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Ahmed Morsi
by Jonathan Goodman®

Ahmed Morsi is a man of many cultures. He
grew up In the city of Alexandria in Egypt-- a city famous for its
. numerous cultural influences-- and studied painting with Silvio
r Beccl, an ltalian painter whose influence continues to this day in

the silent symbolic spaces that act as theaters for Morsi’s
Imagery. Since 1974 he has lived in new York City, supporting

himself as a journalist reporting on
events at the United Nations for Egyptian
and Arab wire-services and writing,
mainly on Arts and Poetry, for literary
publications. His cosmopolitan nature &gl
has found a cordial, stimulating home in guew. % ;"
the multicultural variety of contemporary -
New York, where he takes part inthe = -
small but vigorous Arab arts community | ‘ -~
and intelligensia that has settled into the = 7
city in the last 10 years.
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* Jonathan Goodman is an American poet and Art Critic,

"




Morsi Is a painter of symbolic truth, of ancient timelessness,
very late In the 20th century. As such, his work has small
commerce with the deliberate dumbness and facile smugness
of many artists now working in New York. Instead, his painting
offers something else: an emotional and spiritual depth that
resonates across time and, indeed, across cultural influences.
Because he works symbolically, Morsi has been able to

envision a world Iin which a few chosen images-- lovers and
horses, for the most part-- seem to stand outside time, as an

implicit comment on, and explicit manifestation of, the ritual
sacredness of what we do. :




These images are made all the more powerful by their
isolation. While their gaze often addresses the viewer, the

figures peopling his mostly sparse vistas possess what might be
called a tragic poise-- that is, an ability to suggest metaphysical
elegance in the midst of vast open spaces and equally vast

perioas of time. In consequence, his horses and people, both

wrapped in solitude, take on a classical monumentality. Their

strength exists in contrast to the solitariness of the landscape,
but there is a casual relation: the poetry of Morsi’s art originates

with the distant emptiness of his landscapes.

Yet the artist is too connected to something deeper- a
perception of time as innately mysterious and indeed terrible In
its leveling power-- to deal in metaphysical doubt alone. His
horses In particular suggest a mythological presence, an
enduring sign of the feminine, that matches the lonely poetry of
his men and women. In NOCTURNE, for example, a man sits
and plays a flute, his gaze pointed directly at the viewer.
Beneath him stands a horse, beautifully painted in shades of
dark gray and blue, which also seems to contemplate his
audience.

Contemplation, then, becomes key to understanding
Morsi’'s art. We are meant to consider these two images-- the
man playing the flute and the horse’'s feminine presence-- in

their mythic, timeless aspect, so that they perform a ritual of

meaning in the midst of special emptiness. What their actions
‘denote is mysterious, but the painter seems 1o suggesting that it is
the seriousness of the relations enacted in his art that he finds

most compelling, both visually and spiritually. Here the painting's




simple background, light blue on top, a dark-blue painted behind'
the flute-playing figure, a brownish-maroon as a ground for the
horse, accentuates the symbolic content of the imagery.

Taken together, man and horse represent several dualities: -
that which is human and that which is animal, the masculine and
the feminine, the notion of action in contrast to the idea of passivity.
These dichotomies of course arise from a greater unity, that of
time, the origin of all metaphysical awareness and the true object
of Morsi's metaphysical method. It is at his point we remember his

origins as an Egyptian artist studying in Alexandria: a man learning
an ancient art in an ancient city.

Besides memory and the passage of time, the other key
- element to Morsi’s work is the lyricism of its gesture. Profoundly
elegiac in nature, Morsi's paintings erect tableaux in which simple :
human actions take on symbolic value, sometimes of a profound
nature. Itis important to remember the length in time of what Morsi

calls “the unique Egyptian spirit”-- some 7000 years of tradition. In
light of the great age of that tradition, Morsi’s lyricism is inevitably
redolent of melancholy, of the great, often poignant awareness that
comes from looking backward in order to forge ahead. For this
artist, the proper appreciation and resolution of such a distance, for
the contemporary artist, lies in an elegance that suggests an
intelligence capable of moving across time. Certainly the viewer
senses the need for such a stance in Morsi’s paintings. This IS
more than the desire to illustrate, it has to do with psychological




and spiritual endurance. As the painter has said, “I paint because |
have to. As for whom | paint, God only knows.”

Indeed-- only God know. The large spaces and averted

gazes of Morsi’s art suggest a spiritual isolation that originates with
this century alone. The themes and imagery in Morsi’s art have

years ago. In all the images, the poetic sense of things
predominates, and here we remember that Morsi first began as a
poet and has maintained an interest in the art, translating Cavafy--
another outstanding artist from Alexandria-- into Arabic and writing

essays on American poetry for the Egyptian monthly literary
magazine IBDAA.

But more important, Morsi has found in his poetic
representations of lovers and horses, musicians and empty
spaces, a way of animating his ancient past with modern life. The
pensive sadness of his figures do not derive directly from an
Egyptian iconography so much as they embody the essence of the
traqition itself-- in a culture approximately 300 generatlons old, time
takes center stage.

Despite his implied preoccupation with the distant past, Morsi
had to discover an imagery that would allow the spirit of his time to
enter his art. In that sense, the dolorous atmosphere of his work
must be considered a nod to contemporary problems and life. It is
the tension between the artist’s longing for another kind of time and

nis resigned acceptance of the present that gives his art its



poignancy and great depth. In a painting like THE LUTE PLAYER
a nude female figure sits playing a lute. The essential gravity of
Morsi’s spirit is evidenced here by the bluish grays of the,_;
background. Another presence is indicated by a pair of eyes just
above the woman’s face. This doubling suggests two things: the -
second, or spiritual, sight everyone is capable of, and, as
important, the notion of a guardian, no matter whether in real or
imagined life.

The lute is a historically resonant icon of lyricism and 5
harmony. Why, then, does the woman who plays it have such a .

grave expression? It is as if the artist has devised an image that
would symbolize both art and the sort of mind that produces it. The

woman’s gaze looks at the viewer from a great drama -- across
time, across time, across culture, across the sadness of life. She is
armed with only a guitar, and perhaps a companion, as defenses
against the ravages of events, both large and small. In the sense,
Morsi’'s depiction of such an image speaks of his own focus,
obsession even, with the weight of culture and the isolation of

people. The seriousness of that perception, and of his art, cannot
be pushed aside.
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