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Wissam Shawkat is a reknowned, self-taught
calligrapher who knows, understands and respects the
rules and traditions of calligraphy like the back of his
hand. A contemporary in the field, yet his experience
stands on the shoulders of tradition. He is a forward
thinker, a designer who updates his style according to
the time in which he is living.

I was first introduced to Shawkat’s work when he
joined Tashkeel as a member, later becoming a regular
workshop leader for calligraphy in our studios, as well
as an exhibiting artist in our gallery. Through Tashkeel
I have witnessed his wide range of knowledge and

his capacity to create, along with the generosity of
spirit to share what he knows. His understanding of
traditional work, as well as his ability to design fonts
using both Roman and Arabic typography, is extensive.
It is extremely rare to find one person with such an
extensive understanding and sensitivity in both fields.
He is an institution in himself. We are lucky to be able
to be a part of his journey within the arts and it is a
privilege to provide a platform for him to showcase his
work and to share his experiences.

Wissam Shawkat first started working with calligraphy
before his teenage years, later becoming a pioneer

in his field. Today his influences and inspirations

stem from a plethora of places. As a traveler with an
eye for art and design, Shawkat is drawn to different
museums around the world, observing and absorbing
contemporary art and design, all of which influence his
work. His new works are a refreshing change to what
is generally expected from calligraphy. He takes into
account tradition - but then reinterprets it, letting the
traditional meet the contemporary through graphic
visualisations. What I witness in some of the pieces
today is reminiscent of Cubist and certainly abstract

Foreword

approaches, with the forms of Arabic type emerging
slowly from the blocked colours and forms. Through
printmaking, collage and canvas, he navigates the
boundaries between legibility and abstraction, with
references to the essence of the original calligraphy
still resonating through. This development is a
challenging and pioneering step and I believe paves the
way for a new visual language and form in the world of
calligraphy.

Take time to consider and ponder upon what you see,
for what is visible on the surface of these new works
has roots embedded in the past, whilst a new breed of
visual language is starting to bloom.

~  Lateefa bint Maktoum
Tashkeel Director
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Essay

Introduction

I first met Wissam Shawkat at a calligraphy exhibition
in Dubai, in 2003. He was carrying his 2 year old
daughter, Reem, in his arms. With a smile, he
introduced himself: “I am Wissam Shawkat Matti
from Basrah”. [ immediately recalled the impression

I had formed of the natives of Basrah: friendly, nicely
spoken, articulate.

His fascination with calligraphy began in his formative
years, at elementary school. The development of the
mind’s ability to think and reason more effectively
and abstractly seems to begin in these highly
transitional years. Calligraphy, in many ways, is an
extension of man’s creative process. Though he is
self-taught (an oddity in the history of calligraphy),
there is an incorporated growth and unity in Wissam’s
development as a calligrapher. He has secured his
reputation as one of the finest calligraphers and one
who transcends his own standing as a traditionalist by
the endeavour to open new prospects for calligraphy -
giving an aura of modernity to this art.

He was born in 1974 in Basrah, Iraq, the third son of
Shawkat Matti, a native of Mosul. “Both my parents
were supportive of my early interest in calligraphy,” he
recalls. “In order to make calligraphy pens, [ remember
my father driving me a long way from Basrah, to a
place where wild bamboo grew”. Wissam was brought
up in a happy house and by a mother, a school teacher,
who also encouraged his fondness for calligraphy.

The Formative Years

Moments of inspiration know no time or place.

In Wissam’s case, the flash of inspiration was
experienced at elementary school thanks to a
remarkable teacher named Muhammad Riza Suhail.

Suhail was a talented teacher, and among his friends
were the late calligrapher Muhammad Saqqar (d.
2014) and the poet Badir Shakir al-Sayyab and others.
One day, in an art lesson, Suhail decided to talk

about calligraphy. He drew the forms of the Arabic
letters i ° z and » . These letters
were rendered on a blackboard using a 1.5 inch white
chalk. The subtle movement of Suhail’s hand and the
manipulation of the chalk fascinated Wissam: “The
forms of these few letters were carved in my mind, as it
were. These moments were the incitement, the guiding
light and the unexpected disclosure to allure me to the

art of calligraphy.”

Dealing with urban life in the city of Basrah

In 1986, when Wissam was twelve years old, his
family decided to move to Mosul, the city in northern
Iraq, to escape the bombardment of Basrah during the
Irag-Iran War. Two years later, the family returned to
Basrah and opened a stationery store selling cut paper,
writing implements and other office supplies. It was

a family-run business, and Wissam began developing
his skills and knowledge of dealing with the urban

life of Basrah, while getting known as a calligrapher
in his own right. He was let loose in the city he loved
once again and began his calligraphic knack: he would
write signs both in school and out in the market-
places. His teachers would ask him to write panels to
be hung, shopkeepers needed signs to advertise their
commodities. It was during these early times that
Wissam began to have an insight into the significance
of his art. He began to understand the interaction of
substance and form and to respect the integrity of this
important artistic medium.
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A self-taught calligrapher

Although teaching calligraphy is not an entirely
universal practice, in the history of Ottoman masters
of this art it is well known that a student would have
to study or to “stand under” a master to enable him
to “understand” the nuances of this art. Wissam was
basically self-taught. The acquiring of an Ijazeh (a
calligraphic certificate), again in the Ottoman context,
is both an accolade and an important certificate which
is awarded by an acknowledged calligrapher. It is the
means to be recognised as a professional calligrapher.

But there have been exceptions. Mahmud Jalal al-Din
(d. 1829) amongst them - essentially self-taught, he
nonetheless became one of the great masters of the
century. A more recent example was Hamid al-Amadi
(also known as Himid Aytac, d. 1982), who was a
talented student of calligraphy and who in essence
was self-taught and is regarded as the last link in

the chain of transmission as one who lived during
both the Ottoman and the modern Turkish Republic.
Wissam'’s calligraphic hunger for mastering this art
was no different from many others who had to adapt to
a pattern of events in their lives, and who found artistic
freedom in unlikely environments. He found clients
and they found him, and he continued to practise
calligraphy in the city that was once the capital of palm
trees. Wissam recalls that “the evergreen feather-
leaves of the palm tree were used to make calligraphy
pens”. The creativity of man to produce something
that is original and worthwhile, even when it seems
most unlikely, is a process that is as old as human
civilisation.

Dubai: a glimmer of light
Dubai has been a haven for many calligraphers,
painters and art historians. It was in Dubai that

Wissam found new freedom and opportunity in

his professional career as a calligrapher. There is
something about this city that induces energy and
confidence. It was here that new ideas added to the
urge to reiterate the dynamics of the past, to evoke
the aesthetic roots of this remarkable art and to
re-examine the visual power that is embedded in the
calligraphic forms of the Arabic scripts.

His new challenge was to symbolise the dynamic
beauty of the part and form of each calligraphic letter
while rejecting nothing of the past, by reacquainting
the mind, the eyes and the hand with the minutiae; the
individual details of his art.

Fascination with the forms

Calligraphy, in some ways, is bound by language, and
if a language does not evolve and acquire technical
terms for newly arrived inventions and ideas it is
bound to wane. There is no irony in that. As both the
spoken and written language are enriched and evolve
over time, so will the forms and ideas of how to best
articulate that change.

Although some calligraphers are traditionalists -
upholding centuries-old traditions - there are others
who appear to be making headway, and who move
forward in their work. I find Wissam engaging with
both tradition and modernity with optimism and
confidence. He recalls that even when visiting great
museums in Europe and the US, he tends to be
drawn to the new, innovative, modern exhibitions
that are setting new norms, more than the galleries
exhibiting traditional artworks. His ability to ride two
waves at one time is unmistakable. He has in one, the
knowledge and ability to work in the traditional styles;
in the other, the wish to combine that knowledge with
a hint, an allusion to assume new meaning.
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Basmala, 2014

Ink and acrylic on handmade paper
60x 80 cm
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~ Nabil F. Safwat
Art Historian

The vantage-point of experience

Wissam'’s latest work needs to be considered in the
light of commitment to both his early repertoire of
calligraphic motifs and to the experience that he
obtained in recent years; the result of this can be seen
in the series of variations on the form of each Arabic
letter. He takes special care to work on a contrast
between an overall calligraphic statement and the
small details of it, which needs to be looked at as
the intrinsic nature or quality of individual letters,
illustrating its beauty and character.

This reminds me of my own studies of Rembrandt’s
paintings: the random brush stokes when seen in
isolation were in fact the basis that brought dignity
and beauty to his painting. The calligraphic panels

in this exhibition illustrate the withdrawal from, and
return to, the essential coordinates of individual Arabic
letters. In a strange way it succeeds in its task to
articulate the tensions that are inherent in each letter.

These works also set up a tension between longer and
shorter calligraphic segments. This may be described
as a suggestion that seems to reject consolation

with the past, yet to the discriminating observer, it is
the corollary - the consequences of its fruition. For
those cognisant with the nature of Arabic letters, the
calligraphic constriction of the letters waw () and
ha’ (), for example, with their timeless allure of form,
lose nothing of their beauty, yet they reflect an attitude
of intertwined reintegration which is inordinately
magnified, evoking the private world of the calligrapher
Wissam Shawkat.
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7~  Wissam Shawkat
Dubai - 2015

Artist Statement

For as long as I can remember, the versatile shapes
and forms of the letters of the Arabic alphabet have
captured my imagination. When [ was 10 years old,
my eyes fell on four letters written by my art teacher
in school - since then, a drive to communicate and
express through calligraphy has consumed me. I've
often wondered why, based on only 4 letters, I could
have fallen in love with this art form. It’s the form
and the graphic qualities that have always drawn me
to the values of Arabic calligraphy. To me, each letter
or word is not only a signifier of sound or meaning,
but also a form with a life and energy of its own. Each
letter, when done in calligraphy, has an inner dynamic
beauty, a sense that the letters are almost moving
when you look at them.

For me, calligraphy is the sum all art forms - it is the
art of drawing lines, connecting points and balancing
the forms. The process of perfecting the shapes, has
a constancy - in the presence of strong emotion, the
rhythm, harmony and constrast. In this way, it is the
most visual form for thoughts.

In my recent works, I investigated the relationship
between visual and textual practice in modernist
compositions, referencing calligraphic abstract
forms. Some of these works draw on a creative
tension between geometric abstraction, derived from
Bauhaus, Letterist, Futurist and Cubist movements,
and combined with the sinuous characteristics of
Arabic calligraphy scripts. By using these traditional
calligraphic forms as a point of departure, my works
take calligraphy to a new level and direction - liberating
Arabic calligraphy from its textual constraints and
context to a more visual form, allowing my work to
exist purely for the sake of forms and rhythms. They
reflect a transformation of the organic forms of letters
into monumental geometric shapes and volumes.
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Epic 2, 2015
Screen print on paper
60x 60 cm
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Epic 3, 2015
Screen print on paper
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Eternal, 2015
Screen print on paper
60x 60 cm
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Eternal 2, 2015
Screen print on paper
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Childhood dreams 2, 2015 T.10.2 dlgahll el
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Childhood dreams 3, 2015
Screen print on paper
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Gathering, 2015
Mixed media on board
33x33cm
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Jeilen 5
Optimism, 2015 T.lo.Jolai
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Illusion 1, 2015
Mixed media on board
43x40cm
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Illusion 2, 2015
Mixed media on board
43x30cm
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Illusion 3, 2015
Mixed media on board
43x30cm
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Looking through the window, 2015
Mixed media on board
34x 34 cm
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Remains 1, 2015
Mixed media on board
46 x 36 cm
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Remains 2, 2015
Mixed media on board
49x 33 cm
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Untitled (Triptych), 2015 . 1o (duli dagl) gleic K9

Acrylic on handmade paper 94 9 ude gl
50x120 cm e 1T xo0.






41

Monumental 11/11

Symphony, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
35x98 cm
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Symphony 3, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
26x 70 cm
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Symphony 2, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
95x28 cm

V.10.2 diigaogu
$94 §J9 ude eyl
fasss] TA x 90

44

obréom LL/LL



45

Monumental 11/11

Abandoned City, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
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Red Composition, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
70x 50 cm
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Homage to Bauhaus, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
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Galaxy, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
46 x 75 cm
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Baghdad, 2015

Acrylic on handmade paper
60x 60 cm
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City 2, 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
60 x 80 cm
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Childhood dreams, 2015
Screen print on paper
68 x 50 cm
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Eternal 3 (Diptych), 2015
Acrylic on handmade paper
40x 80 cm
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Monument 1, 2015
Acrylic on canvas
100x 100 cm
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Monument 2, 2015
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 100 cm
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Monument 3, 2015
Acrylic on canvas
100x 100 cm
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Monument 4, 2015
Acrylic on canvas
100 x 100 cm
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Dialogue, 2015

Acrylic on linen canvas
90x 150 cm

T.10 4lga .
- lo. x9.



Untitled, 2015
Acrylic on linen canvas
150x 150 cm
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Biography

Wissam Shawkat has been passionate about
calligraphy since an early age. Originally from Iraq,

he now lives in Dubai, UAE and is a civil engineer

by practice. Shawkat’s degree in Civil Engineering,
received from Basra University in 1996, complemented
his artistic pursuits and offered him the skills
necessary to excel at draftsmanship and design. His
unique style borrows from the exquisite craftsmanship
of traditional practitioners and the vibrancy of
contemporary culture.

A calligrapher and designer of logotypes with over 20
years experience, Shawkat has worked for well-known
clients in branding design, advertising agencies and big
corporations. In addition to the graphic applications

of his calligraphic works, he has practiced calligraphy
as an art form, producing fine art calligraphy pieces
that are included in private and public collections
throughout the world. Shawkat has participated

in many local and international competitions and
exhibitions, winning awards locally and internationally
including Al Burda International Calligraphy
Competition, Al-Baraka Turk Bank Calligraphy
Competition, Visual & Audible Arabic Calligraphy, Iraqi
Calligraphy Society Prize, International Calligraphy
Competition (IRCICA), and Dar Al-Salam 3rd Arabic
Calligraphy & Islamic Ornamentation Festival.

Wissam Shawkat’s work has appeared in numerous
books and publications focused on the art of
calligraphy and logos, as well as curating several

local and international calligraphy functions and
exhibitions. The diversity of his work resonates with a
wide range of audiences and testifies to his belief that
calligraphy knows no boundaries.
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s
Solo shows
2012 “Letters of Love”, in Collaboration with
MontBlanc, Dubai
2011 “Letters of Love”, Reedspace Art Gallery,
Manhattan, NY
Virginia Commonwealth University, School
of Art, Doha, Qatar
1994 Calligraphy Exhibition, University of Basra
1993 Calligraphy Exhibition, University of Basra

Selected Group Exhibitions

2014

2013

2012

2011

Al “Al Mohaqqaq”, Dubai Arabic Calligraphy
Center Exhibition, The cultural and Scientific
Association, Dubai

“Islamic Arts - Arabic Calligraphy”,

Dubai Arabic Calligraphy Center Exhibition
with collaboration of Ara Gallery, Dubai
“The Beauty of Calligraphy”, Pro Art

Gallery, Dubai, UAE

“Right to Left - Arab and Iranian visual
cultures”, Berlin, Germany

“Modernism - Arabic Calligraphy in a
contemporary context”, Dubai Arabic
Calligraphy Center Exhibition, Ara Gallery,
Dubai

“Azf Al Harf”, Qatar National Convention
Centre, Doha, Qatar

Sharjah Calligraphy Biennial, Sharjah, UAE
“Hurouf Al Noor”, Contemporary Calligraphy
Exhibition, Tashkeel, Dubai

“The Mashq”, Dubai Arabic Calligraphy
Center Exhibition, Cuadro Fine Art Gallery,
DIFC, Dubai

2010

2009

2008

2007

2003

2001

2000
1998

1996

1989

“Hurouf: The Art of the Word”, Sotheby’s
Auction Exhibition, The Ritz Carlton, Doha,
Qatar

“The Will of the Reed*, Arabic Calligraphy
Exhibition, Emirates Palace, Abu Dhabi
“Letters, Arabic Arts and Calligraphy”, with
Mont Blanc and Meem Gallery, Dubai Mall
“The Holy Qur’an Exhibition”, The Farjam
Collection, DIFC, Dubai, UAE

“Al Basmalah”, The Farjam Collection
Gallery, Dubai, UAE

DIFC Arabic Calligraphy Collection, Dubai
Sharjah Calligraphy Biennial, Sharjah, UAE
The Arabic Calligraphy Exhibition in the
Royal Library in Denmark under the title
"The Black Diamond"

Sharjah Days in Vienna - Austria for Arabic
Calligraphy, Vienna

The Arabic Calligraphy Exhibition in
Germany

Dubai International Calligraphy

Exhibition, Dubai, UAE (also in 2004, 2005
and 2007)

“Visual & Audible” Calligraphy

Exhibition, Sharjah, UAE (also in 2002, 2003
and 2011)

“Nasamat Min Baghdad”, Saint-Angelo, Italy
4th Baghdad International Calligraphy
Festival, Baghdad, Iraq

The Arabic Calligraphy Exhibition, Basra,
Iraq

National Exhibition for Arabic Calligraphy,
Baghdad, Iraq
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Established in 2008 by Lateefa bint Maktoum,
Tashkeel is a contemporary art organisation based in
Dubai committed to facilitating art and design practice,
creative experimentation and cross-cultural dialogue.

Placing the artist at the core, Tashkeel supports the
UAE'’s creative community through studio facilities,
artists’ residencies, international fellowships, a
programme of exhibitions, events and professional as
well as recreational workshops.

Tashkeel currently runs up to three residencies

a year, along with 6 residencies in conjunction

with our partner entities - Delfina Foundation
London, Dubai Culture and Arts Authority and

Art Dubai. Encouraging the exchange of ideas
between international and local practitioners, the
non-prescriptive and process-based nature of the
residencies allows visiting artists to develop projects in
response to their new context, or to conduct research
benefitting from Tashkeel’s resources. Residencies
generally culminate in an exhibition, accompanied
by activities such as talks and seminars, aiming to
introduce the general public to international artists
and their practice.

Tashkeel’s exhibition space accommodates up to six
main projects a year, as well as a series of small-scale
events. The programme includes solo and thematic
exhibitions, screenings, workshops and seminars,
fulfilling Tashkeel’s commitment to bringing art and
culture to a wider audience and engaging the local
community.






