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Ibrahim El Salahi and Calligraphic Modernism 
in a Comparative Perspective

 Ibrahim El Salahi’s painting The Last Sound 
(1964), executed on a square canvas with a care-
fully limited palette of grays and earth tones, 
is organized around a central circular dynamic 
core. Radiant lines thrust outward from a barely 
perceptible African mask–like form. Celestial 
bodies, elements of calligraphic geometric and 
animate shapes, and actual palimpsest- like Ara-
bic calligraphic prayers surround the central 
form, creating a metaphoric universe in which 
the last sound is echoed. The title of the work 
refers to the Islamic practice of reciting prayers 
for the dead and dying. In the work, El Salahi 
renders the soul’s passage from the corporeal to 
the celestial as it travels toward heavenly forms 
inhabiting the universe and beyond. The Last 
Sound is, however, not a narrative or realist work 
but a manifestly modernist one, in which the 
terrifying event is metaphorized in a dynamic 
formal composition. Here, the abstraction of 
African sculptural forms and calligraphy serves 
to universalize the event—no realist or academic 
visual language could obviously be adequate to 
the scope of the subject. The relation El Salahi 
creates between African abstract forms and Ara-
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bic calligraphy that itself refers to Islamic discursive textuality invokes the 
gravitas of its theme.
 The assured handling of the visual language with which The Last Sound 
is painted might lead one to imagine that El Salahi is working from an aes-
thetic grammar already in place, perhaps developed much earlier. But it 
was only very recently that El Salahi himself had articulated the linkage 
between Arabic calligraphic and African sculptural forms. The Last Sound 
was painted during the middle of an intense period of modernist experi-
mental effort carried out by El Salahi between 1958 and the late 1960s. It 
is the working out of his concerns by praxis and the overthrowing of his 
academic training (1954–57) at the Slade School of Fine Art, London, that 
mark El Salahi’s intellectual concerns during that era. While El Salahi’s 
contribution is distinctive in developing an aesthetic of decolonization for 
the Sudan and much of Africa—situated among Islamic textuality, Afri-
can plastic forms, and transnational modernism—it can be usefully com-
pared to other modernist artists from the Muslim world who were engaged 
with similar cultural problems in the wake of decolonization from the mid- 
twentieth century onward.

Calligraphic Modernism in Context

Between 1955 and 1975, artists from North Africa, the Middle East, and 
South Asia reworked Arabic calligraphic motifs in entirely new ways.1 
Earlier attitudes about classical Arabic calligraphy were not only decisively 
modified, but modern Western genres such as academic realism in por-
traiture, landscape, and still life (which were still in vogue in the 1950s) 
were also reshaped by a renewed concern with the abstract and expressive 
possibilities of the Arabic script. The Arabic script was not simply utilized 
in a classical manner to render beautifully a religious verse or endow it 
with ornamental form; rather, the script was often imbued with figuration 
and abstraction to a degree that resisted a straightforward literal or narra-
tive meaning.2 The imbrication of modernist calligraphy with postcubist 
art represents a broad artistic movement, but my concern here is not to 
conduct a survey of its development, a task that has been accomplished by 
Wijdan Ali and by others in numerous monographs on various national 
modern art histories.3 Instead, this essay explores the reasons why these 
artists were compelled to grapple with aesthetic issues during the post- 
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Figure 1. Ibrahim El Salahi, The Last Sound, 1964. Oil on canvas, 121.5 by 121.5 centimeters
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Figure 2. Ibrahim El Salahi, They Always Appear, 1964–65. Oil on canvas, 30.5 by 45.5 
centimeters
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1945 period and how their experiments remain relevant to our globalized 
world today. Their groundbreaking artistic projects can be understood in 
a variety of ways: as individual and subjective expressions, as enacting a 
dialogue with nationalism, and as a critical engagement with metropoli-
tan modernism and cosmopolitanism. In order to demonstrate how these 
works transcend the borders of the nation and gesture toward larger forms 
of affiliation, after first introducing key artists and their works, I will briefly 
trace the broad contours of decolonization and its relationship to the visual 
arts in the region.
 As stated, between 1955 and 1975, numerous artists working in the 
diverse region from North Africa to South Asia contributed to a movement 
that transformed Arabic calligraphy into modern art—mostly without 
direct knowledge of one another’s work. Ibrahim El Salahi (1930–) in the 
Sudan, Sadequain Naqqash (1930–87) in Pakistan, Charles Hossein Zen-
deroudi (1937–) in Iran, Shakir Hassan Al Sa’id (1925–2004) in Iraq, and 
many others all created a new aesthetic language of calligraphic figuration 
and abstraction. Zenderoudi worked out these possibilities in his paintings 
of the late 1950s, inspired by Shiite talismanic designs and popular posters 
and shrines. He was one of the founders of an Iranian artistic approach to 
calligraphy that was named the Saqqakhaneh school in 1963 and included 
artists such as Parviz Tanavoli and Siah Armajani, who subsequently immi-
grated to the United States and became a prominent installation and con-
ceptual artist.4 Iraqi theorist and artist Al Sa’id was part of a group that dis-
carded mimetic representation in favor of a “purer” calligraphic form. Al 
Sa’id was a key participant and theorist in the movement that mounted the 
One Dimension Group exhibition, held in Baghdad in 1971.5 This impor-
tant exhibition also included artist Madiha Umar, who was a pioneer in 
developing modernist calligraphic paintings from as early as 1945.6 Work-
ing in Pakistan, Hanif Ramay in the early 1950s, Anwar Jalal Shemza in the 
United Kingdom from the later 1950s, and Sadequain explored calligraphy 
in relation to modernism. Sadequain transformed calligraphy to figuration 
in a painterly manner during the late 1950s, but his work became more lin-
ear and graphic by the mid- 1960s, leading him to visually explore the poetic 
subjectivity of the dominant Indo- Persian cultural milieu that characterizes 
South Asian Muslim culture.7 During the late 1950s in the Sudan, El Salahi 
created a dialogue between calligraphy and figuration that introduced West 
African motifs to his multifaceted response to the heterogeneity of the lin-
guistic, religious, and cultural landscape of the region, and his paintings 
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acknowledged the persistence of Islamic influences in Africa and the Arab 
world.8
 The Western avant- garde was clearly significant for this revival of cal-
ligraphy. For mid- twentieth- century non- Western artists, the aftermath of 
Picasso’s cubism, Wilfredo Lam’s surrealist synthesis of cubism with Afri-
cana religions in Cuba during the 1940s, and such mid- twentieth- century 
movements as lettrism, art brut, and art informel were far more compelling 
modalities than older perspectival and realist European academic styles. 
The Parisian avant- garde was extremely salient in this regard,9 but develop-
ments in Italy and the work of English artists such as Graham Sutherland 
and the American abstract expressionists were also important. A geneal-
ogy of European- inflected training was a common factor for many artists. 
For example, Zenderoudi studied in Tehran in the late 1950s with teach-
ers who trained in Paris and Italy, and he has resided primarily in France 
since 1961.10 Al Sa’id, who visited Paris on a scholarship in 1956, was a 
member of a group of Iraqi impressionist painters that maintained exten-
sive contact with Western Europe during the 1950s.11 Sadequain was self- 
taught, but after he won a prize at the Biennale de Paris in 1961, he spent 
the next seven years working mostly in Paris.12 El Salahi trained in London 
from 1954 to 1957 and then traveled extensively during the 1960s, in West 
Africa, Europe, and Mexico, including holding extended fellowships in the 
United States. The significance of the work of these artists, however, is by 
no means reducible to European and American prototypes.

Art and Decolonization

The challenges that decolonization posed for culture in Asian and Afri-
can nations formerly under direct or indirect British rule were especially 
acute in the two decades after 1955.13 A profound and intensive search for 
new artistic languages began at that time, which would seek to recover 
expressivity that had been repressed under colonialism but that would 
also actively produce a new modern culture. This growing awareness of 
national independence and sovereignty created a demand for a new aes-
thetic of decolonization, one that would remain in dialogue with metro-
politan developments but would also account for regional and national-
ist specificities. Artists attempted to find visual languages adequate to the 
aspirations of decolonization by creating work that appeared to fulfill the 
expectations of a national art; hence, it is no surprise that this intensive 
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and fertile period of artistic creativity has been primarily understood as a 
nationalist undertaking. Indeed, one can find numerous studies in which 
the artistic and aesthetic developments during this period are understood 
as “national” ventures. However, the demands put on cultural production 
in the mid- 1960s were highly overdetermined: the new culture was to be 
individuated, yet collective; it was to be completely modern in the sense of 
being in dialogue with artistic production in the industrialized world, yet it 
was also mandated to represent local histories and lived practices that were 
hitherto suppressed; and, above all, the new culture was to be emblematic 
of national specificity.14 The gap between academic art and postcolonial 
realities could be vast. El Salahi, reflecting on the lack of interest among 
the Sudanese for an exhibition of his work in Khartoum during the late 
1950s, states:

I understand that every artist has a message to deliver in his or her 
society. . . . By nature, to start with, one has to address one’s Self, 
the satisfaction of which is initial and crucial in the creative process. 
Secondly, one addresses Others in one’s own society and culture from 
which one has borrowed and absorbed a great deal that is to be repaid 
in kind. And thirdly, last but not least, one ultimately does address All, 
meaning humanity and human society at large.15

Clearly the stakes were very high, as artists were expected to produce noth-
ing less than the development of a new cultural language that would exploit 
the opening provided by decolonization—understood at the time as an 
opportunity to enact a truly world- historical shift in politics and culture—
but these demands could not be reconciled easily.
 The artists who grappled with these challenges in their sweeping, highly 
charged careers became national legends. The importance of the national 
framework remains highly significant in the specific context of calligraphic 
modernism. Indeed, since the beginning of his career in 1955 and certainly 
after his return from Paris in 1968, Sadequain enacted the persona of the 
supreme Pakistani national artist, a role that was celebrated in a 2002 
retrospective in a national museum, accompanied by a massive, largely con-
gratulatory, catalog of his career.16 In Sudan, El Salahi is regarded as one of 
the founders of the Khartoum school of art and through his teaching and 
artwork became a highly influential and dynamic exemplar for successive 
generations of Sudanese and African artists. In Iran, Zenderoudi’s paint-
ings were highlighted in a number of state- sponsored exhibitions, includ-
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ing the Tehran Biennial in 1960,17 to a 2001 retrospective at the Tehran 
Museum of Contemporary Art.18 Since 1958, the Iraqi government has 
been a major patron of the arts, sponsoring numerous public works,19 plan-
ning exhibitions of modern art within Iraq and in international venues,20 
and encouraging scholarship and publications on ancient, classical Arab 
and modern Iraqi art and culture.21
 The national framework is thus fundamental in situating these artists 
as eminent cultural figures who each developed schools of national artis-
tic practice. However, the link between national art and the diaspora also 
needs to be taken into account. It is in the diaspora that many such artists 
encountered the range and strength of Western artistic practices firsthand. 
They were able to visit the great Western museums, filled with canonical 
works, which many had previously seen only in magazine reproductions. 
It is in the diaspora that many of these artists met with other Western and 
non- Western artists, learning about one another’s methods and concerns. 
Moreover, artists frequently sought institutional support to develop their 
careers in the diaspora, as such support was not as well established in their 
own countries.22 El Salahi’s intellectual formation was forged during his 
study in London and became even broader during his travels in the United 
States during the early and mid- 1960s, when he had a chance to meet with 
artists, jazz musicians, political activists, and black intellectuals. He also 
traveled to Mexico to meet with artists there and to China to study its artis-
tic pedagogy. As the example of Négritude shows, in an important sense, 
the experience of diaspora engendered transnational aesthetic movements, 
as well as new affiliations of identity and community.23 El Salahi also facili-
tated the imagining of a broader Africanist aesthetic, not least by his par-
ticipation in exhibitions in Nigeria in 1961 and in Senegal in 1966.24
 It is worthwhile to look more closely at two figures here—El Salahi and 
Sadequain—to understand the circumstances of their careers and their aes-
thetic choices. Both artists are considered heroic national figures in their 
respective countries. Metropolitan experiences were formative for both art-
ists, who each evolved formal artistic languages influenced by Arabic cal-
ligraphy. They were born in the same year (1930), but their educational 
backgrounds differ sharply—El Salahi was formally trained as an artist in 
Khartoum and London and has been a cosmopolitan intellectual with wide- 
ranging interests. Sadequain, self- taught, was not able to acquire much 
formal Western- style education and throughout his life felt most comfort-
able in the cultural milieu of Urdu. Both artists started their careers during 
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the 1950s as modernist artists, although with the rise of Islamist politics, 
both artists also faced political crises in the mid- 1970s, which had, in dif-
ferent ways, profoundly transformative effects on both.
 El Salahi’s rejection of the academic training he had received in England 
was prompted by his awareness, when he returned to the Sudan, of his 
training’s inadequacy and irrelevancy to the role that art ought to play in 
postcolonial Sudan. By the late 1950s and the early 1960s, the failure of 
academic painting to break out of the narrow elite salon and gallery exhibi-
tion circuit of Khartoum and engage with a more democratic and vernacu-
lar visual culture impelled El Salahi toward a radical aesthetic shift. As he 
describes it, this transformation demanded breaking open the Arabic letter 
and exploring the new aesthetic universe that emerged from the fragments 
and the interstices. Fracturing the Arabic letter also broke the classical cal-
ligraphic text as a repository of received meaning. This is evident in a series 
of paintings whose very title, They Always Appear (1964–65), signifies the 
emergence of figural forms among the spaces defined by the figure- ground 
relationship of abstracted calligraphic shapes. The artist recalls:

I limited my color scheme to somber tones. . . . In the next step I wrote 
letters and words that did not mean a thing. Then came a time when 
I felt I had to break down the bone of the letter, observing the space 
within a letter and the space between a letter and the other on the line. 
I wanted to see what was there and find out their basic components 
and origins.
 There the Pandora’s box opened up wide before my eyes. . . . in 
place of those broken- up letters I discovered animal and plant forms, 
sounds, human images, and what looked like skeletons with masked 
faces.25

El Salahi’s experiments thus resulted in an abstraction that was regional, yet 
modernist, and that indexed a vast ensemble of referential material, travers-
ing the Arabic- Islamic discursive tradition and West African iconography.
 Sadequain’s explorations of modernist subjectivity in postcolonial Paki-
stan led him to articulate the Parisian avant- garde with abstracted construc-
tions of artistic subjectivity in the Indo- Persian poetic tradition. During 
his years in Paris, Sadequain’s figuration became more linear and more 
recognizably calligraphic. In a characteristic self- portrait from 1966, his 
contorted fingers spell the word Allah.26 Sadequain’s growing involve-
ment with calligraphy culminated in 1968 and 1969, after his permanent 



564 Iftikhar Dadi

return to Pakistan from Paris, when he illustrated the poetry of the famous 
nineteenth- century Urdu poet Ghalib,27 published his own collection of 
poetry that he had himself calligraphed and illustrated,28 and began writing 
verses from the Koran for the first time in his career.29
 Sadequain also broadly shared many aspects of El Salahi’s artistic explo-
rations in discovering possibilities of textuality and figuration, and indeed, 
both artists were exhibited at Galerie Lambert in Paris during the 1960s, 
albeit in separate exhibitions. The rise of repressive governments during 
the mid- 1970s, however, had a major impact on their careers. During their 
early years, both artists were mostly apolitical, but when both the Sudan-
ese and the Pakistani governments turned toward the Islamist Right dur-
ing the mid- 1970s, the response of each artist was quite different. El Salahi 
was arbitrarily jailed for six months in 1975 and 1976 without charge. This 
traumatic event decisively shifted his career trajectory—his postprison 
concerns achieved an even deeper aesthetic dialogue with calligraphy and 
figuration, especially in his black- and- white panels. By contrast, Sade-
quain publicly accommodated himself to the new political environment, 
while remaining nonconformist in his private life. Critics have accused 
Sadequain, who produced state- sanctioned Koranic calligraphy in his later 
career, of aesthetic complicity with the regime of General Muhammad Zia- 
ul- Haq, and some observers see the coarsening of the artist’s work after 
the mid- 1970s as the price paid for this unfortunate alliance.30 But even in 
his later years, however compromised, Sadequain never created works that 
function as instruments of propaganda for Islamization, and in this sense, 
it would be misleading to regard him as an artist merely working on behalf 
of the state.
 The mid- 1970s crisis in the lives of both artists corresponds to a larger 
crisis in postcolonial sovereignty in many nations in North Africa, the 
Middle East, and South Asia, which is clearly visible in the aesthetic realm. 
Wijdan Ali has noted a clear decline in artistic production, attributing it to 
the “amount of poor- quality work that has passed itself off as calligraphic 
art.”31 However, the rise of political nation- based Islam and the general 
degeneration of calligraphic art is hardly accidental. By the late 1970s, 
individual artistic achievement was subsumed under official state culture, 
especially with the rise of Islamist regimes in Sudan and Pakistan, the Ira-
nian Revolution in 1978, and the consolidation of Saddam Hussein’s rule in 
Iraq in 1979, and much calligraphic art became more instrumental, propa-
gandist, and in this sense, degraded.32 The Iranian Revolution, for example, 
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engendered an entire universe of posters and popular graphics in which 
calligraphy was deployed as an instrument of propaganda.33 With character-
istic hyperbole in Iraq, Saddam Hussein (who increasingly turned to Islam 
after the 1991 Gulf War) was reported to have commissioned the complete 
Koranic text calligraphed in his own blood.34 General Zia’s Pakistani state 
also promoted calligraphy during the 1980s in accordance with his wider 
project of the “Islamization” of Pakistan.35 Many of the most gifted and 
creative artists who continued to work in calligraphic modernism with-
out succumbing to ideological instrumentality ended up living in the dias-
pora—Zenderoudi, Rachid Koraïchi, and Hassan Massoudy chose to reside 
in Paris, and El Salahi went into lonely exile in Qatar, which nonetheless 
provided him with an inner space to explore his innovative linear mono-
chrome works on paper.
 During the 1980s and 1990s, political Islam came to denote internally 
dictatorial and oppressive regimes that are externally weak, and the effects 
of such a compromised politics are visible as symptoms in the national art 
of the contemporary period. However, this political and aesthetic crisis was 
not purely national in nature, for it represents a passing toward a “post-
national” and global world in which the place of the nation- state has been 
further diminished by a range of developments. In general terms, the opti-
mistic phase of decolonization in much of Asia, Africa, and other regions 
lasted only two or three decades, from around 1950 to the mid- 1970s. The 
naive understanding of decolonization as freedom itself was compromised 
by the growing awareness of the stubborn persistence of (neo)colonialism. 
In the wake of the 1973 oil crisis, the initiation of new U.S.-led financial 
restructuring deeply impacted developing nations. Such nations had faced 
numerous difficulties in achieving sovereignty during the Cold War period, 
but these hurdles became virtually insurmountable after 1990 as neolib-
eralism became more intrusive. Following the demise of the Soviet Union, 
the projection of United States–led financial interests became intrusively 
and blatantly global.36
 It is now widely understood that contemporary globalization has largely 
obliterated the promises of the postcolonial nation- state and substituted 
little in its place. By this account, then, the “postnational” condition has 
rendered anachronistic the developmental project of the nation- state, along 
with its cultural and artistic symbols. For if the post- 1945 developmen-
tal nation- state had represented itself through imagining a timeless and 
essentialist past, as argued by Benedict Anderson,37 it equally viewed itself 
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through the idiom of “nationalist modern.”38 The artistic projects of this 
heroic age responded to this array of forces by simultaneously claiming to 
be emblematic of individual meanings, of national traditions, and of mod-
ernist strivings for universal values.
 The artists I have discussed were once applauded as emblematic figures 
embodying national specificity in Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, and the Sudan, yet 
their aesthetics share many concerns that lie beyond the obvious relationship 
with metropolitan modernism. It needs to be recognized that even during 
the heroic age, the artists themselves took on a much wider canvas than the 
nation- state. For example, Zenderoudi’s vernacular Shiite motifs extend 
across western Asia into South Asia; Sadequain’s Indo- Persian world of 
poetry is certainly larger than the borders of Pakistan; El Salahi is as much 
a West African and an Arab artist as he is Sudanese; and the salience and 
centrality of modern Iraqi culture provides paradigms for the entire Arab 
world. Clearly, the works of these artists constantly exceed national bor-
ders, even as they exceed their relationship to the metropolitan centers of 
modernist art. These complex relationships are evident early on, when the 
careers of these artists led them to ceaselessly shuttle between the nation 
and the still- attractive metropolitan center, while also visiting other “hori-
zontal” locations. For example, El Salahi traveled widely to Nigeria, Mexico, 
China, Europe, and the United States, and Sadequain, apart from his stay in 
France, visited other European countries and traveled to Iraq before return-
ing to Pakistan in 1968. During 1973, El Salahi was invited to Baghdad to 
attend a meeting of Arab artists, where he met Al Sa’id and others and was 
able to compare his aesthetic explorations in calligraphic modernism with 
the more established explorations by Iraqi artists. Later, when El Salahi was 
in a Sudanese jail in 1976, the brother of the deceased Iraqi artist Jawad 
Selim, who worked in the Iraqi embassy in Khartoum, quietly supplied El 
Salahi with Iraqi cultural journals, notably Afaq Arabiyya and Al- Aqlam.39

The Discursivity of Calligraphic Modernism

For many artists from North Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia, there 
were two main ways in which experiments with modern art were broadly 
undertaken: folkloric, figurative, and representational styles can be con-
trasted with practices that emphasize the textual and the calligraphic and 
those with figural absence. It is important to stress that rather than describ-
ing actual motifs these two modes are analytical categories that help us 
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map the character of artwork produced in the post- independence era—one 
often finds that both modes are active in the works of a single artist and 
both are frequently present even within a single artwork. The folkloric/figu-
rative mode consists of motifs that denote presence—village scenes, sym-
bols from ancient civilizations, cityscapes, still lifes, portraiture, and so 
forth. But in the textual, abstract, and calligraphic modes, however, there 
is absence and an evacuation of iconic signifiers, and even calligraphy itself 
is often deployed in a highly abstract and largely illegible fashion. Rather 
than indexing specific meanings from a textual source, mutilated calligra-
phy indexes textuality itself. The deferral of meaning that textuality enacts 
as a general phenomenon is further doubled by the difficulty in decipher-
ing such calligraphic forms that lean heavily toward abstraction. If the 
folkloric/figurative mode, which was inevitably tied to nationalist iconog-
raphy, no longer speaks to us in any tangible sense, the abstract/calligraphic 
mode pries open the boundaries of the nationalist frame. Unlike premod-
ern calligraphy, the modernist experiments no longer render a sacred or 
wise quotation in beautiful and ornamental form but rather raise questions 
of legibility. In the hands of El Salahi, Zenderoudi, Sadequain, Al Sa’id, 
and others, the illegibility of calligraphy—in its dialogue with postcubist 
figuration and in its nonornamental renderings—opens up the phenome-
non of textuality to refer to a constellation of identity in which elements 
from Africa, from Shiite vernacular culture, or from Indo- Persian poetry 
all exceed the boundaries of nationality. Such artists reterritorialize the 
Arabic script, foregrounding its discursivity, while also making its aesthetic 
permeable to the outside, thus problematizing a simple binary homology 
between art and national identity.
 Calligraphic modernism draws new links among the shared conceptions 
of a vast region. By virtue of the Arabic script, it generates a form of textu-
ality that indexes the force of discursive and institutional authority. This is 
not a “past” that was simply “lost” through the epistemic violence of colo-
nialism, as the “past” was, to a significant degree, already text. Indeed, colo-
nialism itself, by its reliance on discursive knowledge, further emphasized 
textuality. Unquestionably, this past does undergo a “discursive rupture” 
under the force of colonialism and modernity, but this is not a simple loss.40 
Talal Asad has argued for a conception of an Islamic discursive tradition 
that problematizes existing temporal and affiliated notions of modernity 
(as simply characterized by empty secular time and limited to the horizon 
of the nation- state). In an interview, he states:
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In my view, tradition is a more mobile, time- sensitive, more open- 
ended concept than most formulations of culture. And it looks not 
just to the past but to the future. A tradition is in part concerned with 
the way limits are constructed in response to problems encountered 
and conceptualized. There’s always a tension between this construc-
tion of limits and the forces that push the tradition onto new terrain, 
where part or all of the tradition ceases to make sense and so needs 
a new beginning. And looked at another way: with each new begin-
ning, there is the possibility of a new (or “revived”) tradition, a new 
story about the past and the future, new virtues to be developed, new 
projects to be addressed.41

Summarizing some of the implications of Asad’s approach, Ovamir Anjum 
notes: “The most fascinating questions about any contemporary Muslim 
society, those of reform, revival, modernity, and tradition, cannot even begin 
to be addressed until the mutual interaction of the Muslim world within 
the framework of a global Islamic discursive tradition is accounted for. And 
hence the idea of discursive tradition, which by definition is attuned to 
the idea of teaching and argument through time, becomes capable of tran-
scending local dimensions and encompassing various Islamic spaces.”42
 Calligraphic experimentation accordingly acknowledges the persistence 
of the textual past, but under modernity, this is now abstracted, opened to 
a dialogue with metropolitan artistic languages and therefore more global 
in scope. However, as African artistic traditions were not primarily discur-
sive while the Islamic discursive tradition largely did not attend to visual 
art, the modernist artist needed to work out the imbrications of textuality 
and Africanist forms through practice. El Salahi notes:

We had a problem then that separated the contemporary artist from the 
local public. I personally felt that a bridge had to be built to close that 
gap between the two parties. Something work- wise had to be done. I 
said to myself, “Man, let us for a time forget about those archaic con-
cepts of art for art’s sake, and that unreal nonsense of the muse and 
ivory tower recluse that we read about, and get down to work that 
might solve our problem.” . . . I worked like mad, introduced Arabic 
writing and decorative patterns in a corner of my works like a stamp 
on an envelope, and exhibited some of those works. People, recogniz-
ing something that they were a bit familiar with, took note and came 
a bit closer. I gradually spread the lettering with symbols, words from 
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the Qur’an and Sufi poetry over the surface of the picture, mixing it 
with figurative work. They came closer, showing a greater degree of 
interest.43

Here, the formation of a decolonized audience is seen as inextricably tied 
to experimentation and praxis.
 Artists who have undertaken modern calligraphic works since 1975, from 
Indonesia to North Africa, are too numerous to mention here,44 although it 
is relevant to note that few modern artists deployed calligraphy before the 
mid- 1950s.45 Moreover, within the Muslim world itself, the broad artistic 
interest in classical calligraphic styles was largely absent until about 1955—
books published on Arabic calligraphy before that date are very few in num-
ber, in contrast to numerous publications devoted to histories of calligra-
phy, and the presentation of samples of calligraphic styles in substantial 
albums, which date mostly from the mid- 1950s.46 In Pakistan, Iran, Iraq, 
and other Arab countries during the heroic age, modern calligraphic art 
emerged together with scholarly and popular interest in traditional callig-
raphy, and the two should be viewed as constituting a wider discursive and 
aesthetic field.47 Emerging scholarship in the history of calligraphy thus 
provided a backdrop for Islamic art that was not easily congruent with the 
boundaries of postcolonial nationhood during the golden age of national 
sovereignty. Modern calligraphic experimentation, then, is as much a dia-
logue with this body of discursive and artistic tradition as it is with metro-
politan modernism. The term cosmopolitanism indexes the fluidity of con-
temporary identity, in which affiliations are unmoored from fixed referents 
during a period of transition and where a new stability and synthesis of 
institutions and identity are not yet in place. For some observers, a (non-
critical) cosmopolitan identification with metropolitan culture was pre-
cisely to be resisted by recourse to “national” formations. For example, 
describing Iraqi art from the 1950s through the 1970s, the noted Pales-
tinian writer Jabra Ibrahim Jabra (who settled in Iraq in 1948) writes:

One fact that has always to be recognized in understanding Arab art 
today is that however revolutionary Arab artists may be in concept and 
in aspiration, a spirit of tradition hangs on to them which they cannot, 
will not, shake off. However much they may subscribe to the view of 
“internationalism” or “cosmopolitanism” in modern art, they will not 
give up the notion that their identity can only be shaped by rooting 
themselves in a tradition of their own, which helps to give a distinc-
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tion to their work, marking them off as the creators and extenders of 
a national culture.48

Here, the idea of cosmopolitanism is aligned with metropolitan interna-
tionalism and with art whose paradigms are defined by work produced in 
Paris, London, and New York. In order to remain “national” and Arab, and 
thus retain a critical difference, Jabra argues that Iraqi artists consciously 
resist a facile cosmopolitanism in their artistic projects.
 Jabra’s conception of the nation contains multiple dimensions, however. 
In a 1986 text, he maps out how his idea of the “national” addresses the 
specificity of Iraqi (Mesopotamian) history while also referring to a wider 
Arab world, which is not necessarily geographic. Indeed, according to Jabra, 
the modern Iraqi artist’s awareness of Mesopotamia as the cradle of civili-
zation—and the centrality of the Baghdad- based Abbasid caliphate for the 
Arab imaginary—“has given an impetus to the idea that Arab tradition not 
only predates Islam but actually goes back some 5,000 years, and is still 
viable, Islam being simply one of its more recent manifestations.”49 Thus, 
while the “nation” is a modern creation, it is also somehow an integral his-
torical part of a wider Arab/Islamic identity, which is to be situated in mul-
tiple and overlapping modalities. Building on this approach, the recourse 
to “Arabness” today is best understood as a discursive process, since the 
boundaries of Arabic- speaking regions have shifted widely over the cen-
turies. During the medieval era, for example, Spain, Iran, and Central Asia 
were all key centers of Arabic/Islamic literature and culture. Jabra’s Arab 
“nation” clearly does not consist of a simple, fixed, and stable locus. At 
least four concepts are contained within his use of the term, which simul-
taneously refers to a geographically bounded modern state, a reconstructed 
and imagined ancient pre- Islamic past, a distinctive Arab character, and 
an Islamic identity. If the first two referents are delimited by geography, 
the latter two are emphatically discursive constructions. In much of the 
Muslim world, repressive governments were supported by Cold War ide-
ologies, which largely succeeded in destroying the organized nationalist- 
leftist movements, especially in Pakistan and Sudan. Iran and Iraq (until 
recently) have remained “nationalist,” but since 1979 their nationalism has 
hardly been optimistic or celebratory, at least for any artist of integrity. 
The attenuation of the national ideal has also diminished appeals to the 
ancient past, which was in any case a largely folkloric maneuver to invest 
the timeless past with the halo of national glory. In contrast to Jabra’s read-
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ings from the 1970s and 1980s, when it seemed that Islam was subsumed 
into Arab nationalism, the relationship appears to have reversed, as now 
Islam is seen to overshadow and incorporate Arab nationalist sentiment.
 The complex imbrication of various historical layers and the ideological 
battles within these nation- states were mostly invisible to the metropoli-
tan gaze viewing the regions through nation- state- based and area studies 
approaches. However, the works of artists from North Africa, the Middle 
East, and South Asia, who pioneered calligraphic modes of expression in 
abstract forms of art, reveal precisely the tensions between the “national” 
and the “universal- Islamic.” Such artists as El Salahi and Al Sa’id were as 
responsive to creating a dialogue with Western visual languages of the mid- 
twentieth century as they were aware of the glaring need for developing a 
new national culture. But as this nation came to be imagined through the 
complex ensemble of concepts described here, these artists also re- created 
a dialogue with regional emblems (African, Arab, Shiite, Indo- Persian, and 
so forth) and thus with the discursivity of the Islamic tradition. From 1955 
to 1975, their practices mapped local and regional referents together, and 
by sidestepping direct political motifs, their calligraphic modernism also 
performatively contributed to the rise of broader Muslim aspirations by 
furnishing it with aesthetic and affective templates. Even if modern and 
contemporary conceptions of the Muslim ummah (the idea of a translocal 
Muslim community) are invented and imagined, and bear only a fictional 
relationship to historical reality, these imaginings nevertheless remain 
deeply constrained by discursive and textual referents. Having enacted tex-
tuality in pointedly “nonpolitical” articulations, the calligraphic modernist 
project has relayed its effects into the present, some two decades after the 
end of the heroic age of decolonization.

Conclusion

The rapid emergence of calligraphic modernism after 1955 was a result of 
a complex play of forces that included new conceptions of modernist sub-
jectivity, the need for national culture during decolonization, and a desire 
for equal participation in transnational modernism. The wider cultural 
movement of this era projected a new visual aesthetic of pan- Islamism—
although this may not have been the conscious intention of the artists 
themselves, whose aims were often misunderstood due to the dominant 
framing of their work as exemplifying national art or as a dialogue with 
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metropolitan centers. The calligraphic modernist artists from North Africa, 
the Middle East, and South Asia, by virtue of their mediation of the Islamic 
discursive tradition and by refusing national Islamist politics, have relayed 
aesthetic and affective potentialities across the heroic age of decoloniza-
tion into the present. To seriously rethink the contemporary valence of the 
Islamic discursive tradition implies that artistic endeavours during the era 
of decolonization have retained critical affiliations and differences from 
metropolitan modernisms that were not merely local or national but ges-
tured toward imagining a broader community of interests. In the case of El 
Salahi, these include his commitment to a larger Africanist aesthetic, his 
participation in the imagining of a wider, modern Muslim aesthetic, and 
his affiliation with the universalism (in its best sense) engendered by trans-
national modernism.
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