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Al-Tatawwur (Evolution):
An Enhanced Timeline of Egyptian
Surrealism

Alexandra Dika Seggerman’!

The Egyptian-born and Sorbonne-trained writer Georges Henein formally
introduced surrealism into Egypt in a public lecture at a Cairo conference
in 1937. Shortly thereafter, a group of young artists gathered around Henein
and dubbed themselves the “Art and Freedom Group.”? Though they staged
exhibitions in addition to their publications, the surrealists in Egypt have been
less significant in the history of modern art for their formal innovations than
for the way in which they changed the structure of making art. In the museums
today, you might find a small sketch or painting by one of the founders of
the surrealist movement, but you will not find their surrealist works in the
prominent galleries. Whereas art production from the opening of the Cairo
School of Fine Arts in 1908 through the 1930s was based on the community
of artists in and around the school, the Egyptian surrealists introduced a way
of art-making organized around self-identified art groups and articulated
manifestos of artistic ideologies rather than solely around painted or sculpted
objects. Their idea-based art and writings also allowed Egyptian artists of
subsequent generations to engage with the local identity and heritage through
more subtle means than their predecessors. Where earlier artists, such as
Mahmoud Mukhtar and Mahmoud Said, employed clear visual references to
both ancient Egypt and local culture, artists after the surrealists incorporated
Egyptian identity into their art in a more theoretical way.

Though Henein became involved with the surrealist movement through his
friendship with André Breton while residing in Paris, the Egyptian surrealists
were well aware of the globalism of the movement beyond France. In an
Arabic-language journal in Cairo, the painter Kamel el-Telmissany argued that
surrealism was not French, but also Belgian, Mexican, Russian, German, and
so on (“Hawla”1702). Notably, the Egyptian surrealists were allied from the
beginning with the political artistic movement, the International Federation of
Independent Revolutionary Art (F.ILA.R.I in French), founded by Breton and
Trotsky at the house of Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera in Mexico City.
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The following is an enhanced timeline of the development of surrealism
in Egypt. It uses images and primary sources to give the reader a thorough
picture of the development and impact of the movement, both in Egypt and in
its points of contact with Europe and elsewhere. The timeline can be roughly
divided into three sections. The first follows the career of Mahmoud Mukhtar,
a sculptor who incorporated nationalist imagery of ancient Egyptian motifs
and peasants into his modernist technique. The creation of his most famous
sculpture, Egypt’s Reawakening, took place during the discovery of the tomb
of Tutankhamen and a heightened cultural engagement with the images of
ancient Egypt. The second section presents information about the Egyptian
surrealist movement, focusing on the founding of the Art and Freedom
Goup in Cairo and its exhibitions and writings. The group broke with the
nationalist rhetoric of the previous generation in favor of the universalism of
surrealism and its political stance against totalitarianism. The final section
of the timeline introduces the work of Abdel Hadi el-Gazzar who, as part
of the Contemporary Art Group, adhered to a particular artistic ideology
shared with like-minded artists. These artists who followed the surrealists
adopted some of their techniques and attempted to access the “unconscious”
of Egyptian society formally and theoretically while preserving the anti-
totalitarian purpose of their predecessors.

Timeline

May 1908: The Ecole Egyptienne des Beaux-Arts, the first fine arts school
in the Arab world, opens in Cairo under the auspices of twenty-six-year-
old Prince Youssef Kamal, a wealthy member of the Egyptian royal family.
Early students include painter Ragheb Ayad, sculptor Mahmoud Mukhtar,
and painter and caricaturist Mohammed Hassan. Fields of study include
Painting, Sculpture, Architecture, Design, and Calligraphy, and the school
is staffed by mainly French and Italian instructors (Ecole 6). Guillaume
Laplagne, a classically-trained French sculptor, directs the school from 1908
through 1918, and the drawing and painting instructor is Paolo Forcella,
an Italian Orientalist painter. Generally seen as part of a wider expansion
of higher education in Egypt (today’s Cairo University was founded the
same year), the school is the first state-sponsored institution to teach fine
arts. Notably, the Prince choses the French system, and French and Italian
instructors, rather than the fine arts curriculum of the British occupiers.
Unlike other colonized regions that adopted the educational system of the
colonial powers, this Egyptian prince choses the opposing cultural force.

1910: First exhibition of student work from the Ecole Egyptienne des
Beaux-Arts held at the Cairo Automobile Club.
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Figure 1: First exhibition of the Ecole Egyptienne des Beaux-Arts, Cairo
Automobile Club, 1910 (Collection Dr. Emad Abu Ghazi)

1911: Sculptor Mahmoud Mukhtar graduates from the school and is
awarded a scholarship to attend the Ecole des Beaux-Arts in Paris in 1912,
again under the patronage of Prince Youssef Kamal. In Paris, his classmates
immediately associate him with the ancient Egyptian sculptural heritage,
parading him around the studio as “Ramses” as part of his hazing.? The
prince writes to Mukhtar:

You are Egyptian, and you must return to us Egyptian. You must
work consciously in Paris, because we place all of our hopes in you.
We wait impatiently the results of your hard work to prove that
Egyptians do not lack in ideas and are not incapable of succeeding
in the domain of Art, which is a manifestation of civilization (Abta
Ghazi and Boctor 46).

1913: Ramses Younan, surrealist painter, is born in the city of al-Minya,
150 miles south of Cairo.

1914: Georges Henein is born in Cairo, son of Sadiq Henein Pasha, a
Coptic diplomat, and his Italian wife, Marie Zanelli. The elder Henein’s
appointments in Spain and Italy bring the young Henein to Europe, where
he eventually completes his schooling at the Sorbonne.

1919: Popular revolution against the British Protectorate fills the streets
of Cairo with protests, including groups of women led by the feminist
nationalist, Huda Shaarawi. Protestors and politicians, headed by the
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nationalist Sa’ad Zaghlul, succeed in gaining a promise of independence for
Egypt. Mukhtar, still in Paris and working briefly as the sculptural director at
the Grévin Wax Museum, is inspired by these events and creates the first version
of his most famous sculpture, Nahdat Misr (Egypt’s Reawakening), a nationalist
work blending modernist technique with pharaonic motifs. It receives honorable
mention at the 1920 Salon of the Société des Artistes Francais.

o Y
PARL. PHOTO-HABEL

Figure 2: Mahmoud Mukhtar, first model of Nadhat Misr, 1920 (Collection
Dr. Emad Abu Ghazi)

1920: A delegation of Egyptian students, in Paris to negotiate Egyptian
independence, visits Mukhtar’s studio, where he shows them his new sculpture
before it is exhibited at the Salon. The delegation, captivated by the composition,
decides to spearhead a campaign to commission a monumental version of
Nahdat Misr for one of Cairo’s public squares (Abu Ghazi and Boctor 52).
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28 February 1922: Declaration of Egypt’s independence issued by the
United Kingdom, formally dissolving the protectorate created at the outset of
the First World War in 1914. Though independent in name, the sovereignty of
Egypt is restricted by the continued military and economic British presence,
leading to continued tensions.

26 November 1922: The discovery of Pharaoh Tutankhamen’s tomb by
Howard Carter ignites Egyptomania worldwide. Carter remembered the
discovery and his famous words about the tomb’s “wonderful things:”

At first I could see nothing, the hot air escaping from the chamber
causing the candle flame to flicker, but presently, as my eyes grew
accustomed to the light, details of the room within emerged slowly
from the mist, strange animals, statues, and gold — everywhere the
glint of gold. For the moment — an eternity it seemed to the others
standing by — I was struck dumb with amazement, and when Lord
Carnarvon, unable to stand the suspense any longer, inquired
anxiously, “Can you see anything?” it was all I could do to get out
the words, “Yes, wonderful things.” (Carter 141-42)

Even though pharaonism (al-firawniyya) in intellectual discourse
previously had been an important aspect of Egyptian nationalism, the
discovery of the intact tomb and especially the choreographed opening of the
chambers in 1924 prompt an even stronger literary and artistic engagement
with ancient Egyptian history (Gershoni and Jankowski 164). Writers,
poets, artists, and thinkers incorporate pharaonic imagery into their work.
Intellectual Muhammad Zaki Salih states in the newspaper Al-Siyasa al-
Usbu’iya that, “resurrected at the dawn of the Egyptian renaissance, he [Tut]
has become the best expression of modern Egypt’s determination to realize
its goal of national existence” (cited in Colla 169). Alongside these changes,
Mukhtar insists on creating his sculpture, Nahdat Misr, in pink granite from
Aswan, like the ancient Egyptians, instead of bronze.

1925: Artist Abdel Hadi el-Gazzar is born in Alexandria, son of a scholar
of Islamic law. At age eleven he moves to Cairo’s traditional Sayida Zainab
neighborhood when his father is appointed professor at al-Azhar University
(Effat).

23 August 1927: Nationalist leader Sa’ad Zaghlul dies. Mukhtar develops
two monumental sculptures of the leader for Cairo and Alexandria,
incorporating pharaonic styles, mainly in the bases of the sculptures rather
than in the portraits of Zaghlul.

20 May 1928: Mukhtar’s monumental Nahdat Misr is unveiled in Bab el-
Hadid Square directly facing the main train station. The event is produced
with much fanfare and many prominent figures attend the event.
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Figure 3: Mahmoud Mukhtar, Nadhat Misr, 1919-1928 (sculpture now
located across from Cairo University bridge)
(photograph by the author)

10 March 1930: Mukhtar has an exhibition at the Galerie Bernheim-Jeune
in Paris, where he shows many small sculptures, influenced by pharaonic
motifs as well as the image of the Egyptian peasant. The exhibition meets
with positive reviews in the Egyptian and French press (Abii Ghazi 162-85).
The pieces represent the impact of ancient Egyptian artistic styles on modern
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how and why they should be discontented, discontented with the chains
that bind them and the society whose values are set in stone” (translated in
LaCoss 29). Kamel el-Telmissany also publishes an article called “Humanism
and Modern Art”:

The humanist feeling and what it means in our current era of crisis is
one of the problems that is addressed in modern art, and, I believe,
is the most important and deserving for investigation. Humanism is
the primary characteristic that defines Free Art, in which you elevate
areas hidden by the narrowness of partisanship, which limits art
and undoubtedly eliminates its most important characteristics, in
order to prioritize the expression of the exact meaning of life and
its painful problems. Art will not be a tool for pleasure of people
to bring joy to their idle minds. Cheerfulness is far from humanism
and life that crashes and keeps crashing every day. This bold call
that fills the rubble was yelled by voices, some of them from the new
Free Art, and called for by humanist literature before. Some of the
voices who called for it were the Russians Korsakov and Dostoevsky
(45).

March 1940: In response to and in conjunction with the exhibit, many of
the members of the group publish pieces in local publications in both French
and Arabic. In the journal Don Quichotte, Telmissany writes:

Art does not belong to a
territory. Chirico is not more
Italian than Delvauxis Belgian
than Diego Rivera is Mexican
than Tanguy is French than
Max Ernst is German than
Telmissany is Egyptian. All
these men participate in
the same fraternal struggle
against the logic of the bell
tower and of the minaret,
which do not know how to
raise even a pathetic barrier
(qtd. in Alexandrian 29).

10-25 March 1941: Second exhibit
of the Art and Freedom Group is held.

Figure 13: Kamel el-Telmissany,
Nude, 1941
(Collection of Fatenn Moustafa)
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