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Monument to the Unknown political prisoner, 1952
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JEWAD SELIM

THE MIRACLE OF IRAQI ART

New concepts in art were born in the 19th. Century and with
the advent of the 20th.. Century, new violent movements in style
and form appeared as a result of the great changes still overwhel-
ming the societies of today.

One of the most outstanding developments was the artist
liberating himself from the old style in the use of colours. The
influence of Japanese printing and African sculpture gave birth to
new movements with a new style that included painting, sculpture
and architecture.

In the light of these developments, what was the state of art
in Traq? This question can be answered if we are acquainted with the
conditions prevailing in Arab society and Middle Eastern society
in general. These societies had remained undeveloped for centuries
and thus were more or less impervious to the new concepts.

While some painting in Iraq did exist, concerned with copying
from nature, a new group of talented young men began to feel the
change around them, and in World war II, through. a group of
Polish painters who took refuge in Iraq in 1942 and had their
influence on these young men, the art movement got going with
considerable energy.
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Among these young men was Jewad Selim. He was brought

up in an artistic family and the signs of his artistic genuis were
readily recognized ever since he was a small boy. He went on a
scholarship to France and Italy but was not able to finish his
studies because of the war. He came back to Baghdad to work
in the Department of Archeology.

It was at this stage that Jewad met these Polish painters and
started, at first, imitating them, soon to develop his own personal
style. He was also greatly influenced after the war when he went
to England on another scholarship by the vigorous movement in
Art which sprang from the very sufferings of the English people
during the war. Thus Jewad was swept by this current, and his
style and traditions were moulded to produce several beautiful
paintings, notably a portrait of his wife, which is one of his
greatest works.

After his return to Baghdad, a new stage in his career began
in which his style was inspired by ancient Mesopotamian sculpture,
13th Century Wasiti drawings and Iraqi folk arts.

Jewad was almost the first painter to discover his country’s
colours, which in time became a characteristic of his art.

Inspired by ancient Iraqi history and new movement of const-
ruction in Baghdad, he produced his stone sculpture ‘The Master
Builder’. Its style reminds us of Assyrian sculpture, but its general
outlook is Arab.

Jewad was for some time influenced by Henry Moore, as is
apparent in his wood sculpture of The Mother, but this influence
had been digested by the time he came to work on The Monument
of Revolution.




After his return to Baghdad, Jewad Selin participated in
forming the S.P. Group, and later the Baghdad Modern Art Group.
His purpose in forming this group was to create such forms as
would characterize Iragi Art and give it a special personality while
keeping it within the international artistic development in style and
thought. Thus, Selim started his new style by adopting the
crescent, the bull and mother-and-child as symbols and leit-motifs.
His most outstanding work at this stage was the Political Prisoner,
a piece of sculpture with which he participated in an international
competition and won an award.

The crescent recurs in his work when dealing with popular
subjects. He also used the fresh, vivid colours of al-Wasiti in his
crescent-like forms, as in his painting, Music in the Street.

His theories about Arab art and popular subjects produced a
number of paintings he called “Baghdadiat” (“Of Baghdad”) in-
inspired by Old Arabic drawings and the “Thousand and One Nights’.
They are a portrayal of his reactions to his environment-filled
with love, humour and pain.

One of his best ‘paintings, a result of long experience, study
and development in style, is “Siesta’.

Jewad Selim wavered between painting and sculpture.

As for sculpture, which Selim desired to make his sole pre-
occupation, it created in him ambition and a challenge to accom-
plish a great work of art even if it were to threaten his life*.
Such noble ambition is wusually born in the artist when he has
full mastery over his art. Selim was, thus, challenged after he
designed two of his works for the railway station of * Baquba
in 1945: financial difficulties prevented the designs from execution.
Also, another piece he designed in bronze, called Man and Earth,







to decorate the front of the Agricultural bank, was abandoned in
1953 for similar reasons.

Hence, in 1958 Jewad Selim accepted a commission from
the Government, although it was not a generous one financially.
But he was given complete freedom in the choice of subject and
style to portray the Iraqi Revolution. It took him only two years
to accomplish this great work, which was called The Monument of
Revolution. Iraq has witnessed no such monument ever since her
ancient times. It relates the story of the Iraqi individual in the
pre-Revolution period in his pain and suffering, and portrays the
prosperity in agriculture and industry that awaits him. The
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artist did not live to see this marvellous monument installed at
South Gate. While erecting the various bronzes, he suffered a
heart attack, and he died on 23rd January 1961, aged 41.

Jewad Selim was able in his short life to create an Iraqi style
that would not have been accomplished without his talent, edu-
cation and his strong attachment to his fast-developing country.
His art, absolutely his own, is influenced by Arab and
Mesopotamian traditions.

When I first entered his house right after his death, I
realized the secret of his rapid growth. In addition to his origi-
nality and inborn talents, he was a constant reader in many
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fields of knowledge and had constant interest in theatre, design
and musie.

I saw his large library occupying a room-cum-studio decorated
with paintings and sketches and a small Puppet theate designed
by himself for his two daughters. His guitar was there, as he
had left it with his musical notes open on a stand, in order to
continue his work on the monument on site. There was also a
box filled with studies and sketches of great value, had he cared
to turn them for profit, whjch he did net. He lived and died
for his art and his country, exerting all his efforts to produce an
art that represented both today’s life and our old heritage, pre-
serving a happy balance between modern art on the one hand and
Arab, and ancient Iraqi taditions, on the other.

With his insight Jewad Selim reconstructed the essence of things

into art and spread light through the darkness around him.

Laman Bakir

* He was suffering from ill health.
** Jowad Selim was advised several times to include Abdul

Karim Qasim in the Monument, but this only infuriated the artist
and caused him a nervous breakdown for which he had to go to
hospital. He stuck to the following principles:
(a) his absolute faith in the revolution of a whole people
and not of one man ;
(b) his faithfulness to his art.
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The Caliph’s Gathering
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Mother and Child



)N N s addlsr

Ol 0, e alloy Gl 3 B alin oo 2o ) O e
A g Ua Va5 g oA e St Ly el JKa0 oY 3 Lo oK
oy ) M1 o Gl 5 5 el ad s 51 r Ky el
oo s gl K 59 Tl (i 30 ey UL o by o 1
3l paadly oy o Sl o

o A6 oS5 B e 2§ el IS e wsadd 31 Gl e g0 b
Jaes W1 G20 pan iy o ) el 3 5L 6 I oW1 B e e o
o] o sse O S g5 8 )1 do o I clazll oda e 3540
RS V:AUM oF bk

bz Ala I yall Opaitgy daddl) Ogliy Wladl ol 1 Gam OF Ly







t‘a‘:.o‘ Jﬂ)’ F s \_)‘ .’LJ:)Y" P ;)‘j, -
I e el A8

ot iont 2\ (TRl A ESWE1 ol A LTVeeoWy S 3}
Gstad) Erllan







'|
\
M

iiifiiiin 2~

9 619 E

)L-;:‘-cﬂ'_‘_a_'_;\. ] -‘F,l\ T
YANA N8 vy -y




