524 returned from China, Cuba, Poland, and the USSR. 
The political optimism of the 1950s leading to the 
1958 revolution, inciting an activism that for a period 
of time aligned itself with the state had evaporated 
in the wake of the 1963 turmoil.17 Azzawi felt the 
tensions of the time when he served his eighteen-
month compulsory duty in the army reserve in 
1966 and was stationed in northern Iraq during the 
Barazani Rebellion for an independent Kurdistan that 
had turned into a long war between the Iraqi army 
and the Kurds.

While Azzawi’s formal approach continued to pay 
allegiance to the Baghdad Group of Modern Art, he 
reconsidered his subject matter, selecting themes 
that extended beyond the local references that 
formed the core of the group’s artistic manifesto. 
His late 1960s work added a particularly candid 
political dimension to aestheticizing the local 
folklore and characteristics that Jewad Selim had 
intellectualized during the previous decade. As such 
Azzawi challenged the notion of tradition as was 
advocated by the Baghdad Group of Modern Art. 
His perception of tradition was not dictatorial or 
bound by a local nationality.

The 1967 Naksa (crisis) that resulted from the rapid 
loss of Arab armies against Israel in the six-day 
war shocked and disrupted many of the social and 
cultural conventional understandings and propelled 
unfiltered reactions from artists. It also intensified 
a new revolutionary current among artists around 
the region. Azzawi, who had already exhibited his 
dissatisfaction with what was happening in Iraq 
through his shift to the dystopian reality while further 
emphasizing the absence of the contemporary 
man in his work, now took a more active position. 
In 1969, along with the artists Hashim Samarchi, 
Mohammad Mehr al-Din, Rafa al-Nasiri, Saleh 
al-Jumaie, and Ismail Fattah, formed al-Ruyya 
al-Jadidah (the New Vision Group), which in many 
ways further defied the legacy of the 1950s artists 
while simultaneously building on it. 

Within the widespread feelings of defeat and anger, 
a strong sentiment towards the potential of pan-
Arabism and the desire for Arab unity was manifest 

in further challenging the existing state of affairs. 
The group’s manifesto, published in October of the 
same year, under the title Towards a New Vision 
expressed the group’s vision in a strong language of 
defiance and rejection of social, cultural and political 
conditions and limitations. It was not a new school 
of art but an activist vision towards injustice.

We reject the artist of partitions and 
boundaries. We advance. We fall. But we will 
not retreat. While we present to the world our 
new vision.... 
We reject social relations resulting from 
falsification masks and we reject what is given 
to us as charity. We are the ones to achieve 
justification of our existence through our 
journey of change....
We challenge the world. We deny a military 
and intellectual defeat for our nation [our 
ummah]. We glorify the popular liberation war 
signified by the martyrs ... the glory of this 
nation. 

In Azzawi’s most radical expression, the relationship 
between art and revolution was declared while 
articulating art’s role in making a new humanity 
capable of forming a better future. Art as a 
mechanism of rejecting injustice is further clarified. 
Art, he declared, ‘submits to the human existence 
its autonomous world by means of line, colour, and 
mass, and thus, rejection and rebellion become two 
existences inseparable from the continuous act of 
creativity.’19 The artist is no longer able to remain 
neutral but becomes akin to a freedom fighter, fida’i, 
who constituted a new model of a human being able 
to express and act upon his dissatisfaction with the 
world of injustice through resistance.

Azzawi’s art was always political, but through the 
New Vision, it became politicized. It was precisely 
this politicization that added a confrontational aspect 
to his work during the late 1960s and early 1970s. 
He believed that ‘[A] sincere artist is one who faces 
the challenges that accompanies the search for 
true creativity without sacrificing his moral stance.’20 
Thus Azzawi’s concern with human suffering that 
was previously negotiated through ancient and 

Islamic mythology, after forming the New Vision 
Group, went beyond the historical and mythical to 
his contemporary reality. Through the group, Azzawi 
drew parallels between art and revolution. He 
charted a specific role for artists in society and built 
further on the objectives of the previous generation 
by connecting with the public. 

A strong expression of the New Vision manifesto and 
the group’s desire to further connect with the public 
through shared concerns was a poster exhibition that 
Azzawi participated in organizing in 1970. The artists 
found the street to be a more honest forum for civic 
connection than galleries and posters the ideological 
art for generating dialogue with the public. 

Azzawi continued to negotiate the mayhem of 
the time and his discontent through the negative 
presence of the person. Azzawi’s construct of the 
contemporary person fluctuated between existence 
and being a memory, which recalls that eternal 
struggle in the Epic of Gilgamesh. Moreover, through 
the aesthetics of absence, he registered his strong 
rejection of the status quo, eliminating any distinctive 
contemporary features and declaring his refusal of 
the moment. 

In Crying Wolf (1968), Azzawi’s reference to the 
Iraqi kilim appears once again, along with the 
Sumerian eyes and features, references of the 
hilaliat, and his vibrant colour palette. Nevertheless, 
the title is telling of the ethos of the time, while 
equally referencing the common folkloric story. The 
painting was instigated in reaction to the police 
hunt for the poet and activist Muzaffar Al-Nawab. 
While retaining the distortion of time and space, 
one subconsciously senses the presence of the 
primordial desert. Most striking, however, is the 
woman at the lower right corner staring with 
her Sumerian eyes directly at us in a moment of 
defiance that recalls Pablo Picasso’s Les femmes 
d’Alger, version O (1955), a work in which the artist 
deconstructed the Orientalist tropes in Eugene 
Delacroix’s Femmes d’Alger dans leur appartement 
(1834). In this work Azzawi widens his utopian 
reality further while unknowingly engaging with a 
long tradition in the Western art historical canon.21

Azzawi’s Visit to al-Kassim (1968), solidifies the new 
trope of contemporary defiance that he introduced 
through the lonely person at the edge or bottom of 
the painting. The Imam al-Kassim is the son of Abu 
Mussa al-Kadhim whose shrine is in Baghdad, and 
holds a special place within the Iraqi folk culture. 
His shrine on the outskirts of the city of Babylon 
(modern city of Hilla), is a site frequently visited by 
Iraqi families, and holds a special memory for Azzawi 
of his childhood. Following the same concept of 
secularizing religious significance used with the 
Martyrdom of Husayn, Azzawi reaches further within 
the Iraqi folk culture. By flattening the picture plane, 
Azzawi transforms form into colourful ornaments 
without sacrificing the human focus. The woman at 
the foreground has Assyrian hair, and is faced by 
the dog, a domestic, friendly animal, that appears in 
Azzawi’s work of this period. 
 
The shift towards the dominance of the human 
presence, albeit not necessarily the figure, is 
demonstrated in Southern Bride (1969). Here, 
Azzawi does not abandon his references to ancient 
and Islamic history nor does he deny the decorative 
plastic qualities of line. His complementary colours, 
however, are very economical, although his signature 
red dominates. The bride, who is the focus of the 
work, appears mummified. In his Death Will Be Your 
Bridal (1970) the space of the painting is busier. 
More than one figure occupies the space, however, 
they do as a dominant form of the decorative. 
Additionally, the Arabic letter takes a stronger 
stance in the work.22 In Interconnection [Tawasal] 
(1972), however, the figure is disentangled from the 
decorative form of line and colour composition.

In Waddah al-Yaman (1972), the figure is more 
isolated and quizzical as the negative space 
increases in the painting and the ornamental 
element becomes weaker. Although no direct 
reference to the Azzawi figure is found in Memories 
(1973), one can still sense his trace in time.

In the mid-1970s, Azzawi served in the army reserve 
again for another year. During his time in the army, 
Azzawi was only able to collect visual memories. 
Unable to draw or paint, he would only occasionally 
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mange to read a smuggled book. Upon his return, 
however, he immediately embarked on drawing 
on his recollections in visual forms, of different 
sizes and media in a set of works titled the Human 
Conditions. In his March 1975 exhibition at the 
Baghdad National Museum of Modern Art, Azzawi 
exhibited his new person, in agony and deprived of 
any of the cultural signification she or he inhabited in 
previous works. In the introduction to his exhibition 
catalogue, the Lebanese art critic Samir al-Sa’igh 
wrote about Azzawi’s figures’ isolation: ‘Azzawi 
manipulates the old tensions between the two 
positions: extreme joy and boundless pain, brilliant 
clarity and complex ambiguity. Each position unites 
the two, where the moment separates between joy 
and pain, without comprehension or proximity. Then 
suddenly smiles turn into wounds, and the night is 
ignited by its intense darkness.’23 Al-Sa’igh argues 
that Azzawi’s new person resumes the epical aura of 
humanity that Selim had charted with his Monument 
of Freedom. Despite the sculptural qualities recalling 
Sumerian figures, Azzawi’s new person is that of the 
contemporary Arab. 

During the early 1970s, Azzawi’s activities 
intensified both at home and in the region. Along 
with Ismail Fattah, he transformed the Iraqi Artists 
Association in 1971 into a more proactive entity, 
forging stronger relationships with theatre and 
poetry. A particularly important contribution of the 
two artists, however, was their idea of organizing 
the Al-Wasiti Festival which, for the first time, 
opened the door for Baghdad to become an 
artistic centre for modern Arab art. Azzawi also 
participated in organizing an Iraqi-Syrian art 
exhibition in Baghdad and Damascus in 1972, 
marking a unique occurrence that bypassed the 
official state organization of inter-regional activities. 
In 1966, Azzawi was the first Iraqi artist to hold a 
solo exhibition in Beirut, a move that opened the 
door to what became a tradition for Iraqi artists. 

Transgressions
In 2001, the French writer and art critic Alain 
Jouffroy wrote of Azzawi, ‘Dia Azzawi has 
instinctively transgressed all the imperialist and 
colonialist categories that still disrupt western 

thinking, dominating the politics of western 
countries openly (and their culture covertly).’24 He 
correctly argued that Azzawi is not a regionalist, 
a globalist nor a nationalist. Azzawi is a humanist. 
As an artist he does not profess to one identity 
or to a myopic understanding of humanity. On 
the contrary, his is a discursive existence where 
he treads with ease and confidence through 
the historical continuum and world heritage 
without sacrificing the uniqueness and distinction 
of his cultural background. Nevertheless, his 
are never nostalgic references to the past or 
commemorations. Azzawi instead deconstructs 
the symbols of the past to construct new inclusive 
narratives of possibilities. His work offers criticism 
of the status quo but never abandons aesthetics or 
beauty as an essential component of the work. 

It is in the same manner that Azzawi negotiates form 
and colour. The decorative, the figurative and the 
abstract are always present together in his work. 
Passionate expressions, dynamic creativity, firm 
and positive stances on life (whether in celebration 
or mourning) by always defying and rejecting not 
ignoring injustice and savagery, are the vocabulary 
of Azzawi’s formations. As a result, his work is never 
abstract, figurative or decorative. Rather, it always 
signifies larger issues of concern to humanity as 
a whole. Nevertheless, Azzawi never shied away 
from beauty as a means of negotiating ugliness. 
His visual language constructs a utopia of reality, 
an epical contemporaneity or ‘contemporaneous 
epic’. This creates allegories of different momentary 
narratives where the figurative and abstract fluctuate 
in a symphony of colour and form; narratives of 
anticipations and possibilities instead of memories.

A self-exiled diaspora artist, Azzawi is comfortable in 
the freedom and transnationality his chosen location 
in Europe has granted him. He trusts what he calls 
his internal storage of his heritage’s savage, loud 
and rich colours in contrast to the coldness and 
sombre grey hues of the London environment.25 
Contradicting the daily reality of the city through 
colour creates an alternative to audience 
expectations, prompting viewers into a conversation 
about the other, he adds. Nevertheless, in the final 

analysis, it is because of his utopian/dystopian 
realities that Azzawi occupies a different space that 
rejects geography and history, which is why he 
ultimately will not return to his beloved Iraq.
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2928 Saleem Al-Bahloly: The ten works exhibited here, 
which date from 1964 to 1973, offer a rough 
overview of the painting you did in the first decade 
of your practice. I would like to begin by asking 
you to tell us a little bit about that moment in the 
early sixties, when you first began to make art. 
The years following the revolution in 1958 were a 
harrowing time in Iraq, as the Ba’th Party and the 
Iraqi Communist Party became locked in a vicious 
conflict that ultimately culminated in the first Ba’th 
coup in 1963 and their brutal repression of not 
only the Communists, and those accused of being 
Communists, but also leftists in general. And yet it 
was in the aftermath of that violence that a robust 
practice of art came into existence in Baghdad.  

Dia Azzawi: After the revolution, things became 
chaotic. What happened in 1963 is maybe the 
most important event that characterized the art, 
literature and politics of the sixties. That year a lot 
of intellectuals went to prison, for a short or a long 
time, and others were assassinated.  I was one of 
those who went to prison, for three months, and 
was released after that.

In 1965, a few artists, who were still students at 
the Institute of Fine Arts, formed a group called 
the Mujadideen, or the Innovationists, and they 
held an exhibition. At the same time, many artists 
were returning from abroad, like Kadhim Haider 
and Ismail Fattah among others, and they all held 
one-man shows. This was something very new at 
that time. Throughout most of the fifties hardly did 
we ever hear of a show by one artist, whether by 
Jewad Selim or Faiq Hassan or al-Hafidh Droubi 
or any of the other Pioneer artists.1 Both the 
exhibitions of Kadhim Haider and Ismail Fattah, and 
even that of Mohammad Mehr al-Din, who returned 
at that time from Poland—the three of them 
brought with them a style and topics that were 
very much new for the Iraqi art movement, despite 
the fact that Kadhim Haider’s work on Husayn or 
Karbala was something familiar to many artists, 
though not in the way in which he presented it at 
that time.2  
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Artists Society and the National Museum of Modern 
Art was opened, financed by the Gulbenkian 
Foundation. The importance of the Iraqi Artists 
Society building lay in the fact that it provided us 
with an exhibition space, and in particular for one-
man shows. After 1963 it became clear for many 
artists that one-man shows were more important 
than group exhibitions with others, which had been 
the norm in the fifties. So it became easy for many 
artists to have the opportunity to show their work. 
In 1968 when the Ba’th Party came to power again, 
things were more relaxed, and it became easier to 
work with others as a group again, or even to have 
an exhibition abroad. 

What was it like to work during that period?  It 
wasn’t really that easy because of the chaos and 
the politics and the uncertainty for most artists 
and writers. Some of them left Baghdad to work 
in Beirut. Others left to different parts of the world. 
For me, when I had my own first one-man show, in 
1965, at Al-Wasiti Gallery, and it was there that I met 
Kadhim Haider, Ismail Fattah and other artists, it was 
obvious that I was an artist who tried to be involved 
in the identity question which had been raised by the 
Baghdad Group of Modern Art.3 Even in 1964, when 
I participated for the first time in the exhibition of the 
Impressionists Group, it was clear that my work was 
absolutely counter to the objective of that group.  

At Al-Wasiti Gallery, I met Yusuf al-Khal, the owner of 
Gallery One in Beirut. He asked me to take the work 
remaining from the exhibition, with other new work, 
to Beirut for a show at his gallery. That opened 
the door for Rafa al-Nasiri, Salem al-Dabbagh and 
Hashim Samarchi to also have an exhibition at 
Gallery One when they returned from Portugal. What 
this meant was that Beirut became a kind of window 
for us, opening the space in which we were working 
beyond Baghdad. 

One of the works here, ‘Ancient Symbols’ (1964), 
was shown in that first exhibition you had at Al-
Wasiti Gallery in 1965. It is a large painting in which 
different symbols drawn from popular life are isolated 

from the context of their use and re-arranged on the 
canvas, where they are fitted together into a kind of 
composition. Many of these symbols would reappear 
in your work throughout the sixties. For instance, 
some of the triangular patterns we see in ‘Ancient 
Symbols’ appear also in ‘Visit to al-Kassim’ (1968) 
and ‘Crying Wolf’ (1968). Can you tell us about these 
symbols, and what you sought to do by using them? 

This painting is really from the beginning. Because 
of my studies at the University of Baghdad in 
archaeology, I looked at a lot of very important 
pieces in the Iraq Museum [National Museum of 
Iraq] quite closely. I also had the opportunity to 
gain knowledge about mythology and to read 
Sumerian and Babylonian poetry. In that regard, it 
was the opposite of my experience at the Institute 
of Fine Arts, where we had very modest information 
about the history of European art and nothing 
about the ancient civilizations of Iraq. My study of 
not only Iraqi civilization but also ancient Egyptian 
and Syrian civilizations gave me a wider vision than 
that of the other artists in my generation and whom 
I was with at the Institute of Fine Arts. I became 
very interested in folkloric production, in particular 
the kilim, or rug, especially what is called kilīm 
al-samawa or al-busut, which is a specific kind of 
kilim widely used by peasants in the south of Iraq. 
So I tried to use motifs from the kilim rather than 
from Sumerian or other ancient civilizations. These 
motifs are related to the geometric work done by 
women in Samawa, not by men.  

From that time, I tried to use this kind of geometric 
work as part of my search for a personal identity as 
an artist. For many years, when I was a student at 
the University of Baghdad and at the Institute of Fine 
Arts, I was very much influenced by Jewad Selim, 
Faiq Hassan and Kadhim Haider. In a sense, here, 
what I am trying to do in this piece is to put together 
something that’s related to my own vision rather 
than to the vision of others, and this was part of my 
search to do something for myself when I wanted 
to do something that had already been done. For 
example, Shakir Hassan [Al Said] also did a lot 
of work related to the influence [of the kilim]. This 
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Human States (1975)
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3332 painting is more about folkloric production than the 
intellectual civilization of Islam, whether Abbasid or 
otherwise. And as for the crescent, it is widely used 
in folkloric motifs, in the mythology of Karbala and 
even in some small furniture, very crude furniture 
used by peasants in the south of Iraq.

How did you move from archaeology to folklore?

It was very easy for me to widen my vision by 
looking at different parts of Iraqi culture. I did some 
work very much influenced by Sumerian sculpture 
in particular, and at the same time I was also very 
much influenced by some Assyrian works, but to go 
to folkloric motifs was to become closer to everyday 
life rather than to use only the past.  

Why did it become important to work more closely 
on everyday life?

At that time some friends and critics questioned how 
we could use Sumerian sculptures to be part of our 
modern life when this is the product of a completely 
different culture.  In a sense maybe this was a 
challenge from them to do something related to 
everyday life rather than only talking about the past.

Quickly though you moved to symbols of another 
kind, symbols with forms, unlike the triangular 
patterns on rugs or the crescent, that are 
conceptual or semiotic and that are found in what 
was coming at that time to be called ‘al-adab al-
sha’biyya’, or borrowing from English, ‘al-foklor’. In 
‘Folkloric Mythology’ [‘min al-asatir al-sha’biyya’] 
(1966), you work with the figure of the horse, an 
emblem of the martyr Husayn.4 What accounts for 
this turn in your practice towards narrative?        

Mythology was very much a part of most of my 
thinking at that time, whether folkloric or ancient. 
In this work in particular, I was interested in the 
mythology, the Shi’a mythology, surrounding Husayn 
and the Battle of Karbala. For example, ‘Visit to 
al-Kassim’ is about a well-known mosque near 
the city of al-Halah that is popularly visited by both 
Shi’a and Sunni families. It is not associated with 

one sect or the other. I remember that my family 
used to go there. As a topic, this was part of my 
intention, to try to work with something related to 
humanity rather than to local terms of explanation, 
according to which something is related to this sect 
of society or the other. My view in the work I did on 
Husayn, however, this one and others, relates more 
to politics than religion. To talk about the martyr or 
martyrdom is to talk about the effort of people to 
find justice, and that interests me much more than 
the religious side of mythology.

With regard to ‘Visit of al-Kassim’ – in those years 
other artists in Iraq, for example Saleh al-Jumaie, 
were also doing work on the mosque as a landscape 
of everyday life. Was it a trend amongst artists at 
that time to look at popular religious practices?

No. Let me tell you about Pretender Mask [Iqna’t al-
Jouf]. I used to work in al-Ukhaidhir, an Islamic site 
about 45 minutes from Karbala. When I would go to 
Karbala to buy food and other provisions, I would 
pass by on the way a site called al-Jouf, which 
is a place that does not have clear architectural 
elements. In the painting Pretender Mask, I tried to 
combine the faces I would see on my visit to Karbala 
with this site. The hand you see is related to the 
desire people have when they come to the mosque 
in Karbala to get something for the future. Maybe 
they put some money or use a green fabric, hoping 
that they will get something out of it in the future. In 
that way I tried to combine the reality of the people 
there with the mysterious space I passed by each 
time on the way to Karbala.  

But why did you see these faces as masks [‘iqna’t’]?

When you go to the mosque, you find a lot of 
women there. Most of these women are wearing 
the abaya, and you can hardly see any part of their 
face. This is in reality a mask, but inside is a very 
normal woman. Sometimes some of them even try 
to approach men in the mosque. Because this is the 
tradition, you cannot go with an open face to a holy 
place, but at the same time this is the only place 
where women and men can meet each other.

If we look back at your work on Husayn in ‘Folklore 
Mythology’… 

I was trying to create something that belongs to 
myself rather than the influence of others, and at 
that time folklore mythology was more helpful to 
me than other things. When you look at the work of 
the Pioneer artists, you see that their subjects are 
related more to the village than the city. I think the 
only one who is the son of a city is Jewad Selim. All 
the others, in particular Faiq Hassan, did work that 
was related to the peasant or the sheikh or other 
things which have nothing to do with life in the city, 
in Baghdad for example. 

But how did you come to ‘asatir’, or legends, in the 
first place?5

If you listen to some of the lamentations about the 
killing of Husayn – it is something that the reader 
recites for two or three hours, with an incredible 
voice and that creates a very sad atmosphere – that 
makes you closer to yourself. But you have to know 
the history of what’s going on. For me, when I use 
the legend of Husayn, it is about 1963. What Kadhim 
Haider did in The Epic of the Martyr was also very 
much related to 1963 without him saying so. It is more 
related to that period or that event which was very 
violent towards many intellectuals and artists, and to 
leftists in general [than it is to Husayn himself].  

As a composition, you can see that the work is 
more related to manuscript illustration rather than 
painting. I put the mosque in the front and made 
it the same size as the horse. The composition is 
flat not perspectival. For me, the point was to put 
more emphasis on the horse rather than on other 
elements in the painting, and in that way to put more 
emphasis on the martyr than the horse.

We see the same composition in ‘Southern Bride’. 
The painting is itself almost desolate. The few 
forms surrounding the figure are ornamental and 
concentrated around a line that functions not as a 
line of the horizon but as the kind of ground-line one 
sees in manuscript illustrations. 

At that time, composition was very rigid. I tried 
to break the composition so that the balance of 
each shape or element would engage the viewer’s 
vision, in the sense that the eyes can go around 
the painting, rather than to see just one element 
and then depart from that painting. In this work, 
the figure with the decorative parts under it is very 
much a composition, and the topic is related to the 
south of Iraq rather than Baghdad. It is very much 
related to peasant life and narrative life rather than to 
everyday city life.  

Why does the south have this hold on you?

Because it’s richer than the north [Azzawi laughs]. 
No, but, in a sense, yes. Maybe I’m not very 
much related to the north. For example, if we take 
the intellectual side of things, many of the most 
important poets are from the south …  writers, a lot 
of artists. It is richer in culture in that sense.  

In 1969 you brought together a number of artists – 
Rafa al-Nasiri, Saleh al-Jumaie, Hashim Samarchi, 
Ismail Fattah, and Mohammad Mehr al-Din – to 
make a statement about the practice of art. On the 
one hand the statement situated the practice of 
art in the new political circumstances that followed 
the defeat of the Arab states in the June War with 
Israel in 1967. On the other, the statement was the 
culmination of developments in the art movement in 
Iraq over the preceding years. In fact, much of the 
language used is drawn from your own practice. 
For instance, ‘legends’ [‘asatir’] are cited as an 
‘historical means with which the artist will arrive at 
a new vision of the world’ that ‘cuts through the 
fakeness’ [‘tamazaq al-tazayif’].

The manifesto was published under the title, 
‘Towards a New Vision’ [‘Nahwa al-Ru’iyya al-
Jadeeda’], in a booklet that included images 
of works by each of the six artists who signed 
the statement. It was also published in a few 
newspapers and magazines in Baghdad and Beirut. 
Among the images of your own work printed in 
the booklet, as well as in the press, was an image 
of ‘Crying Wolf’ (1968), which is being exhibited 
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3534 here [at Frieze Masters]. Can you can tell us about 
‘Crying Wolf’ in the context of the New Vision.  

The Iraqi government was going to participate 
in a roundtable discussion of Arab art in Cairo 
in January 1970, and all the artists who were 
supposed to attend were our teachers, the pioneers 
of the art movement, such as Faiq Hassan and 
others. I thought that the only way to make our 
voice, the voice of the young artists, heard was 
to go there. This is why I wrote the manifesto and 
asked some of my friends if they agreed with what 
I wrote, and they signed it. We were supposed to 
go and read the manifesto there but unfortunately 
the conference was cancelled. We had already 
printed the manifesto, so we distributed it among 
our friends, in anticipation of an exhibition we had 
planned to hold. The idea had been to distribute 
the manifesto at the conference and then have an 
exhibition. However from the beginning it became 
obvious that the signees agreed to the text but they 
did not agree to work with each other. For example, 
Ismail Fattah refused to work with Hashim Samarchi 
in the exhibition, and Mohammad Mehr al-Din also 
refused to be a part of the exhibition. I don’t know 
why they accepted the text but did not accept to 
work together.6  

The most important part of the text as far as I am 
concerned was that for the first time we stated the 
importance of being part of the Arab world rather 
than Iraq only. For example, the Baghdad Group of 
Modern Art and the other art groups in the 1950s 
talked about creating Iraqi art rather than Arab art. 
We were for the first time saying very clearly that 
we are part of the Arab countries and that we are 
trying to create a movement of Arab art, and that 
we are different from our teachers and the Pioneer 
artists. We declared our stand with the Palestinian 
movement at that moment and to be more involved 
in politics. The vocabulary of the manifesto was less 
related to art than it was to literature. Now when I 
read the text it seems more related to literature. 

To what extent did the emphasis on an Arab context 
for the practice of art, rather than just an Iraqi 

context, have to do with the defeat of the Arab 
states in the June War with Israel in 1967?

The Israeli crushing of the Arab armies made us 
realize how fake the institutions in the Arab world 
are, in the sense that for the first time we faced all 
this publicity about the war, which was completely at 
odds with reality.7 It became very clear that we had 
to work together as Arabs rather than as Iraqis. And 
maybe part of it was also to push the local terms 
to a wider vision. Rather than to just keep working 
within the village, maybe we need to work outside 
this village, and this is one reason why Beirut 
became very important for us.

You said that you wrote the manifesto in order 
to make your voice heard in a forum where 
participation was limited to an older generation 
of artists. In the mid-1960s, the Mujadideen 
[Innovationists], the group of young artists at the 
Institute of Fine Arts you mentioned earlier, launched 
a debate about expression that emphasized in 
particular the development of new techniques, 
and that debate about expression was specifically 
directed at their teachers. What was the relation 
between those debates started by the Mujadideen 
and what you were doing in the New Vision?   

The Mujadideen were different. Their manifesto was 
written by a poet named Mu’ayyad al-Rawi. That 
group of artists came together not because they 
needed to be together but rather because they were 
pushed or encouraged by someone else. Mu’ayyad 
al-Rawi, like another poet Fadhil Azzawi – and all 
these names were products of 1963 – were part of 
a group called the Kirkuk Group. All of them knew 
English and had knowledge of what was going on 
outside of Iraq. Mu’ayyad was a very intellectual 
person, and he liked to discuss everything with 
anyone. This is the difference between the New 
Vision and the Mujadideen.    

So how then does ‘Crying Wolf’ fit into the context 
of the New Vision?  

This work is related to both 1963 and 1967. It is a 

work I did for a friend, a poet, who went to prison 
for his political stand. All the poems he wrote against 
the regime at that time were like a wolf howling in 
desperate need for the spirit to cry out, and the poet 
I am talking about is Muzaffar Al-Nawab.  

For instance he had a well-known poem about the 
mother of a soldier in Baghdad who came from the 
south in search of her son who was killed during 
the clashes between Qasim’s group and the Ba’th 
Party.8 It is a very long poem in Iraqi dialect, and 
it is a very important piece of work which really 
characterized the whole event. Because he was 
at that time a Communist, the mother in the poem 
asked, ‘Where is the party and his followers [the 
Communists]?’  in the way that you hear people 
say, ‘Where are the Arabs’ followers?’—that is, 
the followers we are supposed to have so that we 
can defeat those who are against the revolution. It 
was very much a discussion about the unrealistic 
expectations Muzaffar and others had of the Iraqi 
Communist Party in 1963. The poem is called 
Hassan of the Suns [Hassan al-Shamus].

If we look at the painting, we see to the left of the 
figure, lying on his back with his arms reaching up 
in the air, the triangular motifs that first made their 
appearance in ‘Ancient Symbols’.  

Most of the poems written by Muzaffar are written 
in Iraqi dialect and most of the events he writes 
about happened in the south. That is why the motifs 
surrounding the figure and the woman are related 
to the kilim. I thought that this would be a way to 
give a hint to the event, and to where it took place. 
The poem I based this painting on – Tribes of Sa’ud 
[‘Ashair Sa’ud’] – has to do with a revolt of farmers 
against the sheikhs that was crushed completely 
by the police and the army. This was another of his 
well-known poems at that time. But the painting is 
not about this poem in particular. We have to put it 
together. It is about how much the situation at that 
time was not what we thought, not as we read in the 
newspapers. It was something completely different. 
It was the same thing in 1963 when the regime of 
Qasim, who was very popular in Iraq, fell, and the 

same in 1967 when the Egyptian army was crushed 
by the Israelis. All of these events gave us some 
idea of how the whole concept of this state, or this 
regime, was fake. That’s the tazayif.
  
Muzaffar became prominent after 1963, and the 
poems he had written earlier began to circulate, and 
this poem about the revolt of the farmers was one of 
them. At that time you didn’t find collections of his 
work, and even now you rarely find a collection of 
his poems, because he liked to read the poems out 
loud among a group of friends or at the invitation of 
an organization, rather than print them.  

If Muzaffar Al-Nawab’s poems weren’t published, 
then how did he come to the attention of the 
government?

He used to send new poems in letters to his friends. 
I first learned of him in 1965 when he participated 
in an exhibition with the Impressionist Group, but 
he could not attend the exhibition because he was 
in prison. Then I met him after he escaped from 
prison, in 1968, I think, as I remember. He published 
a collection of poems for the first time, and I did the 
illustrations for him. 

In subsequent years you did a lot of work with 
poetry in particular.     

Death Will Be Your Bridal (1970) is another work I 
did on one of Muzaffar’s poems. In the poem, which 
is called Oh, Basil [Ya Rihan], the poet is mainly 
talking about his lover, about his love for her, about 
how difficult it is to have contact [with her], and at 
the same time he paints the beautiful features of 
this woman. So I tried to use the figure in the middle 
at the top in contrast with the other figure on the 
right side. On the left side of the painting, you find 
something like a traditional folkloric symbol used 
in the festivals in Karbala and Najaf, because as I 
said most of Muzaffar’s work is very much from the 
features of southern Iraq.  

And the writing we see in the corner? 
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3736 Those are words from the poem but they are not 
legible.  

If the words are not meant to be read, then how are 
you using them? 

For myself, it creates more of a relationship with the 
painting. It’s like in any dialogue with a painting, you 
need to go a little bit around the shapes and the 
figures and the colours. Obscure writing or words 
make people anxious to see what’s behind this 
painting. It creates more interest in dealing with the 
painting, and to see the painting in a different way.  

You were one of a number of artists at that time, in 
1970, who were re-thinking the use of writing in art, 
though you had used writing in the earlier works, 
particularly in paintings with compositions inspired 
by manuscript illustration, namely with stories from 
‘One Thousand and One Nights’ and in the series 
of drawings, ‘The Blood of Husayn’.  How did you 
come to this use of writing?   

I don’t know how I came to use writing. Maybe 
this is related more to my knowledge of Islamic 
manuscripts than to my knowledge of the ancient 
civilizations, despite the fact that we have cylinder 
seals, mostly Sumerian, which function like the 
signature of a person but in reality consist of a kind 
of story, constructed of different elements with text. 
Most likely the writing here, in this painting, is an 
unconscious influence from the cylinder seals. But 
also there are some folklore objects with writing, in 
particular for the Shi’a: when somebody dies, he 
is wrapped in a fabric printed with text and various 
decorative elements. For a while I did work going 
around Iraq to collect objects like this for a museum 
I worked with during the late sixties and early 
seventies.  

Can you say more about that work?

For the Museum of Ethnography in Baghdad, what 
I did was to collect various objects of folklore from 
different parts of Iraq. For example, when I went to 
Karbala, I tried to find the sort of testaments that the 

mullah or sayyid gives to a woman or a man. Once 
I went to a sayyid sitting in the street, and I told him 
that I am married to a woman who cannot give birth, 
so I need a paper or a testament or something to 
help her get pregnant, and he wrote me something. 
These are things you cannot buy; you have to ask a 
sayyid or somebody to do that kind of work for you. 
Sometimes they give you a piece of paper, wrapped 
in a lot of fabric, that you have to put it in your 
pocket, and it will protect you from the evil eye and 
things like that. 

In ‘Interconnection’, done two years later, we see 
the same basic orientation as in ‘Death Will Be Your 
Bridal’: to the right stands a figure and above him, 
horizontally, lies suspended a bundle of shapes 
that we think, though we can’t be sure, consist of a 
second figure.  

For a period of time I was trying to develop the 
composition of my painting. And in that sense, most 
of the time, or in a lot of work at that period. I would 
have a lot of space around the shapes—unlike in 
Visit to al-Kassim, for instance, which is very busy 
with a lot of elements. In this one, you find a lot of 
space, and the contrast between the figure and the 
different shapes at the top, which in that way has 
to do with the relationship between a man and a 
woman rather than just … for me it’s very clear that 
there is a figure at the top, but the part of a body 
rather than a full body like the shape at the bottom 
of the painting. 

Is this painting also based on a poem?

No, but this is within the work I was doing at that 
time, under the influence of Muzaffar Al-Nawab or 
Waddah al-Yaman. Most of this poetry has to do 
with the relationship between man and woman, and 
the kind of work you can create from it does not 
necessarily require that you work from one poem in 
particular. Rather it is the general influence of what I 
was reading at that time. 

So around 1970 does your interest in the poetry of 
Muzaffar Al-Nawab shift from politics to love?

The most important thing about Muzaffar Al-
Nawab’s poetry is that the kind of poetry he 
introduced at that time was something absolutely 
new to us. Normally we would have classical poetry 
with none of the vision that Muzaffar presented in 
his poetry, which is very modern and has more to 
do with painting. Before he went to prison he used 
to do a lot of drawings, and maybe his vision as an 
artist influenced his writing of poetry. You didn’t find 
anyone writing in sha’bi [popular Iraqi] dialect before 
Muzaffar. Now you find a lot of people imitating what 
he used to do. And for me at that time, his poems 
were so popular, that it was an incredible challenge 
to do work on them, these poems which everyone 
loved so much.

But in the sixties, Muzaffar Al-Nawab was significant 
for you not only because he wrote in popular Iraqi 
dialect but also because he was a model for the 
politics of art. In fact, it seems that the whole concept 
of art outlined in the manifesto of the New Vision is 
modelled on Muzaffar Al-Nawab. One might think that 
the New Vision was really about Muzaffar Al-Nawab.

No. If you read, for instance, the manifesto of the 
Baghdad Group, you find that the text talks about 
art in general, and about the history of Iraq and 
about the history of art in Iraq.  For us, and we 
were a different generation in a way, it was 1963; 
1963 was a very important point in our history. It 
changed the attitudes of many of my friends. They 
went to prison, and then they were released two 
years later and went to work with the Palestinians in 
Beirut. Many of these names are until now in Beirut. 
Because of what happened to the Communist 
Party, or to the leftists, which controlled most Iraqi 
intellectuals, at that time, the reaction to what 
happened to it, to the failure of the party to protect 
its members, raised a lot of questions and forced 
some artists, and even some writers, to be freer [in 
the sense of operating outside the parameters of a 
political party] because of what happened to them, 
their relation to the party and what they faced when 
the Ba’th Party came to power. When Muzaffar 
and those with him managed to dig a tunnel 
underground and escape from the prison, it was a 

challenge to our generation that something can be 
done.9 And maybe this is part of his influence on the 
text [of the New Vision]; that we can’t just sit and 
do drawings without being involved in the creation 
of a new society, which was considered more as a 
dream than in practical terms.

So it was his escape from prison that was 
inspirational for the New Vision?

It was not him but the texts he wrote. The poems 
he wrote were underground. There was nothing 
in the newspaper or in any magazine. The kind 
of poems he wrote gave me a lot of inspiration to 
do something either related to my feelings about 
what was happening at that time or as a person 
interested in doing some illustrations for Gilgamesh 
or other old literature, I thought it best to move more 
in terms of what was at that time living.

So the New Vision does have a lot to do with 
Muzaffar Al-Nawab’s poetry.

Well, it’s not only that. At the same time I also 
was doing a lot of work on al-Hallaj, for example. 
It was, in a way, like a lot of poetry and texts … it 
challenged what was going on at that time. Al-
Hallaj is a symbol of very progressive [politics] and 
at the same time he was like a martyr because of 
what he was saying at that time. And I did a lot 
of work on al-Hallaj. Muzaffar was the same sort 
of influence. But I did more paintings than the 
collection of drawings which was published with his 
first collection of poetry, Lil-rayl wa-Hamad, and the 
painting is not like the drawings. In the drawings I 
used some of his text, while in the painting there is 
nothing there, and maybe nobody knows about it. 
This is the first time that I am saying that this [Crying 
Wolf] is about Muzaffar.  

‘Waddah al-Yaman’ is one of several works you did 
on the eighth-century poet Waddah al-Yaman who 
became famous not only for his poetry but also for 
the tale of his death, in which the caliph allegedly 
suspected him of having an affair with his wife and 
had him buried alive.
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3938 I did a lot of work on Waddah al-Yaman, and in fact 
I had a one-man show in Beirut just on Waddah al-
Yaman. What was fascinating for me was the story 
of this poet, who wrote a lot of poems about some 
of the women he loved but also had the courage 
to go further, and he paid for it. It is a beautiful 
story in that sense. When I did the drawings, and I 
have a lot drawings, and some of the paintings are 
completely different from the drawings, they were 
more an illustration of the text while the paintings 
dealt more with aspects of life in an indirect way. 
But even the drawings were very contemporary in 
their composition, with the elements surrounding the 
figures often no more than a letter, the letter nun [‘n’] 
for example, which relates to one person, whose 
name starts with nun. In this way, in some of the 
work I did on Waddah al-Yaman I tried to create a 
suspicious sort of element in the work, in contrast to 
the figure, which is very obvious, very clearly about 
the relationship between man and woman.  

But in this work we don’t see any letters.

I was in Amman two months ago. I went to a studio 
where I had some work to collect, and I found this 
painting. I couldn’t believe this painting. I felt there 
was something wrong with the whole thing. When 
the person said, this is my painting, I said yes I know 
this is my painting, but I felt as if this is something 
which I forgot, because normally when I go and see 
old paintings I immediately remember the work. So 
I bought the painting and then looked at the back 
of it to be more sure that this is my work. If you look 
at the drawings, you will find they are completely 
different. This painting is more secretive than the 
drawings, where the relationship between a man 
and a woman is clear.  

So what we are looking at in this painting is a man 
and a woman?

Yes, it is the whole concept of the relationship 
between a man and a woman, of the poet and his 
life. It’s not only the relationship between the man 
and the woman but his fate. Nobody knows whether 
he died or not. But the story is that the caliph put 

him in a box and buried him in the ground. Is he 
there or not? Nobody knows.

You mentioned this relation between the drawings 
and the paintings, where you first produced 
drawings from the text, and then from the drawings 
you developed these paintings that deal with 
aspects of life. Is this a method that you employed in 
most of your work during this period?

Not all of the time. I read a lot, and I read a lot 
of poetry. I like poetry very much. I think the kind 
of writing that is poetry, and the kind of symbol 
which you create from the text gives you a lot of 
ideas which you can describe in different ways. No 
poem gives you a very direct message. No way. It 
gives you something, which then you have to build 
up from your knowledge of what is going on, to 
have the message out of this. And it is the relation 
between these that I like very much. 

So the suspicious element that you create in your 
work, this is an influence of poetry?

Yes, if you look at one of these drawings, you see 
the figure of a woman and then a set of motifs at 
the top with the letter nun. It is easy to ask, who is 
nun? The name of a woman? The name of a man? 
This is the richness of the relation between the text 
and the figure: it creates more dialogue. This was 
my intention at the time. I do my best to create a 
dialogue between the viewer and the painting, rather 
than for the viewer to just see the painting as part of 
the wall.  

From what you are saying, it seems that this 
dialogue actually seems to emerge through an 
interpretative difficulty. We see something, and we 
aren’t sure what exactly we are looking at. This 
incomprehension, which binds us to the painting in a 
way, is the dialogue you are aiming for.

Finally, there is ‘Memories’.  

With these paintings I call ‘Memories’, most of the 
time they are related to topics which I tried to do 

without putting a title on it. It is not one painting but 
a group of works I did under the title of Memories 
related to my experience at that time.  

Can you tell us about that experience?

In 1966, shortly after my first exhibition at Al-Wasiti, I 
went into the army. In Iraq after you finished university 
you had to do military service. I had six months of 
training, and then I became an officer. They sent me 
to the north, and in the north at that time there was 
fighting between the Iraqi army and the Kurds. It 
was a very hard job to suddenly be there, living in a 
bad atmosphere, bad in relation to the soldiers and 
bad in relation to the officers. I was one of a number 
of people who had been involved in politics, which 
meant that when I got to my new post in the north, 
all the officers already knew who I was and that I had 
been involved in something. I was there for a year and 
a half. Again I went to the army in the seventies, and 
it was after that that I decided to leave Iraq, because 
of the bad experiences I had. For example I had very 
close friends of mine fighting on the other side. We 
were like brothers fighting each other. Some of the 
work I did before I left Iraq was specifically related 
to the war in the north—with writing names, writing 
events, with some information. It is different from the 
work before it, where I just put Memories as a title, 
and that’s it. That work which I did in 1975, some of 
them in gouaches and some of them in oil, were all a 
cry against the war in the north.

That was ‘Human States’ [‘Halaat Insaniyya’].

Yes. For example, to tell you a story of how much 
[of a cry it was], I was sitting with Rafa al-Nasiri and 
Ismail Fattah, and somebody came up and asked 
us who the artist is. I said that I am, and he asked, 
what kind of work is this? Why do you have these 
names here, writing that is not readable? So I told 
him I was in the north, in the area where the fighting 
of the Kurds was going on. Suddenly his eyes 
started blinking, and I thought he was about to cry, 
and he said ‘Allah yuhafdhak, ma’salaama’ [God 
protect you, goodbye], which gave me a hint that 
this guy had lost his son or his brother in the war.  

And the war was not reported in the newspapers in 
Baghdad.  

No, of course not. There was this one guy, an officer, 
who was close to the government, and so he was 
put in a position where could follow what was going 
on in the north—and he was a writer, that guy. 
He would always report what was going on to a 
journalist, who was a very close friend of mine. But 
that journalist could not write, because at that time 
you had to accept the reality that the Kurds were 
fighting the Iraqi army and you had to be with the 
Iraqi army.

You wrote the manifesto of the New Vision not long 
after your first deployment in 1966. Was there any 
relation between your experience in the north and 
your reconceptualization of the practice of art in that 
statement?

Definitely but indirectly. The war against Kurdistan 
was not popular in Iraq. A lot of people went to 
prison because they objected to this war with the 
Kurds. Many of my friends went to prison, and there 
were many demonstrations. But you could not state 
your opposition to the war at that time unless you 
were ready to pay for it. 

If we look at ‘Memories’, this is a painting you did 
after you came back from Kurdistan in 1973. Can 
you tell us about this painting?

I don’t remember. All I remember is that it was a 
hard experience. It was not easy to live as an officer 
at that time. Especially in the north, where you are in 
the middle of a very unwelcoming society. Nobody 
speaks Arabic. They speak Kurdish. You have no 
relation to the people there. They know a little bit of 
the Qur’an, yes, but they don’t speak the language.  

Most of the time, what would happen is that I would 
go sit on the top of a mountain, with thirty soldiers 
around me. I can only come down after a period of 
forty days. I cannot read that much, because it’s 
suspicious if I start reading. I have no relationship 
with the soldiers, who are very simple people, most 
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4140 of them from Diwaniyya. I used to talk with one of 
them who had worked with the Palestinian groups. 
It was very difficult there politically. At that time the 
Ba’th Party was in control of everything, and they 
were suspicious of any officers meeting with other 
officers. They would think something is going on 
there. 

So could we say that this painting is a kind self-
portrait of you in the north? 

In an indirect way. I have one painting, from the 
series Human States, from 1975, that is very much 
my portrait.  

Then there are these ‘suspicious’ letters.

These stand for the names of soldiers killed, or to 
whom something happened there. Many things 
happened at that time which are not easy to 
remember.

I want to ask you about your method of figuration 
here. The human figure is broken up into these 
fragments that almost float in the middle of the 
canvas. It was a common thing you did in your 
paintings at this time. We see it in ‘Interconnection’ 
[‘Tawasal’] (1972) for example.    

Even up until now. It has to do with the composition 
I was trying to create. In a way, it is related to the 
topic of killing, but at the same time it gives you 
something to think about, makes you think about 
what’s going on in that work.

Throughout our conversation you have emphasized 
the importance of staging a dialogue with the viewer, 
whether compositionally (as you just described) or 
by leaving hints (the triangular motif in ‘Crying Wolf’) 
or creating suspicion (the letter ‘nun’ in ‘Waddah al-
Yaman’). To what extent did this notion of viewing art 
– of making the viewer think that there is something 
there, behind the work, but telling them what it is 
– have to do with the political circumstances that 
followed 1963, in the sense that the scope for direct 
speech had become quite limited?

Part of it, yes. Most poets and writers felt very 
jealous of us, artists, of our freedom to do what 
we want. Because in art, you can do work that is 
abstract, through which you can say what you want 
to your friends, while politically nobody can know 
what is there. Even for example, as I remember, 
when Kadhim did his exhibition on The Epic of the 
Martyr, it was a hidden protest to what happened 
in 1963, but he didn’t say that. Only those who 
knew him well knew why he used Husayn in that 
exhibition. Nobody knows about it, and they don’t 
know what he is saying. At the same time, it is a 
way to make the viewer more involved in finding out 
what is behind the complex composition.

Which however they can never know.

When you see a landscape, anyone can explain this 
landscape. When you have something like Crying 
Wolf or Waddah al-Yaman or another painting 
where you find a sort of hint, then everyone will 
try to explain or understand according to his own 
knowledge, to how much he is involved in what’s 
going on, or how much he reads, novels or poetry, 
because no painting can be just like a wall. If there 
is nothing within the painting, it will be like when 
you have a landscape—you see it once and it 
becomes part of the wall. There’s nothing there. It 
won’t take your attention again and make you ask 
why the artist uses this composition here and that 
element there, etc.  All these questions are part of 
the dialogue.

1 The first generation of modern artists in Iraq, those who 
began working in the thirties and forties, are referred to 
as the ‘Pioneers’ [al-Ru’ad].  
2 Azzawi is referring to The Epic of the Martyr [Mulhamat 
al-Shahid], a series of thirty-five paintings that drew on 
imagery from the ritual celebration of the martyrdom 
of the Imam Husayn. The grandson of the Prophet 
Muhammed, the Imam Husayn was killed in 680 CE, in 
a battle that took place in what is now called Karbala, 
refusing to pledge an oath of loyalty to the allegedly 
corrupt Umayyad Caliph Yezid, who claimed inheritance 
of leadership over the Muslim community. The paintings 
were exhibited at the National Museum of Modern Art in 
Baghdad in April 1965. 
3 Established by Jewad Selim in 1951, the Baghdad 
Group of Modern Art sought to establish a modern art 
particular to Iraq and in conversation with its distinctive 
history of art.  
4 The grandson of the Prophet Muhammed, Husayn was 
killed along with almost the entirety of the Prophet’s 
family in 680 CE, in a battle located in what is now called 
Karbala. Husayn had refused to recognize the right of the 
Umayyad Caliph Yezid to rule the Muslim community.  
5 The English title of Folklore Mythology, formulated when 
the work was first exhibited in Baghdad, is misleading. 
It was fairly common for the English translations of 
the titles to veer away from the Arabic, as is perhaps 
obvious in the case of Pretender Mask; in the English, 
the reference to al-Jouf is completely omitted. The Arabic 
title of Folklore Mythology is more accurately rendered in 
English as ‘From Popular Legends’.
6 That exhibition was finally held in 1972, at the National 
Museum of Modern Art, under the title Four Artists.
7 The Egyptian media proclaimed victory when in fact the 
Egyptian military had been destroyed.
8 In February 1963, Abdel Karim Qasim, who had come 
to power in the 1958 revolution, was overthrown by 
Ba’th Party working with officers in the Iraqi military. 
Many Communists, members of the Peace Partisans, the 
party’s militia, fought in his defence, and they continued 
to fight even after he had surrendered.    
9 In 1963 Al-Nawab fled to Iran. The SAVAK returned 
him to Iraq, where he was held at al-Hala prison until he 
escaped with a number of other Communists in 1968.
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Baghdad, 1971 
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Baghdad, 1972
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Dia Azzawi, Ismail Fattha and Rafa al-Nasiri, 
National Museum of Modern Art, Baghdad, 
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Poster for the play Al-Muftah
Illustration by Dia Azzawi, 1969
Silkscreen
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Dia Azzawi Exhibition Poster, 1971 
Solo exhibition, National Museum of Modern Art, Baghdad
Silkscreen 
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Dia Azzawi Exhibition Poster, 1971
Solo exhibition, Sultan Gallery, Kuwait
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Dia Azzawi, Al-Marbid Poetry Festival Poster, Basra, 1971 
(with Yousif Al-Sa’egh poem)
Limited Edition Silkscreen
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