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HUMANIZED ABSTRACTION

Mona Saudi has had a steady affaire de coeur with stone. The story which has been retold is
that, as a child growing up in Amman, she was enthralled by the city and its nearby
archeological sites. Far from trivial, her love for the city’s stonework came to influence her
near-absolute fidelity to the multifarious material. It also manifested in atavistic tendencies
toward her practice. Even in other media, like poetry, painting and drawing, her stone
sculptures remain central to the work. Her lavish materials — pink limestone, jade, marble —
are (not coincidentally) sourced from places across the Middle East, and sometimes beyond,
to where she journeyed.

On display is a selection of artwork from just over the last two decades of Saudi’s oeuvre
(1995-2017). It is a fairly recent array of a lifelong practice, but one that is unwavering in its
consistency across the past half century. Since 1965, each discrete object Saudi has produced
is a meditation on a universal condition — love, fertility, maternity, growth — which is treated
as transhistorical. Eschewing temporal categorization, her material of choice subtly grounds
the work in geographical referents (suggestive, in turn, of a political identity). Her natural
references and maternal allusions liken her technique of direct carving to a more traditional
practice of molding, thereby undoing an old opposition. Based on an analogy of erosion and
gestation, Saudi’s work takes “mother/earth” as its primary object of interest. Her sculptures
often retain a trace of a seed from which form has germinated into life.

While Saudi’s work tends toward an abstraction of pure form, it does not overthrow the figure.
Rather, the figure is generalized through abstraction, and comes to stand in for a universal
human condition. In line with the (Constructivist) principle of “truth to materials” — where
materials are used aptly in accordance with their specific qualities, thus rendering the process
of construction transparent — her constancy in stone humanizes abstraction, and keeps it
within the realm of art. Sculpture is universalized, art rehumanized.

Natasha Gasparian
Beirut, 2017



Straight to the Essence
Text by Samir Sayegh

Colors appear suddenly, they flow and organize themselves on the white paper into forms,
spaces, lines, curves and dots, varying between green, blue, red and orange, mixing
together, fused sometimes or appear side by side, thus coming forth as a complete language
rich in its forms and rhetoric.

Here appear the surprises, or the questions, because Mona Saudi spent her life as an artist
working in stone. Although it was colored sometimes her stones were mostly in different
degrees of white and black, or rather, drew its colors from the world of density and transpar-
ence, hardness and softness.

Thus, too, her drawings which, from the beginning, went side by side with sculpture also
stopped at black and white and the shades in between, which also derived its colors from
clarity and cohesion, from balance and precision... and will remain in essence drawings
which moves towards sculpture.

Hence these colored works raise the question of whether they are sculpture or drawing as we
knew them in the artist’s previous exhibitions, or whether they have an explicit expression
and content, more so since they were done between 1998 and 1999 to become now part of
a book and exhibition.

When contemplating the colored works, listening to them and reading them carefully the
surprise subsides and questions will receive their answers. We will gradually discover that
we are facing an architectural framework of shapes, their forms and the way they are
formed.

The colors appear in oblongs, squares, circles or triangles and their subdivisions. And when
the scene becomes confused as the color becomes an oblong or a square or the oblong turns
into green or blue, this takes us from a system of line-up to that of juxtaposition , of repro-
duction, of intersection, of resemblance that does not resemble. .

From the first moment the onlooker understands that he is facing a new initial manifestation
of an architectural system, and if he pursues and observes the details and various possibilities
of its language, the content of these works begins to unfold according to his capacity to
observe and appreciate.

This architectural system brings us back to sculpture, for Mona Saudi directed her sculpture
towards architectural forms, The circle and what derives from it are one of the names of her
works and one of their aesthetic features. We can easily understand howthe overlay,
accumulation and sequence take place, for very often sculpture is overlaying a lump over

MONA SAUDES

another just as those works lay one line over the other, separated and joined at the same
time.

Mona Saudi herself will help us bring back to the wider world of sculpture those colored
works which appear unique. When we listen to Umru’ al Quais’s poetic verse “night is like
sea waves...” we realize that what he means are the waves and the rhythm of this verse and
not the night, in which the rhythm of the poetry and that of the breaking waves unite in
winding, breaking lines like the sea waves, which also remind us of her sculptures of water
in which the stone or marble took the form of the movement of crashing waves.

However, that which unites here is the interior movement, that which whispers, throbs,
awakens and opens up in the heart and the imagination, in the person and the soul, not only
with Mona Saudi but also in the marble and stone she works on, in the colors and inks with
which she covers the white paper.

What we see here is the apparent image, but what we grope for, feel and understand is the
interior image where the hidden order combines color and whiteness, stone and water, the
beating heart and the glittering eye.

Passing from the apparent picture to the interior one will answer our questions and eliminate the
surprise of these colors... for their strong flow, its consistency, regularity, diversity and clarity are
proof that they are the result of a long practice and a generous, full past.

In fact, in spite of appearances to the contrary, when we stand in front of Mona Saudi’s
sculptures, whether representative or abstract, whether asking us to discover or representing
their essence, we realize that the aim of the search was always the essence, the interior of
the stone or the interior of the heart, for those curves, rigorous grooves and marks are
merely magic passages leading us to the soul of the stone.

Mona Saudi calls her colored works: springs, rivers, the tree of life, the almond flower,
lover’s tree, a poem in green, luminosity... thereby showing us the road the eye has to take
in order to reach a deeper observation. Thus she takes us to the height of the spring whence
water surges from the heart of the rock- sculpture, water then flowing as rivers in the valleys
and plains, trees growing, flowering and bearing fruit, turning green and yellow...reflected
in the water...and water sparkling in front of us over the white paper and in the folds of the
stone.

English translation by Nazek Saba Yared
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Full Moon

MONA SAUDEY

Travertine | 28x23.5x12cm | 2003
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La Vagabonde Jordanian Jade | 46x17.5x4.5cm | 2003 Water ofLife Onyx | 20x21.5x5cm | 2010
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Water ofLife Lebanese Stone | 82x23x18cm | 2007 Cactus Jordanian Jade | 30x23x6.5cm | 2009
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Moods ofEarth & Humans Travertine | 63x64.5x12cm | 2014
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Woman/River Granite | 42x24x3.5cm | 2004

Sunrise Jordanian Travertine | 38x17x12.5cm | 2011
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Mother/Earth Lebanese Stone | 40x20x10cm | 2006 Growth Jordanian Jade | 30x23x8cm | 2010
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The Gate ofLife Lebanese Stone | 57x40x18cm | 2004
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Woman/River Black Marble | 95x47x10cm | 2003 Tree/Torso Jordanian Jade | 91x38x12cm | 1997
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Variations on Stone Jordanian Limestone | 62x32x20cm | 2001
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Jordanian Stone | 35x26x15cm | 1998

Auto-Portrait
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Rivers Black Marble | 55x27x12cm | 2003 City Black Marble | 101x53.5x10cm | 2001 | Inspired by Italo Calvino
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The Dawn of Creation Jordanian Limestone | 36x32x23cm | 2005 Mona Saudi sculpting The Dawn of Creation Beirut | 2005
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Woman/Bird Moon Eclipse
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And take my dream, O women of the earth,

Plant it in your wombs,

Do not be afraid of the night nor be enslaved by the day,
Abide in the page and in the stone, as upon the earth

English translation by Kamal Boullata
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Mother/Earth

Ink | 100x70cm | 1996
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Moon/Goddess Ink and pencil | 70x90cm | 1998 Dialogue Ink and pencil | 72x98cm | 1998



Invisible City 11
Pencil | 100x70cm | 1995 | Inspired by Italo Calvino

Stone Formation
Ink & pencil | 23x30.5cm | 1995

MONA SAUDE 37

Invisible City I
Pencil | 100x70cm | 1995 | Inspired by Italo Calvino
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White Rose Night Walk Thoughts
Ink | 30x24cm | 1998 Ink | 32x24cm | 1997 Ink | 32x24cm | 1997

The Tree of Life
Ink & watercolor | 23x30.5cm | 1995

Woman and Birds Egyptian Goddess Moon Lover
Ink | 51x35.5cm | 1998 Ink | 51x35.5cm | 1997 Ink | 24x18cm | 1997
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Homage to Sa

An Album of 13 Drawings

Inspired by “Chant Pour an Equinoxe”

49x34cm

Edition of 77 numbered and signed

4

Reproduced in silkscreen




Woman/Rose
Ink | 32x24cm | 1997
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Woman and Bird
Pencil | 43x35cm | 1995

/950"

Lovers/Tree
Ink & watercolor | 30.5x23cm | 1995

City
Ink | 51x35.5cm | 1997

Formation

Ink | 51x35.5cm | 1997

Auto-Portrait

Ink | 40x30cm | 1997

e

\\
==
S T—
Growth

Ink & watercolor | 30.5x23cm | 1995

Roots
Ink & watercolor | 41.5x33.5cm | 1996

Woman and Birds
Ink & watercolor | 40x30cm | 1996

Voyage
Ink & watercolor | 51x35.5cm | 1996



MONA SAUDEA3

PR D R AT R

8 i HiLRdE bt trrrmms e b R Lo T
a S GG

= i3’y

Ak ..,. W
e o P
m@#ﬂﬂ% ¥y ..._ﬂ.. 4
nEEd AL

: 1 - - —. 4
_w. ¥ ...W e =
“.mm,.pa ol iy
] o

sty
!

s

)

e

3F

Yl

A

: 3 !P S
The Petra Tablets

An Album of 12 Drawings, Serigraphy & Watercolor

Inspired by Adonis” Poem
1995-1998
Edition of 50, 75x52cm each



Childhood
Ink & pastel | 21.27.5cm | 1997

Broken Hearts
Ink & pastel | 21.27.5cm | 1997

Niin Poem
Ink | 21.27.5cm | 1997

Eternal Friendship
Ink & pastel | 21.27.5cm | 1997

Lovers
Ink | 21.27.5cm | 1997

Trees
Ink & pastel | 21.27.5cm | 1997
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“Mona Saudi's stone pieces simultaneously suggest the ageless and the modern. Their
seedlike, egg like roundness suggests life just about to burst out of colored stones.”

Paul Richard/ The Washington Post

Dans I'étonnement que provoque le tourbillion
il'y eut les trésors
et encore des inventions dans I'écriture
avec la permanence des pierres
avec leur croissance

Michel Butor

“Au-dela de ces géométries repérables dans I'espace, il y a donc, invisibles mais cataly-
santes, une authentique géométrie du coeur et une subtile géométrie de 'dme: dans sa
stratégie, 'ceuvre de Mona Saudi est résolument singuliére, enracinée dans une terre, une
culture, un mode d'étre, de sentir, de penser et d'agir, et résolument universelle, ouverte
a tous les vents du monde et, bien entendu, a toutes les géométries variables de I'esprit.”

Joseph Tarrab

“Unity and consistency are outstanding qualities of Mona Saudi’s work, a unique style
distinguished by three major characteristics: precision, organic vitality amd sensuality.”

Georges Zeenny
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Orange Tree Acrylic on paper | 35x25cm | 1998 The Oak Tree Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998
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Almond Flowers Autumn Leaves Tree/Torso Transparency Poem in Red The Road
Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 35x25cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 35x30cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 35x30cm | 1999

e o . . Poem in Green Poem in Bl live Tr
Meditation Medltatlon/Nlrvana The Tree Olefe Acorfllic on ga:eer | 35x30cm | 1999 Agr?llic on pageer | 35%x30cm | 1999 gcr}‘jleic one[faper | 35x30cm | 1999
Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998 Acrylic on paper | 100x70cm | 1998
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Shooting Stars Suns Rivers
Acrylic on paper | 30.5x22.5cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 30.5x22.5cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 32.5x22.5cm | 1998

Bloodstone The Long Night -Homage to Imru’ al-Qais Night waves
Acrylic on paper | 100x50cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 100x50cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 100x50cm | 1999

[y

The Tree of Life Hlluminations Manuscript
Acrylic on paper | 35x30cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 35x30cm | 1999 Acrylic on paper | 35x30cm | 1998



About Mona Saudi

Mona Saudi was born in Amman in October 1945, and grew up in a traditional Jordanian family.
Since childhood, she was overwhelmed by the dream of becoming an artist. At the age of seventeen,
she decided to flee from her family aiming Paris, via Beirut.

Her first stop was Beirut, where she spent several months as a student at Aley National College, and
also, started frequenting the art and intellectual circles in Beirut, where she met lifelong friends such
as Adonis, Onsi El-Hajj and Paul Guiragossian.

Her first exhibition took place at "Café de la Presse" in December 1963. It was highly noted by the
media, and the few sales of her artwork allowed her to continue her journey to Paris. In February 1964,
she directly enrolled as a student at I'Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in the sculpture
section, where she created her first stone sculpture “Mother/Earth” in 1965.

She has been living in Beirut since 1969, and has exhibited widely in both local and international
art institutions, including Galerie Fpreuve d’Artiste in Beirut, Meem Gallery and Lawrie Shabibi
Gallery in Dubai, Jacaranda Images in Amman, Galerie des Oudayas in Rabat, Salmieh Gallery in
Kuwait, Tehran Museum of Contemporary Art, Alif Gallery and Museum of Women in the Arts in
Washington DC, The British Museum and the Mosaic Rooms in London, and Institut du Monde
Arabe, Musée Rodin, and Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris.

MONA SAUDE 55

Mother and Child Mother/Earth
Sharjah Art Foundation | Marble | H. 43cm The British Museum | Jordanian Jade | H. 45cm Amman | Granite | H. 200cm
1981 2010 1984

Her work is also in private collections worldwide, as well as in the permanent collections of the
National Gallery of Fine Arts, and Khaled Shoman Foundation in Amman, Sursock Museum and
Dalloul Foundation in Beirut, Ministry of Culture in Cairo, Dar al Athar al Islamiyya and Museum of
Modern Art in Kuwait, Assila Museum in Morocco, Sharjah Art Foundation and Barjeel Art Foundation
in Sharjah, The British Museum in London, and the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris.

An important medium in Mona Saudi’s artistic practice related to poetry. She created drawings
inspired by the Palestinian Mahmoud Darwish, Adonis, as well as Rashid Hussein, Moeen Bsiso,
Ghassan Kanafani, as well as Saint John Perse. Italo Calvino’s “Invisible Cities” have also been an
inspiration.

Her large-scale sculptures for public spaces stand in the city of Amman, at the university of Technology
in Irbid (Jordan), the Institut du Monde Arabe in Paris, as well as in the open air sculpture museum in
Rashana.

She has published In Time of War: Children Testify (1970), First Vision (1972), and An Ocean of
Dreams (1992).

Mona Saudi received the Jordanian National Award for the Arts from King Hussein in 1993.
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