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The question of "Asia Time' conceals diversities of space,

different speeds of cultural development, different transmissions
of knowledge and know—how, of beliefs and of structuring
narratives. It was French philosopher Jean—Franois Lyotard who
had the realisation — not in Asia but in North America — of the
differences of time within one great landmass, forever relativising
what from Paris had seemed a temporal certainty overlapping with
other certainties: these of course included a centralised view of
Enlightement and post—Enlightement knowledge. Suddenly, in San
Diego, on the brink of the computer age, in the first computerised
library he had ever experienced (looking out not onto cobbled city
streets but the Pacific Ocean] Lyotard realised the link between
time, space, knowledge and laws: 'Not one State but States. Not
one time but times: Atlantic Time, Central Time, Mountain Time,

Pacific Time. Not one law but laws...."

Asia’'s relationship with the West goes back to the origins of our
ancestors and their nomadic travellings. Within the stories of
civilisation with which we are more familiar, the several Silk Roads
across landmasses and the Marine Silk Roads across oceans
insitgated two—way traffics of exchange. These were pursued
and transformed in nature in the era of Western colonialism, now

modified by new powers in the East and accelerated beyond all

imaginings today with the Electronic Silk Road. It may now seem
extraordinary that Fernand Braudel's concept of the longue durée
and the expansion of his scholarship towards Asia, moved out from
everyday life in the in the West to, finally, the East. He looked at the
past, as if it were down the wrong end of a telescope, understanding
the present as that telescope lens, poised between past and
future. Yet in his three—volume study, Civilisation and Capitalism
15th —18th centuries, he might instead have turned his telescope
about, or begun with the East and moving West. The great tryptych
expands as capitalism sprea-ds. however. In the Electronic Silk
Road age, our capitalisms stand facing each other. Braudel's
volumes moved from The Structure of Everyday Life to money and
exchange: The Wheels of Commerce, then to The Perspective of
the World, with its discussion of time—space entities and larger
economic exchange circuits as ‘worlds’ within these: greater Asia
was just such an économie—monde. The world of art, of depiction,
of poetic thoughts, stories, images and their resistance to time —
rather than their persistence through time — is of central concern
however, to the 1* Asia Biennial and the 5" Guangzhou Triennale,

Guangzhou.

| would like to look at a particular instance, where the reversal of

East—West paradigms caused controversy across cultures and
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generations, yet was the revelation and stimulus for the works of
Indian—British artist Saleemn Arif Quadri, whose works are shown
here. Born Syed Saleem Arif Quadri, in Hyderabad, Southern
India, in 1949, the artist was from a family whose antecedents had
been religious Sufis. ‘Syed’ implies a descendant of the prophet
Mohammed, ‘Quadri’ a religious and aristocratic line of descent,
and ‘Saleem’ — peace. Saleem, indeed, is an emissary of an age—
old Indian culture whose wisdom, transformed into figures and
colours, shapes and surfaces, he has celebrated in exhibitions all

over Britain and Europe.

An abrupt move from India to Birmingham in 1966 immediately
created a clash of cultures. After a turbulent period of adjustment
at Birmingham College of Art, he became a student at London's
Royal College of Art in 1972. A year spent in India in 1975 was, he
recalls, the most profound experience of his life. The rediscovery of
his birthplace and his homeland led both to a realisation of India’s
extraordinary cultural diversity and to a recognition of his inner
self. He became aware of an intuitive relationship with his cultural
heritage, not only in terms of the senses— sights, colours, sounds
and smells — but the rich oral tradition of Islamic literature he had
absorbed as a boy. He recalled in 1991, “In the East it is all patterns,

whereas in the West it is shadows. "

Arif here emphasises the contrast between Western notions of
realism [shadows] and the flat, bright patterns of Islamic art,
the rich designs for carpets and hangings and the visual impact
of calligraphy incorporated into the architecture of the great
mosques. Chiaroscuro [ltalian, for the painting of shadow), gave
rise, concurrently with the perfection of the art of perspective,
to the great Italian masterpieces of the Renaissance. Humanism
was at the heart of shadow and perspective. Lines converging on
a vanishing point in the standard perspectival scheme had their
equivalent in the lines which converged in the eye of the beholder:
the ability to situate objects in space equated with man’s power over

the universe in the realms of geography, science, and ballistics.

The elevation of man through the discovery of shadow implied his
progressive slipping away from the spiritual, the loss of God in a
calculated and material world and an estrangement from the East.
Yet, through a charmed conjunction of research and experience,
Saleem Arif was able to unite an Italian world of shadows with his
Islamic heritage. Beginning with the illustrations of Gustave Doré
and John Flaxman for the epic masterpiece of Renaissance [taly,
the Inferno from the Divine Comedy by Dante Alighieri(1265—1321),

he pursued a hunch which led to an extraordinary confirmation.

In 1919, a Catholic priest and professor of Arabic at the University
of Madrid, Miguel Asin y Palacios, had created a furor in both
Spain and Italy with the publication of La Escatalogia Musulmana
en la Divina Comedia. Saleem Arif chanced upon a later abridged
version of its translation: |slam and the Divine Comedy,|published
in London in 1926]. It revealed that Dante’s poem — a cornerstone
of Christendom — was constructed upon a bedrock of Islamic
sources. A study of the Illuministic, neo—Platonic mysticism of
Ibn Massara of Cordova, had led Asin from this Spanish Moslem
philosopher to his master, Ibn Arabi, the great Sufi of Murcia who
had written a quasi—Dantesque allegory, the Futuhat. This, in turn,
was a mystical adaptation of the Mirgj or Ascension of Mahomet
from Jerusalem to the Throne of God. The Mirqgj. famous in Islamic
theological literature, was preceded by Mahomet’'s nocturnal
journey, the Isra. Parallels with Dante’s Inferno and Paradiso,
written a century later, extended from the ‘architecture of the
realms’ [the imaginary conception of the infernal regions and
celestial abodes| to precise episodes of narrative and picturesque
details. In an attempt to find a common source narrative, the
Moslem ori_gin of many later Christian legends was also revealed.

Dante’s tutor, Brunetto Latini provided the link.

Italian Danteists were not pleased in the 1920s; in the mid—1970s
Saleem Arif was delighted and inspired [further scholarship has
revealed more controversy, more intercultural tensions]. But

here was the link between the world of patterns and the world



of shadows, between East and West, that he had sought, and the
evidence of the greatness to be achieved through the fusion and
interpenetration of two great cultures. Arif now began his series
depicting the Inferno. Over five hundred works emerged, crowned
with forty coloured ink paintings.The first drawings were done
immediately after his return from India. When he came to work in
poster colour and gouache, he said, | found the Indian culture had
somehow surfaced the various colours | had in me, they were raw,
bright and primitive.” Far from the Italian Renaissance painter,
Sandro Botticelli’'s fantastic Inferno illustrations, the visions of
Flaxman, Doré, or nearer to our time, those of Auguste Rodin,
Arif—Quadri dispensed with the realm of shadow [Dante’s ghostly
Shades). His is a more patterned, a more oppositional rendering.
‘What | found fascinating about the Divine Comedy was that, in one
work you get the positive, the negative and the in—between.’ Strong
lino—cuts invoked a play of light/dark values; the in—between was
not a shade but a vibrating intermediary space of confrontation and
lines of force [see Canto XXV: Vanni Fuci and Monster Cacus). The
directness of Saleem’s imagination had led him to symbolise the
burning of hell by tearing the edges of the paper... the most obvious
thing you could think of.” Yet this led to a permanent assault on
the traditional oblong format that was the catalyst for his later,

irregularly shaped canvases.

Journeys by night lack the clear outlines and paths of the day.
Mahomet, guided by the angel Gabriel in the Isra, has an experience
paralleled by Dante and his spirit guide, the classical poet Virgil.
Dante’s Malebolge, a place in hell, has a bottom ‘divided into ten
valleys, successive ditches and bridges.” Movement is not linear, but
“circling and sinking.” One has enly to think of the whirling of the
lovers Paola and Francesca in space [a motif for so many Western
artists] to see how poetic vision, an allegorical psychomachia,
an imaginary and aural experience [the Cantos read aloud and
chanted], are totally at odds with the fixed, humanist world—view of

projected spaces, rays of light and cast shadows.

As Arif—Quadri's paintings challenged the tyranny of perspective,
of gravity, of the square, so they challenged the tyranny of narrative
and linear interpretation. A reversion to a flat picture space and
rejection of narrative was of course central to the development of
maodernism — and Arif—Quadri was able to combine the lessons
of the Inferno series with those of another master, Henri Matisse,
perhaps France’'s greatest twentieth century orientalist. Travelling
to Mozarabic southern Spain and to Morocco [as Arif—Quadri
would after him ] Matisse had at first heightened the patterning
of his work by painting exotic rugs and pottery as part of his still
lives and studio backgrounds. He then changed the space of his
work itself to that of the oriental wall hanging. At the end of his
life he worked on the Dominican chapel at Venice using ceramic
tiles and calligraphy, with many references to oriental places of
prayer. |Arif—Quadri, too, is a talented ceramicist.] Simultaneously
Matisse’s paper cut—outs used the brilliant colours and positive
and negative shapes from which Arif—Quadri was to draw such
confirmation. Matisse’s Polynesia, the Sky and Polynesia, the Sea,
of 1946, white paper cut—outs on a blue ground of bird and fish and
seaweed shapes [recollections of Tahiti] are the closest to Arif—
Quadri’s painting, The blue of sea and air, the blue of contemplation
are key colours for both artists. However Matisse’s complex shapes
never approached the ambiguities of Arif—Quadri's invention that
he calls ‘volumetric space.” He locks creatures great and small into
symbolic patterns; there is no Matissean balance but movement
and conflict. The multi—shaped painting in five parts, Birds of
Breath, shows, via negative spaces, hawks and smaller birds
of different sizes as though distant and in close—up, mingled in
profile, from below and from above, flying obliviously or in sharp—
eyed conference: a prime example of 'volumetric space.” Arif—
Quadri’s poetic titles containing both personal experience and
literary resonance add another dimension, often refering quite
precisely to a quotation from another Islamic source, essential for

his work, Farid Uddin Attar's Mantiq Al—Tayr. The Conference of
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the Birds:" ... the bird of aspiration soars to God lifted on the wings

of faith above all things temporal and spiritual.’

Farid Uddin Attar, the twelfth—century Sufic Persian poet, came
from Naishapur in Khorassan, the village of Omar Khayam. Again
the metaphor of a journey structures his poem, a perilous journey
where trials and dangers must be overcome, enigmas solved
before the birds can encounter with Simorg, the Bird—king; and
the revelation at the end of the journey. It is none other than
the confrontation with oneself. Arif's travels to Italy, to Spain, to
Tunisia, Morocco, Egypt, Turkey, Saudi Arabia and the Far East,
not to mention India and Pakistan, have enriched his work. On one
of these trips to India he saw in a market a sage holding a man—
sized copy of the Koran , whose pages are turned day-by—day in
certain festivals. This was the origin of the giant book which is the
most ambitions so far of his ‘Books without Boundaries’ displayed

here.

These voyages have also been, fundamentally, a journey towards
internal self—realisation [His trips have also stimulated him to
develop a secondary profession — he is an excellent photographer].
Living in London, and an exhibitor in the epoch—making,
controversial show about British multiculturalism, The Other Story,
1989, he repudiates the concept of emigrant,exile or diaspora: ‘If
you can really find yourself in your work, then you feel at home

wherever you are.’

‘0 birds without aspiration! ..... He who loves sets out with open
eyes towards his goal, making a plaything of his life.” Arif's symbols
have no directly literal equivalent and work at a level where formal
and emotional relationships produce a nexus of meanings at a

subconscious level.

But one has not yet spoken of texture. These works, painted in
acrylic mixed with silver sand on paper and strengthened with a
backing of muslin, are rich and gritty in their layerings of colour
and brushstroke, and surprisingly tough, depsite their floating,
cloud or lotus—leaf silhouettes. They can be touched, scratched
even, rolled up, transported without undue harm. They are Carpets
of Contemplation [the title of another paintingl, made for travel, for

the nomadic spirit.
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In 1990 Arif began to experiment with oil paint. Oil paint on muslin,
mounted on wood, has a specific quality and sensuousness. After
the strength and sharpness of his previous work in acrylics came
pastels and flesh colours, while the paint was caressed and worked
with his fingers. His poetic realm embraced that of sensual love. He
created surfaces whose swirls and arabesques irresistibly recall
Islamic calligraphy; the beholder is plunged once again into a realm
of polyvalent metaphor. The paintings are at once full of private
significance and public in their boldness. They break the pattern
of gallery spaces filled with rectangular Western paintings with
their angles and their shadows. The white walls themselves are
given soul and sing through the holes and shaped spaces that give
his work life and breath. He received large public commissions.
Oasis, 1988, for Hounslow Central Library 1988, celebrates the
world of contemplation and sustenance offered by books, the gifts
of knowledge bestowed. Saleem acknowledges the power of the
three religions of the book, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, their
relationships and their conflicts. An adept of Mahomet, he has
taken his motto from the Hadith, and has used it to title several
works, such as Enthusiasm is my Horse. But of course enthusiasm

itself is divine in origin, a god—inspired zeal.

Celebration, enthusiasm, enchantment, purgatory, paradise, prayer.
The rarity of such notions in art today is reason enough for their
preciousness. All the gualities mentioned above are translated into
the worlds of his ‘Books without Boundaries.” Taking his lessons
once more from the past interest in scrolls, illustrated sacred texts
— but also as regards the intensity of colour, Matisse's Jazz, he
began the series Invocations [Contemplation], Caressing with the
Constellations [ Sensuality] and Geometry without Gravity(Intellect).
In Geometry without Gravity, 2002—7, his inspiration both cosmic
and highly material, sensual. The 'Books without Boundaries’
series evolved from here to the present, its spatial concept bursting
not only the boundaries of book and binding, but also extending in
different dimensions the ‘beyond—the—frame’ theme with which
we are familiar from flat, colour—field painting of the 19460s. And
reading becomes participating, calligraphy is transformed into

geometries with out gravity — yet with recognisable cultural



referents. The silver and gold leaf mixed with brilliant gouaches
recalls the preciousness of the illuminated texts of the past and the
infinte number of scribes involved in the transmission across time
and space of the ideasto which we are all indebted. Inferno — hell,
Paradiso — paradise, Purgatorio — purgatory are transcultural

concepts, commonto both East and West.

In the capitalist, interational world of contemporary art, the latest
digital and electronic technologies are deployed. Relating to data
transmission — on the cables of the Electronic Silk Road — they
create the screen—based videos which dominate the global
biennales we make pilgrimages to experience. It was Jean—
Francois Lyotard, again, who pointed out the relationship between
these screens and 'screen—memories.” Screen—memories
superimpose themselves, block out access, to our interior selves,
to more ancient lived experiences or forms of knowledge. Arif's
books, with their ancient Indian sacred precursors, their salute
to Matisse and the contemporary French livre d'artiste |artists’
books], the challenge they throw out to the ‘high—tech’ art world,
are invisibly inscribed, like palimpsests, with this longer history
of cultural interchange — tensions, constellations, religions —

redeemed by his favourite and particular concept of grace.
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| have been working in the medium of artists’ books since 1972, evolving
towards the Dante’s Inferno series of 1980-1982, which holds the key to
uniting Western tradition with my Islamic heritage. Subsequently, each of
my earlier paintings, such as Birds of Breath .1991-6, or Guardians of the
Garden, 1995-1998, had its own unique format, enhanced by its floating
composition parallel to the wall surface. The interactions of format,
colour, texture and the cut-out pregnant space within the compositions

as a whole remain primary elements in my visualvocabulary.

The Books without Boundaries series took off from the series of
manuscript books | made from 2002 to 2007: /nvocations (Contemplation),
Caressing with the Constellations [ Sensuality] and Geometry without
Gravity [Intellect]. In Geometry without Gravity, variable visual rhythms
are created for each scanning gaze, evoking structures in celestial
space and the mysterious, magnificent mathematcs of our firmament.
When man walked in space, he expressed theideas of weightlessness
in perpetual movement and in 360 degreesvolumetric space, made
possible by advances in science and technology. | felt challenged and
drawn towards this unveiling of boundlessness,made visible through the

medium of television.

"We can only perceive space when we breakfree from Earth”, said
Russian suprematist Kasimir Malevich, challengng the earth-bound
visual space of cubism, Geometry without Gravty grew to over one
hundred pages of continuous imagery, in bookbound format, to be
conceived as a scroll. The imagery in Books vithout Boundaries not
only runs continuously horizontally but also verticaly over the top and
under the bottom of each page: reading can be in arr sequence one may

choose, in an apparently random, but neverteless continuous flow of



imagery or visual narrative.

The continuous shape of each book challenged me to devise
compeositions that mirrored that shape in a consistent but visually
adventurous way. Working on each double-page spread, new
figurative elements seemed to surface intuitively, revealing new
possibilities of narrative, by manipulating outlines, volumes,
textures and colour densities on each page. Viewers may bring
their own reponses to this narrative, depending on the point which
they start from, as they hold the book in their hands. Furthermore,
each slipcase and book cover are embossed with titles in circular
form on both sides, enabling them to be deciphered from any

angle,

As | work, | too undertake a visual journey, sometimes beyond
my immediate understanding. It is a dialogue between chosen or
given materials and the mind. Consciously and to a greater degree
subconsciously in a moment of grace — and many, many more
of hard graft-forms surface from within, pregnant with passion,
through a process of the slow and slower filtration of surprise.
Over six decades of dance with life, from within me my visual
thoughts, ideas and concepts have surfaced in a wide variety
of media, shaped by the emotional and physical environment
of family, my parent’s priceless love, deep friendships, the

magnificent Indian sub-continent and its colours and cultures, the

women in my life and much, much more.

BENREReRE XN 37cmx35cmx2cm, AR 76cm 2012-2015
37cm=35cmx=2cm, Open 7@cm 2012-2015

Lozenges & Holes, Black trapezoid shape installation
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Professor of the History of Modern and Contemporary Art, The Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London, UK

Her first degree was in English Language and Literature at the University of Oxford. Recent publications include The Visual
World of French Theory: Figurations (Yale, 201@) and Picasso/Marx and socialist realism in France (Liverpool, 2@13). During
2012-2013 she held a Chair of Excellence at the Centre for the Cultural History of Contemporary Societies at the University
of Versailles, Saint Quentin, where she launched the project ‘Globalisation before globalisation: avant-gardes, academies,
revolutions® focused upon international exchanges and artistic mobility, including Paris' s long relationship with Eastern
Europe, Russia and Asia (including Maoism and its impact outside China), and recently India and the Paris-Budapest-Simla axis
in the case of Amrita Sher-Gil. She continues to rediscover and publish upon lesser known women artists, while perfomance is
another interest. At the Courtauld, her MA course, ‘Global Conceptualism,’ was generated in 2011 with Professor Boris Groys
and student research is consituting a unique new archive. She is an active member of CCRAC, the Cambridge Courtauld Russian
Art Centre. She was principal curator of Paris, Capital of the Arts, 1980-1968 (Royal Academy London, Guggenheim Bilbao, 208@2-
3) and Pierre Klossowski Whitechapel Art Gallery, 2086 (touring to Cologne and Paris). A close relationship with the Centre
Georges Pompidou, Paris, has extended throughout her career with participation in Paris-Paris, Max Ernst, Kurt Schwitters,
Feminin-Masculin, Traces du Sacré, and Voids. She has also taught at Paris-I and Paris-IV, Sorbonne, and the Ecole Nationale
Supérieure des Beaux-Arts, Paris. Sarah Wilson was appointed Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres by the French government in
1997 and in 2015 was given the AICA International award for distinguished contribution to art criticism. Her former students
hold university, curatorial and other art world positions in many different countries.
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