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Poetic inspirations
‘sculpted in stone

Jordanian artist Mona Saudi broke tradition to pursue her dream, and
over the years has created a distinct space for herselfin the art sphere

By JvoTri KALsI
Special to Weekend Review

9 ver since she can remember,
Mona Saudi has been passion-
ate about art, poetry and music.
,Defying her conservative fam-

4l ily, she left her home in Am-
man at the age of 17 to make her dream of
studying art in Paris come true. She spent
a year in Beirut, where she met well-
known artists, poets and intellectuals,
such as Adonis, Paul Guiragossian and
Michel Basbous, who became her friends.

Saudi held her first exhibition of
drawings in 1963 in a café in Beirut, and
made enough money to buy a ticket to
Paris, where she enrolled in the Ecole
des Beaux-Arts. The Beirut-based Jorda-
nian artist, who turns 70 this year, is one
of the very few .Arab women to pursue
sculpture, and with her distinctive style
she has carved a niche for herself in the
history of modern Arab art.

Saudi combines organic and geomet-
ric forms to create abstract works that
express themes of life force and creation.
Her first sculpture, created in 1965, was
titled Mother/Earth, and since then she
has often returned to themes of fertility
and growth. She has also created public

sculptures for prestigious institutions,

such as the Institut du Monde Arabe in
Paris.

Saudi's first exhibition in the UAE, Po-
etry in Stone, features seven sculptures,
created between 2003 and 2012, and a
series of silk-screen prints of drawings
made between 1976 and 1980. The sculp-

tures, made from a variety of stones, such

as black dolorite from Syria, Lebanese
yellow stone, South American marble,
African granite and Jordanian jade and
pink limestone, illustrate the breadth and
range of her vision.

Inspired by rivers, seeds, * seagulls
and the theme of mother and child, the
sculptures convey Saudi’s desire to create
through her materials an organic connee-
tion to life itself. The silkscreen works, ti-
tled Homage to Mahmoud Darwish are in-
spired by the writings of the well-known
Palestinian poet and Saudi's lifelong
friend. The soulful works, incorporating
phrases from Darwish’s well-known po-
ems, relate clearly to the sculptural forms
in her work with their graphic lines and
totemic imagery.

Weekend Review travelled down mem-
ory lane with Saudi to learn about her life
and her work. Excerpts:

m How did you develop an interest in
sculpture?

AsachildItook long walks through the
hills around Amman, where our house
was surrounded by ancient ruins dating
back millennia to the age of the Ammo-
nites, the Edomites and the Nabataeans,
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Drawn to scale Mona Saudi’s works explore the ideas of growth and creation

who were all stone carvers. I felt and still
feel that I belong to these ancestors, and
to my Mother Earth.

Later, in Paris, 1 was inspired by the
ancient Etruscan, Greek, African and
Egyptian art I saw at the Louvre.

‘When I work with stone, I feel strong
and secure and can sense the spiritu-
al richness inside it. For me making a
sculpture is like creating poetry in stone.
It comes from my inner self and every
work I create is like a piece of my soul.

I left home without my father's per-
mission, because the girls in my family
were not allowed to go to university or
have a job except teaching in schools. But
by breaking the rules, I charted a new
path for all of them, opening the doors
for them to go to university, try new ca-
reers and to study abroad. .

I hope that my work will similatly en-
courage young women artists in the re-

' gion to believe in themselves and follow

their dreamsi

® Why did you run away from home at

the age of 177

I took the decision to become an art-
ist very early in life. My older brother’s
death when I was just eight years old
made me realise that life is very precious
and we must live every moment fully.
believe that rather than talking about
dreams, one has to dare to act.
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The Seed [ebanese marble, 2007

® Why did you choose to go to Beirut?
At that time Beirut was a major cul-

tural centre of the Arab world, where the

progressive political environment, free-
dom of the press and freedom of artistic
experimentation supported the develop-
ment of a new modern culture.

Artists, poets and intellectuals from
around the region came to the city and
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Sunset in Pink Amman limestone, 2012

~ despite the war, the atmosphere has not

changed.

m Please tell us about the inspiration
behind some of the sculptures in this
show.

My work is geometric and organic at
the same time. [ am interested in explor-
ing ideas, such as the meaning of growth,
and what is known as takween in Arabic
and can be translated as creation or for-
mation. The Seagull in marble is inspired

' by the seagulls that accompanied me on

my epic journey to Paris; and The Seed is
based on wheal grains and coffee beans.

The Nile Obelisk is inspired by the
Egyptian concept of the obelisk, which
is a spiritual form that joins the Earth to
heaven. When you work with stone you
discover how rich our Earth is, and these
works are sculpted from different types
of stone from different places.

u Do you switch to drawing as a form of
relaxation?

No, drawing is also a way of continuing
my research of forms. [ like to incorporate
poems I love in my drawings, which is
difficult to do in sculpture. I relate sculp-
ture to poetry, as a centre of contempla-
tion that creates rich vibrations in space
and time. I use the same precision with
my pen as I do with my chisel, so my
worls on paper have a sculptural look.

# What challenges did you face as an
Arab woman who wanted to be a
sculptor in those times?

I never felt any discrimination because

I always looked at myself as a human be-

ing. I respected myself and my art and

believed in what 1 was doing, so I got
great respect from everybody. Sculpting

* in stone is hard work, but I think women

who work in the fields or look after cattle
work harder. In this part of the world, we
have had powerful queens,.such as She-
ba and Cleopatra, so historically women
have always been respected.

® You have lived through times of great
turmoil, including a civil war in Leba-
non. How does your work remain so
serene and balanced?

I do not like expressive art, and I do not
like violence in life or in art. I like beauty
and harmony and always want to feel
the divinity of our existence and of the
trees, birds and other creatures around
us. There is already so much violence in
our lives, so why repeat it in art? For me
art is a moment of contemplation, of in-
ner peace.

u Jyoti Kalsi is an arts enthusiast based
in Dubai.

® Poetry in Stone will run at Lawrie
Shabibi gallery, Al Quoz, until July 16.

& lawrie Shabibi and Mona Saudi

The Nile Obelisk Marble, 2003



