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About Dana Awartani

Dana Awartani is a Palestinian-Saudi Arabian artist based in Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia. Her training draws upon contemporary and traditional
modes of practice and thought. She first acquired her foundation
degree in Art and Design at Central St. Martins Byam Shaw and then
a B.A in Fine Art at Central Saint Martin’s College of Art and Design
in London. During this rigorous contemporary training, she was drawn
to explorations of traditional art forms, deconstructing their capacity to
invest interpretation and meaning. This inspired her to purse a two-year
Masters at The Princes’ School of Traditional Arts in London, where she
refined her skills in Islamic art forms and received a distinction for her
work.

Influenced by these two diverse routes, her works are continual acts of
revival, performances of contemporizing. Intricate manuscript illumination,
parquetry, ceramics, stained glass, miniature painting, and mosaics are
finely wrought examples of traditional Islamic art forms. She is furthering
her practice and commitment to preserving these skills through the
completion of an ‘ljaza’ certificate — the highest form of recognition and
authorization to eventually transmit the skill of Islamic illumination.

Her pieces are firmly rooted in these traditional practices and she
exclusively uses their methods, such as the use of materials and
pigments she has prepared herself. Her series are, in their materiality
and methodology, absolutely traditional, yet enacted in a contemporary
moment.

In her finely wrought series, Awartani reveals and revels in the codified
systems of Islamic geometry. She maps such systems, exploring how
these diverse artistic disciplines hail from broad religious and cultural
contexts. In doing so, she extrapolates a perennial divine philosophy which
is embedded in these practices. In the revelation of these processes, she
engages with the meditative allure of the form’s purity, deconstructing
contemporary systems which have become falsely imbedded with power.
In Awartani's skilled practice, Islamic geometry’s active capacity for divine
connection becomes an infinitely contemporary and entirely timeless act.
Awartani’s revival of the art form has an intercessional effect that is both
divine and historic. She deconstructs faulty contemporary systems by
returning to and retracing processes from origins.

She has exhibited her work in many international exhibitions including
Rhizoma at Edge of Arabia, Venice Biennale [2013], Take Me [I'm Yours]
at the Jewish Museum, New York, USA [2016], Safar at 21,39 Jeddah
Arts [2017], Exhibition 1 at the Institute of Arab & Islamic Art in New York,
USA [2017], | Went Away And Forgot You at Franco Noero Gallery in
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Torino, ltaly [2017], Shift at The Mosaic Room's in London, UK part of the
Shubbak Festival [2017], Unsettlement at Monash University Museum
of Art in Melbourne, Australia [2018] and a solo show at the Museum of
Contemporary Art Detroit, USA [2017]. She has participated in the 6th
Edition of the Marrakech Biennale [2016], the 1st edition of Yinchuan
Biennale [2016], the 3rd edition of the Kochi-Muziris Biennale [2016]
and the Jakarta Biennale [2017].

Awartani's work is in the collection of Sheikh Zayed National Museum,
The British Museum, The Hirshhorn Museum, as well as numerous private
international collections.

Artist’s Acknowledgements

I would like to acknowledge and thank all the people who have helped me
along this beautiful journey, starting off with my parents for the continual
support and love over the years. | would also like to thank my dearest
friend Rahul Gudipudi for not only helping me navigate the many months
| have spent in India but also for his endless efforts in helping me bring all
my work to life. To the Maraya team, with special thanks to Laura Metzler
for her constant support and many months of commitment to this show,
and to Farah Qasim and the Islamic Arts Festival for supporting our show
and their admirable dedication to raising awareness towards the beauty
of Islamic Art.

| would also like to thank Athr gallery for helping us realize this show, with
special thanks to Afia bin Taleb, Mohammed Hafiz and Hamza Serafi for
their endless support and belief in my work. To all the private collectors
and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden for kindly loaning the
works on display. And my dear professor Paul Marchant who | am deeply
grateful to, as his knowledge and guidance over the years has opened
my eyes to the world of sacred geometry.

Lastly and most importantly | would like to thank all the craftsmen | have
been lucky enough to collaborate with over the years, for not only sharing
their knowledge, but for being my continual source of inspiration. | am
eternally grateful.
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About Axa Art

With a presence in 26 countries across the Americas, Asia and Europe,
Axa Art offers clients expertise gained from over 50 years of experience
in the international art market. Being specialists gives us a unique
perspective as we combine a professional business outlook with a fierce
passion for art and its enjoyment, protection and conservation.

Our mission is to protect the collecting and art community against
financial loss resulting from physical loss or damage to the insured
objects and to help preserve cultural objects for future generations.
Due to our global presence and network of art experts deeply embedded
into the global arts community, we maintain in-depth knowledge of the
values and trends of the international art market. We not only help our
clients protect their assets but also provide expert advice on all aspects
of managing a collection including loss prevention, mitigation and
conservation.
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Foreword by Axa Art

Axa Art, as a leading global specialist for the conservation and protection
of Fine Art and Collectibles, has a passion for the arts and their
endurance. Our reputation and expertise are founded on over 50 years'
experience with our network of art experts deeply embedded into the
global arts community.

We are honored to support the Maraya Art Centre and excited to begin
this new partnership. We very much look forward to having further
involvement in the exceptional Middle-Eastern contemporary art scene.

Within the framework of the Islamic Arts Festival, the exhibition on
Dana Awartani is a unique example of how traditional Islamic Arts can
be experienced through contemporary means. By incorporating poems
of well-known scholars of the Arab World as well as using experiences
from historical craftsmanship, techniques and materials in her work, Dana
Awartani opens up a world of its own to a contemporary audience —
firmly rooted within existing traditions, but with a present day take on
them. With experiences like these, a place of thought is created not only
for exchanging knowledge and developing dialogue, but to discover and
explore the past and the present in a new way.

13 Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani
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Intfroduction

It is our great privilege to have the exhibition “The Silence Between Us:
Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani” on view at Maraya Art
Centre. Not only is this the artist’s first institutional solo presentation
in the Middle East, but it is also the second collaboration between the
Maraya Art Centre and the Islamic Arts Festival, celebrating its 21st
edition under the theme “Horizons".

Focusing on two fundamental aspects of Dana Awartani's work - poetry
and light - this exhibition takes the visitor on a journey from darkness to
lightness in the gallery setting itself. First, the visitor is invited to enter a
darkened room with verses of poems being whispered from the top of
beautifully embroidered screens. Then, her newly created glass-based
artworks, deriving from a recent stay in India, are attached to the ceiling
and create delicate patterns of light on the gallery walls. Subsequently,
existing works such as the ‘Platonic Solids’ and various drawings
referencing Islamic illumination guide the viewer through the middle part
of the show, until the end of the exhibition is reached - with a grand finale:
encountering eight layered and embroidered textile frames referencing
poems by the Andalusian Muslim scholar Ibn Arabi and through which
broad day light shines, the viewer is lead out into the open again. When
experiencing this transcendence of light and darkness as well as the
subtle interplay between poetry and silence in the gallery space, one
appreciates the work of Dana Awartani, quite literally, in a new light.

Maraya Art Centre hopes that visitors will leave the gallery with a truly
illuminating experience and is grateful for the support it has received
to make this experience possible. For this reason, | would like to thank
a number of important contributors to the exhibition, among them the
Islamic Arts Festival itself, Athr Gallery, Faisal Thamer and Sara Alireza,
all private lenders of selected artworks, The Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden in Washington, D.C., Axa Art Insurance, the Sharjah
Art Foundation for technical support as well as the artist and her team.

Dr. Nina Heydemann, Director of Maraya Art Centre

15 Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani



i} - i} P
<><k:><>ﬁ>ﬂ>4>

Pa :

F R F LTS
900092
22022022

NEINANS
P(b{:4><>‘4><>‘

> < <
N { an N
4>‘<N <o < <»
WaNR




Polishing the Mirror

The Artistic Journey of Dana Awartani by Paul Marchant

Dana Awartani’s outlook as an artist can be
said to bring together the rigor and analysis of
the intellect. She draws from ancient streams
of classical philosophy and Islamic geometry
through to the present, bridging international,
traditional and contemporary perspectives of
art, culture and spirituality. This cultivation of
the heart-hand-mind, based on inner convic-
tion, is an outwardly directed practice intend-
ed not to be removed from life, but to engage
more deeply with it.

Awartani's work is broad-ranging, multidimen-
sional, and layered with symbolic meaning,
building towards order and beauty in a world
which often appears chaotic. This essay en-
deavours to outline some of the histories and
techniques she employs in pursuit of this or-
der and to provide insight into the systems
which she continuously weaves together as
she builds her artistic works.

The importance of Dana's approach to her
practice, regardless of the medium, is the re-
lationship between highly refined systematic
analysis, technical methodology, contempla-
tion and deep empathy with her subjects. It
enables her to discover the interrelatedness
of all parts to accomplish whole compositions,
whilst appreciating all the thresholds of their
process of development. To achieve the dis-
cipline of both illumination and dimensional
geometry that form the basis of her work, she
studied with masters in Turkey and the UK,
working towards obtaining the ljaza in Istan-
bul (the highest award needed to practice and
teach Islamic illumination) and at her Masters
in traditional arts at the Prince’s School of Tra-
ditional Arts, London, with strong emphasis
on geometry. This journey has provided her
with not only an understanding of high level
technical skills, but also of social organisation,
cultural histories, philosophy, and spirituality.
Her avowed aim is to revitalise traditional Is-

lamic art forms through continual ritual acts of
revival, renewal and performances of contem-
poraneity.

She carries this out as a true adept of authen-
tic spontaneous expression, facilitating a way
to view the world from a fresh perspective.
The quality of spontaneity, in this case, is not
about the unfettered expression of desires,
but instead is a kind of trained spontaneous
instinct that flows out of painstaking daily ef-
fort and repetition of learned, complex, disci-
plined skills. This spontaneous intuition makes
further dimensions visible as she seeks to ac-
tivate these traditional artistic processes and
research as contemporary expressions.

The processes of geometric analysis and pat-
tern construction are themselves a ritual using
the two-legged compass and straight ruler.
The word compass has the root compassus in
Latin, which means ‘to step’ and is closely re-
lated to the word compassion. In a sense, the
ritual act of making geometry is taking action
towards contemplation of the compassionate
reflection of Unity.

The central message of the Holy Qur’an is the
concept of Unity, al-Tawhid, and the aware-
ness that there is no God but God. The aya
(also meaning signs, symbols or similitudes)
often refer to aspects of the natural world.
Great importance is placed on their interpre-
tation, as they are thought to be evidence of
the power of God's creation. They also remind
man of his vital role as custodian of nature and
vice-regent (khalifa) of God on earth. Again,
according to the Holy Qur'an, the creation is
connected to the properties of measure, sym-
metry and proportion: ‘Him Who created thee.
Fashioned thee in due proportion, and gave
thee a, just bias’, Qur'an 82.7.

In the process of obtaining the higher at-
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tributes of both the art of illumination and
geometric composition, greater emphasis is
placed on the understanding of proportional
rectangles, shapes and figures related to the
circle (the shape regarded by all traditions
as the symbol of wholeness and perfection).
When practising the continual renewal of
traditional geometry, it is possible to experi-
ence a sense of one-ness through drawing
geometric figures and harmonious patterns.
As well as experiencing the interrelatedness
of all phenomena in nature, one can begin to
discern pattern and order in relation to cosmic
rhythms that connect man to the universe.

Through daily effort and determined disci-
pline, the deepening of one’s vision enables a
pathway to experience a flow of creativity, that
in turn, activates the spontaneity discussed
earlier that makes a broader range of dimen-
sions visible and the exploration of designs
in the contemporary moment that reflect the
depth of spiritual truths.

In the Islamic context the genius of pat-
tern-making, art and craft by highly skilled
artists is understood as the reflection of Di-
vine Unity based on the laws underlying the
universe. To the Muslim artist the Holy Qur'an
affirms the power and mystery of God's Cre-
ation and its connection to the properties of
measure, symmetry and proportion: ‘Lo! We
have created everything by measure’, Qur'an,
54.49.

In the desert that surrounded the Prophet Mu-
hammad and his followers, the early Muslims
made use of their enduring spirit for overcom-
ing adversity in the harshest of natural envi-
ronments to succeed in developing a unique
sensitivity to nature. The ancient traditional
science of navigation across the desert (de-
veloped from the time of the Ancient Egyp-
tians) arose from observations of planets and

constellations moving across the night sky. It
was inspired by the wonder and awe of the
vast heavenly firmament. The people of the
desert also had a profound appreciation for
the sparse crystalline structures of the sandy
wilderness and open spaces, counterpoised
by the fertility and variety of bio-life forms
within the intimacy of the watery oasis. In Is-
lamic art the two poles of crystalline and flow-
ing forms are visualised as geometry and bio-
morphic design. They allude to the timeless
quality of archetypes which have the potential
to be renewed both in the present and future.
In the words of S.H. Nasr “There is nothing
more timely than the timeless’

In his forward to Geometric Concepts of Is-
lamic Art by Issam EI-Said and Ayse Parman,
Titus Burckhardt again identifies the circle as
the source of all shapes and figures that are
combined to make geometric patterns & de-
signs and the underlying schema of flowing
motifs:

‘Now the geometric models used in tra-
ditional art have nothing to do with the
rational, or even rationalistic, systemati-
sation of art; they derive from a geom-
etry which is a priori non-quantitative
and which itself is creative because it
is linked to data inhering in the mind. At
the basis of this geometry is the circle
which is an image of the infinite whole
and which, when evenly divided, gives
rise to regularly shaped polygons which
can, in their turn, be developed into
star-shaped polygons elaborated indef-
initely in perfectly harmonious propor-
tions...’

Dana Awartani's geometric studies, the basis
of all her work, start and conclude with the
circle, the primary symbolic shape. The circle
can form the basis of any geometric shape

Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani



and with its repetition produce the pure linear
symbolism of a plant motif in the formation of
biomorphic designs. The Pythagorean sourc-
es corresponding to the genesis of Islam-
ic pattern begins with the single circle — its
centre, radius and circumference. A second
circle of the same size can tangent the first,
with both centres along a straight line. A third
can be drawn with its centre on the point of
contact between the first two. A fourth circle
with a radius equal to the diameter of the oth-
er circles can be drawn with the same centre
as the third circle to exactly meet the outer
edges of the first two circles. This gives three
diagrammatic possibilities: (a) the larger cir-
cle - Unity; (b) the larger circle containing two
smaller circles touching - Duality; and (c) the
larger circle containing all three smaller circles
— Harmony (this drawing also depicts geo-
metric construction details). What we have
seen in this example of the Pythagorean para-
digm based on the universal principles of pure
Number and Form, is the emergence of Duali-
ty out of Unity, and the subsequent unification
of duality, which in turn results in a dynamic,
differentiated image of the One in three parts
(see diagrams below)

{a) Unity

{b) Duality {a) Harmeny
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This universal pattern underlies the Pythago-
rean view of the kosmos, literally ‘world order,
a term that Pythagoras is credited with first
applying to the universe. The word kosmos,
in addition to its primary meaning (order), also
means ornament and pertains to the universe
being beautifully ordered. This can be said to
have relation to art forms expressing the re-
flection of Unity in multiplicity or multiplicity in
Unity.

These key fundamentals for the physical and
philosophical base for all Awartani's practice
but each series builds on, elaborates, and en-
richens the conversation and expression of
these techniques, continuing centuries-old
dialogues and blending them with the con-
temporary moment.

The Islamic Caliphates series demonstrate
Awartani's ability to undertake rigorous train-
ing to build the strength of her technical prac-
tice and through in-depth exploration of the
history of Islamic empires to give traditional
Islamic illumination a platform in today’s world.
In this work, Awartani extends the range of her
progressional drawings to achieve illumina-
tions with a succession of elements demon-
strating the contribution of each great civiliza-
tion in the development of this art. It depicts
the geographic and historical expansion of the
religion; beginning at the centre with the birth
of the religion in the Hejaz, signified by a gold
circle, all the way to its apotheosis, spanning
from the Far East to Europe, integrated in the
completed ‘Shamsa’.

The progressional drawings in Awartani's
practice at large are foundational, show the
progression and developmental growth of
patterns as a key aspect in her approach to
understanding the ‘synergy’ of pattern design.
Synergy is defined as a ‘whole system’ un-

The Silence Between Us

predicted by any part or subset of parts. Her
drawings originate with the circle and con-
clude in a circle as a compositional format,
they work towards the completion of complex
designs using her substantive knowledge of

Untitled (Caliphates Series), 2018. Shell gold, gold leaf, ink
and gouache on paper. 6 pieces, 30 x 30 cm each.
Courtesy of a Private Collection, Bahrain

the vocabulary of symmetries and proportion-
al systems. Although she can use the step
by step approach of a series of drawings
instructing the construction of a design, her
drawings can also maintain a field of variations
on a theme within different areas of the same
composition. This indicates both the pathway
towards understanding the complete system
and the insight to develop artistic expressions
reflecting Divine Unity underlying the inex-
haustible variety of the world of patterns.

In The Islamic Caliphates works, this process
is complicated through research, incorporat-
ing six distinct styles that correlate with the ex-
pansive periods of the Islamic empires. Their

21

presentation together become a way to ex-
press essential universality translated through
highly diverse elements that both make up the
art of illumination and are a reflection of Islam-
ic civilization as a whole. This again focuses

on the concept of Unity, al-Tawhid, which can
be interpreted as unity within multiplicity or
multiplicity within unity, the core principle of
Islam.

The Platonic Solid Duals Series: connects
the technique of progressional drawings to
the three-dimensional sculptures of the Pla-
tonic solids that were originally exhibited in the
Marrakech Biennale in 2016.

Dana Awartani's initial drawings investigate
and explore the increasing complexity of de-
signs within equilateral triangle and pentag-
onal formats inscribed within the circle. They
also focus on the growth of pattern elements
and their integration within the whole compo-
sition. The drawings develop in a sequential
unfolding of pattern language, including five

Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani
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stages from circle to polygon, star, sub-grid
and finally pattern. The drawings are rigorously
analytical but also result in a kind of visual po-
etry with the variation of weight and quality of
line. Some passages of the drawings remain
at earlier stages of analysis; some are almost
complete, demonstrating a thorough knowl-
edge of symmetry, proportion, scale, harmony
and counterpoint. The designs were made to
cover the surfaces of the faces of the Platonic
figures suspended within their larger ‘trans-
parent’ duals, to complete each of the series
of sculptures. The original three sculptures in-
clude: Dodecahedron within an Icosahedron,
Octahedron within a Hexahedron (Cube) and
Icosahedron within a Dodecahedron. These
comprise four of the five Platonic solids, the
Tetrahedron being omitted. In this exhibition,
however all five of the forms are present for

the first time.

Plato's dialogue Timaeus, attributes the quali-
ties of the elements in cosmogonic context as
Tetrahedron (Fire), Octahedron (Air), Hexahe-
dron also Cube (Earth), Icosahedron (Water)
and Dodecagon (Heaven). Dana Awartani
chose to use the material of wood for the in-
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ternal solids, a substance that exemplifies the
requirement of the first four elements to sup-
port life and that can also be symbolised as
the ‘Tree of Life".

In the Abjad Hawaz series, exhibited along
with the installation A/l (heavenly bodies)
swim along, each in its orbit in the Yinchuan
Biennale 2016; Dana Awartani returns to the
theme that all things come from One and re-
turn to it, with significant interpretation of the
tradition of Abjad. These are again exhibited
together in this project at the Sharjah Art Mu-
seum, as part of the Sharjah Islamic Arts Fes-
tival's larger exhibition.
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Dana Awartani's Abjad Hawaz series devel-
ops visual codes for the numbers connected
to letters of the Arabic alphabet translated as
illuminated geometric patterns and pattern
groupings. They are at the same time inspired
by the interest in the multi-layered symbol-
ism of Sufi poetry, expressing the Sufi quest
which reflects the return to Unity through the
five states of being or ‘presences’ which are:
the world of Divine Essence or ‘Ipseity’ (Ha-
hut); the world of Divine Names and Qualities,
or Universal Intellect, also identified as Pure
Being (Lahut); the intelligible world, or world
of angelic substances (Jabarut); the world of
psychic and subtle manifestation (Malakut);
and finally, the terrestrial domain, dominated
by man (Nasut). Sometimes a sixth state of
being is added — that of Universal Man (al-in-
san al-kamil).

The Silence Between Us
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The base of these works is /Im-huruf, an an-
cient science that give the Arabic letters their
numerical values to begin with. She builds
upon the ancient numerical system, expan-
sively divining an aesthetic language that re-
vivifies the abjad and insists on its relevance.
She is interested in the co-dependency inher-
ent in geometry where the form is the result
of a numerical expression — without which
geometry would not exist. Awartani abstracts
and imparts pure meaning using this method
to create a harmonious and formal expression
of complex notions that are difficult to suc-
cinctly synthesise.

The Abjad Hawaz works are a pure study of
this for each letter of the alphabet, six of which
are present in this installation, and then All
[heavenly bodies] swim along each in its orbit
build on the same principles but complicate it,
translating the drawing method into an instal-
lation. This piece is a study of one of the only
palindromes in the Qur'an which gives the
work its title and governs the formal execution.
Dana Awartani’s installation Love is my Law
Love is my Faith, exhibited in the Kochi-Muz-
iris Biennale in 20186, is inspired by eight love
poems by Sufi Muhyiddin lbn 'Arabi, consid-
ered by many to be the ‘greatest Master, he
was a poet, philosopher and saint. He was
inspired to write eight love poems after an
inner experience while making tawaf (circum-
ambulation around the Ka'aba seven times)
and drinking the miraculous zamzam water
during the Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. The po-
ems are described by the Ibn 'Arabi Society in
the following way:

...the Taj al-Rasa’il wa-Minhaj al-
Wasa'il, The Crown of Epistles and
the Path to Intercessions, in which Ibn
‘Arabi addresses eight love letters to
the Ka'ba, contains all the variations
that Arabic literature has to offer on the
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theme of love. This is an unusual love,
for a being made of stone, but oh so sa-
cred, situated in an intermediate world
between the human and the divine. The
following is only a first version, to make
known a treatise, as rich as it is difficult,
which must take its place beside the
Tarjuman al-Ashwaq and the chapter on
Love in the Futdhat...’

The installation, Love is my Law, Love is my
Faith, is constructed as a succession of
square borders receding in scale, the largest
being at the front diminishing through to the
smallest central square, seen within the depth
of an overall suggestion of cubic space. The
borders are each embroidered with intricate
geometric roses and star patterns that give
the effect of shimmering, sparkling light. The
image form corresponds to the composition
of a mandala (which is translated as ‘halo’ or
‘cluster of blessings’) — it is a contemplative
image (also within the religious traditions of
the sub-continent of India) which traditionally
acts as a mirror allowing the viewer experience
the reflection of ‘the spark of divine love’ within
themselves, as an ‘in the moment’ experience
of union with the rhythm of the universe. The
viewer is not meant to immobilise himself at a
point, enjoying the privilege of ‘present-ness’
and raise his eyes from this fixed point, he must
raise himself toward each of the elements
represented. Contemplation of the image
becomes a mental itinerary, an inner accom-
plishment; the image performs the function of
a mandala.

The installation is a multi-dimensional image
that both resonates with unfathomably pro-
found connection to the central spiritual truth
of the Islamic faith, and with the use of univer-
sal principles of geometric pattern. It draws to-
gether a common thread of dialogue between
a range of cultures and spiritual traditions.

Poetry and Light in the Work of Dana Awartani



The use of indigenous methods and materials
linked to the past and present of Saudi tribal
textiles, reflect on the conversation between
the two, and results in finely embroidered bor-
ders that bring a profound significance to their
particular cultural dimensions. The practical
craft of the making process achieved at such
a high level of refinement, is of itself an invoca-
tion towards the manifestation of an object for
deep contemplation of divine Unity.

All credit must be given for the courage, convic-
tion and contemporaneity of the performance
of our artist Dana Awartani. Her beautiful and
challenging works have established her as a
highly capable international and intercultural
practitioner. This is evinced by her geomet-
ric drawings, miniature painting, illumination,
parquetry, ceramics, mosaics, stained glass,
textiles, embroideries, sculptures and spatial
installations. She communicates a strong de-
termination to revive and renew traditional art
relevant for today and is able to intercede be-
tween cultural and religious boundaries. Her
aim appears to be the development of mutual
respect and understanding of the sanctity of
life, encouraging a better, more positive future
for the world. She has dedicated herself to
reaching the highest level of achievement in
contemporary and traditional training during
her formative education in the visual arts, in
London and Istanbul. Dana produces work of
rigour and discipline that is not only technically
very accomplished, but through the daily rit-
ual of sacred geometry and study of its phil-
osophical and spiritual dimensions, is able to
connect to the essential source and goes far
beyond the ‘modern mentality’. It encourages
us to regain our sense of true humanness and
identity and that at the spiritual level, enables
the recovery of both our symbolic sense and
access to the Unity of Creation.

By Paul Marchant, Artist & Geometrician
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Emeritus Director of Education at the Prince's
School of Traditional Arts, London
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The Silence Between Us

Laura Metzler

The Silence Between Us is the first institution-
al solo exhibition in the Middle East of Pales-
tinian-Saudi Arabian artist Dana Awartani, and
aims to delve deeper into her practice and her
interest in connecting these traditions with the
contemporary moment. Known for her focus
on the revival of traditional craftwork and the
thorough foundation and focus she has de-
veloped through her training in traditional Is-
lamic arts. The artist invites the viewer to trace
her path between darkness and illumination,
among screens and poems, and to explore
the dimensions and layers of meaning she had
rendered across series; from the conceptual to
the structural, from the traditional and spiritual
to the social and the scientific.

On the most formal level layering is a strategy
that is activated across all of the works. Layers
function in different ways: physically, sensually,
conceptually, historically, and spiritually, work-
ing with light and as such also with shadow
and space to continually shift between the
stability of craft and the tentativeness of their
forms. Awartani's renderings have the feeling
of the familiar and the tradition of their meth-
ods, but also a delicate sensibility of some-
thing that could easily slip away. The artist
honed this tension through training across
different schools of thought; the conceptual
sculpture program at Central St. Martins, and
the craft study at The Prince’s School of Tradi-
tional Arts as well as with her study in Istanbul
with a master towards earning her /jaza honor,
a signifier of the mastery of illumination.

Layers are built up or suspended, they morph,
distort or screen. Yet they also allow the art-
ist to reveal and develop different threads that
move throughout her practice. They allow a
dialogue between genders, between the soul
and the divine, between generations, and
among nations. Layering marks the changing
of time and the movement of ritual, evoking si-
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lences in history and societal memory asking
us why those silences remain undisturbed and
whether those silences are tense or compan-
ionable, or both.

The exhibition itself becomes part of the con-
versation, starting and ending at the same
point and becoming its own cycle. As the
viewer experiences the work they move from
darkness into full daylight before slipping back
into shadow once more.

In this trajectory, the opening and closing
piece is Awartani's installation Listen to My
Words (2018) which draws inspiration from
the Jaali screens found in architecture across
the Islamic World. They regularly were used

Listen o my Words, 2018. Multimedia installation (7

panels of hand embroidery on silk and 7 channel audio).
Courtesy of the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden,
Washington D.C.
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in palaces and homes to both create privacy
for the inner spaces and to allow air to move
through the building by essentially creating a
series of small wind tunnels. They are an im-
portant meeting point for the public, mascu-
line space, the zahir and the feminine internal
space, the batin and were mechanisms also
that allowed women to see what was hap-
pening in the spaces around them but to be
shielded from the male gaze.

The installation consists of seven screens,
each with three, stretched, hand-embroidered
silk panels that overlap and, when lit, come
alive and combine to create an intricate, com-
plete pattern inspired by the jaali screen. Each
has a unique final composition, utilizing six-fold
geometry that was inspired by the jaali's in Mu-
ghal architecture in India where the artist col-
laborated with craftsmen to make the panels.

Women'’s voices move throughout the space,
reading poems by female poets of the Arab
world across time, from the Jahaliyya peri-
od through the 15th century, and across the
largest geographic boundaries of the Islamic
empires. Awartani ties these voices to the idea
of the screens and their obscuring function,
leaving the women faceless and anonymous
as their words ring out.

Female poets have until very recently been
regularly left out of the story of Arabic liter-
ary history and literary history at large, being
the subjects of only a few anthologies and
studies. As such much of the information and
stories about the women themselves and the
circumstances of their writing having long
since been forgotten, ultimately ending up
shielded not only from the literal male gaze
but also the gaze of history, including that of
generations of women who have followed.
These poets have in essence melted into the
screen and become reduced to its flattened
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interpretation. Contemporary Saudi Arabian
women lend their voices to the piece, turning
the installation into an impossible salon across
time and space as the poems read out, and
all are heard. The verses have a wide ranging
scope but are largely empowering, focused on
the agency of the women. It challenges the re-
duction of the history of women to these archi-
tectural features, and the sole reading of their
roles through the ideas of visibility.

The following two, newly commissioned pieces
carry on this conversation. In 7o See and Not
Be Seen (2018) Awartani uses the same six-

|

To See but Not Be Seen, 2018.
Hand blown glass, 110.5 x 314 x 120 cm

fold geometric pattern of triangles and hexa-
gons, but rather than confronting the visitor
directly as an architectural feature she inverts
the pattern and renders the negative spaces
in hand-blown and cut prisms of glass. They
hang from the ceiling, what otherwise would
be the interior space stretches down and
capturing the light in an otherwise dim space.
Rather than maintaining the perfection of the
pattern, the work is lit at an angle, distorting
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the presence of the imagined screen and de-
nying its form to take hold while still always
holding the potentiality for its formation in the
perfection of the calculation.

In Diwans of the Unknown (2018) the format
changes from a single panel to shrink into
three folding silk accordions that evoke folding
books. Each is embroidered with progressing
patterns and overlap, referencing Listen to My
Words but without the finality of the framing.
Across the length of the work the poems ref-
erence in the earlier fade in and out across the
surface, creating shifting, subtle imprints in
shadows across the wall behind it. The work

Diwans of the Unknown, 2018. Embroidery on silk and 3D
projection, 30 x 348 cm

is an elaboration/exploration/extrapolation of
the idea of the Jaali and what other systems
are implicit in the historical silences but also
provides an intervention on a personal scale,
allowing the poems to literally illuminate the
pattern and to draw the viewer beyond.
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Cube Within an Octahedron Il from The Platonic Solid
Duals, 2018. Wood, Brass and Glass, 91 x 65 x 52 cm

As the viewer continues the daylight increas-
es, coming from a set of windows at the far
side of the gallery, casting a gradient across
the space and a contrast to the room that
holds Listen to My Words.

Rather than continuing the conversation with
the screens the work shifts to formal mathe-
matical considerations in the artist's Platon-
ic Solid series, including five sculptures and
their corresponding drawings. They reflect her
strong traditional training in geometry and tra-
ditional craft, the drawings being carried out in
a methodical and meticulous manner with her
own hand, and the sculptures through close
collaboration with artisans.

The Silence Between Us

The artist has rendered and reconsidered geo-
metric forms that have been a source of phil-
osophical speculation since the days of Plato
himself. The forms are convex polyhedrons in
which all sides and all angles are exactly equal,
and are the only possible forms with this trait.
Working with craftsmen in India, she has built
the pieces physically with an outer form in
glass, holding within their core their reflective
partner shape, on copper wires, creating a
moment of suspension across the five pieces.
The sculptures also take into account the
physicality of the materials and the traditions

Untitled (Caliphates Series), 2018. Shell gold, gold leaf, ink
and gouache on paper. 6 pieces, 30 x 30 cm each.
Courtesy of a Private Collection, Bahrain

of geometric renderings, the centerpiece be-
ing made of handcrafted wood working, with
the glass utilizing tin welding techniques.
Wood has a philosophical connection through
geometric history, being attributed as the only
material that needs each of the elements that
are associated with each of the forms to sur-
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vive; fire, water, air, and earth. The glass re-
veals this core but a tension and a freezing is
undergone in this revelatory process through
the internal contours of the copper, literally
suspending the wood structure as they stretch
between anchors. It creates an architecture of
these layers and a form in and of itself, frag-
mented through the hooks that they wrap into
in contrast to the perfectly formed edges of the
dialoguing structures. The patterns warp and
stretch slightly as they all collapse in the shad-
ows that creep across the plinth.

Facing the platonic solids, Awartani's Untitled
drawing consists of six panels, that grow panel
to panel, starting with a simple circle in gold
situated within a delicately drawn geometric
skeleton. It is part of her Caliphates series that
stems from her training with illumination mas-
ters in Istanbul, analyzing and documenting the
development of illumination styles over time.
She builds the structure out one layer, and one
panel at a time, adding to each set styles, sym-
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Love is my Law, Love is my Faith, 2016. Hand Embroidery on
fabric 200 x 200 x 200 cm. Courtesy of the artist and Athr
Gallery, Jeddah

bols and techniques from the different Islamic
empires. The core is gold leaf, which is the ul-
timate foundation of the art and it shines as
the natural light from the gallery window cross-
es its path as the design becomes more and
more intricate with each iteration.

The final piece, Love is my Law, Love is my
Faith is activated by the daylight, facing the
pair of windows that illuminate the space. This
work was originally debuted at the Kochi-Muz-
ir’s biennial in 2016 and is comprised of eight
hanging embroidered panels in off-white, open
in the center, slowly burrowing to a perfect
square of gold on the last, solid piece through
concentric cuts along each piece. The light
funnels through and makes the gold shimmer,
literally illuminating the internal realm of the
work.
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This work was inspired by Ibn ‘Arabi'’s love po-
ems the T4/ al-Rasd’il wa-Minhdj al-Wasé&'il,
which are acknowledged as some of the most
important love poems in the Arabic language.
He was inspired while circling the Ka'ba and
drinking the Zamzam water by the overwhelm-
ing presence of God, and the deep love that
carried with it. He left the great mosque and
immediately set to work, drafting eight individ-
ual poems. Each one is an effort to capture
the many dimensions and manifestations of
this love.

The layers of the piece come to stand for each
of these written works, and each layer is hand
embroidered with a different form related to
sacred geometry. The embroidery mimics the
circumambulation of the Ka'ba itself, continu-
ously circling the core, referencing the com-
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munity that gathers there and the connection
that is forged between and through one anoth-
er, and that between ones soul and a higher
power.

The dialogue between the internal and external
echoes throughout the exhibition. The layering
and the fabric block the light, literally con-
trasting the outer edges to the open center.
The viewer circles the piece the embroidery
almost melts away and the movement of the
light dominates the experience as the panels
are progressively surrounded in deepening
shadows and the exposed form appears that
much brighter. It is a meeting of the external
light of the sun, and the internal light of the
divine before returning again to the darkness
of the installation room and then exiting.

Each piece is a conversation between the
geometric traditions of the Islamic world and
the contemporary world that we all navigate
together. Almost miraculously, Awartani gives
life to dialogues that span centuries while
evoking unity. In finding her own voice, she al-
lows the viewer to listen, and to be immersed.
The title for the exhibition comes from a poem
by Mahmood Darwish entitled /t was night and
she was lonely. It tells of two people dining
alone, separated by “two empty tables” yet
joined in that connective space and compan-
ionship that allows strangers to feel familiar,
and for the familiar to feel strange. “Nothing
disturbs the silence between us,” Darwish
writes. “Nothing of me disturbs her and noth-
ing of her disturbs me, we're in harmony with
forgetfulness..” Awartani asks us to consider
this harmony and what and whom we're willing
to let slip away for the sake of it.
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Listen to My Words

Listen to My Words (2018) presents an
immersive installation that combines hand
embroidered silk panels with moving voices
of women reciting poetry. It draws from an
overlooked and still limitedly documented
tradition of female poets in the Islamic world,
including poems from the pre-Islamic times
through the 12th century. The poems and
poetesses hail from a wide range of cultures
within the Arab world and explore the themes
of love and longing which are also generally
considered sensitive subjects.

The presence of geometric layered panels
throughout this work references the ‘Jali’
screen, which is characteristic of the Islamic
tradition and more specifically in this piece,
Mughal India, which were typically used to
shield and protect women from the male gaze.
In this case the artist has reinvented these
screens by using embroidery in collaboration
with craftsmen in India, and has chosen a
specific stitch called ‘Aari’ which derived
from the Mughal period. Awartani was more
specifically inspired by a figure named
Nourjehan who was the wife of a Mughal
Emperor and she partook a leading yet
hidden role in governing the state while being
forced to sit behind a Jali screen, whispering
commands into her husband'’s ear.

The work juxtaposes theory and execution,
as the space is one that evokes serenity
and contemplation interjected with radical
words within the space. The recitation of
the poetry is done in its original language of
Arabic, using the voices of modern day Saudi
women who embody the spirits of these
forgotten poetesses, strong, empowered and
inspirational.

With special thanks to: Sara Abdu, Fatima

Al Banawi, Najla Al Bassam, Ahd Kamel and
Zahar Al Sayed.
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Listen to my Words

2018

Multimedia installation (7 panels of hand
embroidery on silk and 7 channel audio)
Courtesy of the Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden, Washington D.C.
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I held back my lovers name and kept on repeating it to myself.
Oh how I long for an empty space to call out

the name [ love.

- Ulayya Bint AI-Mahdi (777-825)

I have a lover who thinks the world of himself

and when he sees me oft he cocks up:

“You couldn’t have had a better man.’

And I throw back: ‘Do you know of a better woman?’
- Hafsa Bint Hamdun (tenth century)

I am alioness and I will never be a man’s woman.

If I had to choose a mate, why should I say yes to a dog when
I am deaf to lions?

- Aisha Bint Ahmad Al-Qurtubiyya (d.1010)

I have been through what Majnun went through,
but he declaimed his love

and I treasured mine until it melted me down.

- Laila Bint Saad Al-Aamiriyya (d.688)

All my lovers wear my castoff clothes and jewels
and gulp down my over spilt drink.

I have raced with lovers at love’s racetrack and
beaten them all at my own pace.

- Ishraqa Al-Mubharibiyya (unknown)

By Allah I am made for higher goals and
I'm going my way with pride.

I give my cheek to my lover and my kisses
to anyone I choose.

- Wallada Bint Al-Mustakfi (d.1o91)
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I put you in my heart to keep me company and leave my body
to whoever wants to sit with me.

My body is for the entertaining sitter, but the tenant of my
heart is my true companion.

-Raabia Al-Adwiyya (714-8or)

I have been free all my life, and I'm not in debt to any man.

I will not be a husband’s claim, so shame on the two angels if
they don’t write: ‘It’s better to live in hardship than ending up
a whipping girl.

-Zabba Bint Umair Ibn Al-Muwarriq (unknown)

I am the wonder of the world, the ravisher

of hearts and minds.

Once you've seen my stunning looks, you'e a fallen man.
-Safiyya Al-Baghdadiyya (twelfth century)

I put you up, Abu Bakr, in a place beyond

the reach of other men.

Isn’t my breasts your loving home?

Although I have many lovers you're still top of the list.
-Nazhun Al-Gharnatiyya (d.1100)

Selected poems from ‘Classical Poems by Arab Women
- A Bilingual Anthology” edited by Abdullah Al-Udhari
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To See but Not Be Seen

This work examines the role of internal and
external spaces within Islamic architecture,
the internal, being the home is nearly always
referred to as the “female domain” or the
Batin and the external, being the “masculine
domain” or the Zahir. The idea of privacy
and shielding women from the male gaze is
strongly aided by the use of Mashrabiyas as
they are architectural features that not only
allow air to circulate within a home but allows
the female tenants the right to view the outside
world but not be seen.

In this glass sculpture, rather than focus on
the design of the lattice work, the artist has
drawn her inspiration from the negative
spaces where the light shines through. When
light is combined with a Mashrabiya it is
never static, it rather moves throughout the
day with the aid of sunlight and adds to an
individual's sensory experience of architectural
spaces. The metaphysical strength of Islamic
architecture is driven by the quality of light and
shadow, determining the eventual perception
created by our senses. These negative spaces
where the light comes in and out bridges and
share both the inner and the outer spaces,
questioning the significance of shared spaces.

The Silence Between Us

To See but Not Be Seen
2018

Hand blown glass
110.5x314x 120 cm
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Diwans of the Unknown

Diwans of the Unknown

2018

Embroidery on silk and 3D projection
50 x 348 cm
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The Platonic Solid Duals

The platonic solids are the most frequently
studied shapes in history. For thousands
of years, geometers have studied their
mathematical properties and have been
fascinated by their inherent beauty and
symmetry. What makes them particularly
important is that they are considered as the
only five ‘perfect’ shapes in three-dimensional
space that derive from a sphere. They appear
the same from any vertex, their faces are made
of the same regular shape, and their vertices
represent the most symmetrical distribution of
the numbers four, six, eight, twelve and twenty
within a sphere.

Awartani has taken direct inspiration from
these forms and has translated these three-
dimensional shapes into five sculptures
that examine the dual properties that these
shapes share, as each polyhedron has a dual
or ‘polar’ polyhedron with faces and vertices
interchanged, which is also known as polar
reciprocation. By this duality principle each
platonic solid has a pair that fits within each
other in geometric harmony.

In her rendering, she has worked with
craftsmen in India and created the core
shapes in wood, applying her own unique
visual language of sacred geometry through
traditional wood working techniques. These
shapes in their perfection had also been
attributed to the five classical elements (earth,
air, fire, water, aether) by Plato, and the wood
is a tie to this being the only substance that
needs all elements to survive in nature.

The patterning and technique not only give a
fresh perspective, but also emphasizes the
relevance that these shapes have played in
Islamic art, as Euclidean geometry can be
seen as the source or main principle that
sacred geometry was built upon within the
Islamic tradition.
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Installation view of the Platonic Solid Duals af
Maraya Art Centre, 2018
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Dodecahedron Within an Icosahedron |l
from the Platonic Solids Duals series
2017

Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper
100 x 100 cm

Courtesy of a Private Collection, Paris

64

llaaqll Gdypuiie 6 Guiie Uil angll aaxio
Agigh\oVl dulnll S duuli (Lo
2017

@ie)l ode pallg Ublgal Ulgl (g Juub) daall s\l

row 100 x 100
uuyudinla degono Uo daio

The Silence Between Us

Octahedron Within a Cube Il

from the Platonic Solids Duals series
2017

Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper
100 x 100 cm

Courtesy of a Private Collection, Paris
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Tetrahedron Within a Tetrahedron |l

from the Platonic Solids Duals series

2017

Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper

100 x 100 cm

Courtesy of the artist and Athr Gallery, Jeddah
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Icosahedron within a Dodecahedron I
from The Platonic Solid Duals

2018

Wood, Brass and Glass

75 x 71 x 60 cm

70

Il s pire WYl angUl aa=io (b Angll pdguiie
dgigniloUl dulnll LD dluwlin (Lo

2018

elaplguulailcuiiall

owb0x 71 x75

The Silence Between Us

Dodecahedron within an Icosahedron I
from The Platonic Solid Duals

2018

Wood, Brass and Glass

76 x 65 x 61 cm
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Unftitled (Caliphates Series)

This work explores the history of the Islamic
empires in relation to the development of
the arts and crafts of the time. This piece is
specifically focusing on the art of Quranic
illumination. Stemming from the artists own
training to obtain an jjaza (illumination master)
this series combines Awartani's interest
in progressional, process revealing works
with her traditional technique to express
the development and evolution of Quranic
manuscripts throughout history. The work
unfolds over six panels and explores how each
of the great civilizations have contributed to
this art form, building out from an illuminated
core in layers. This piece also dually depicts
the geographical expansion of the religion of
Islam over time, starting from the gold circle
which represents the birth of the religion in the
Hejaz, all the way through to its peak which
spans from the far East across to Europe, that
is portrayed in the final ‘shamsa’.

Each of the designs used throughout the
different stages of the artwork directly
correlate with the style of illumination that was
invented at the time. Portraying the evolution
of this art form from being practically non-
existent in the 7th century, mainly due to
the fact that there was the fear of allowing
anything to intrude upon the holy text of the
Quran, and finally resulting in some of the
highly decorative masterpieces one find in the
later Islamic empires.

The presenting of these different styles
beside one another is also a way to express
the universality and highly diverse elements
that not only make up the art of lllumination
but is furthermore a reflection of the Islamic
civilization as a whole, the idea of ‘Tawhid’, or
unity within multiplicity which, in essence, is
the core principal of Islam.

The Silence Between Us

Untitled (Caliphates Series)

2018

Shell gold, gold leaf, ink and gouache on paper
6 pieces, 30 x 30 cm each

Courtesy of a Private Collection, Bahrain
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Untitled 06 (Caliphates Series)

2016

Leaf gold and ink on paper

30x30cm

Courtesy of a Private Collection, Bahrain
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Love is my Law,
Love is my Faith

Love is my Law, Love is my Faith is inspired
by the eight love poems by Ibn Arabi, a 12th
century Sufi mystic, poet and philosopher.
Known as the taj al- rasa il wa-minhaj al-was
il, these particular writings are considered
some of the best love poems in Islamic history,
outlining the nature of divine love and the
perfect believer from a range of perspectives.
He was inspired to write them while in Mecca,
staring at the Ka'ba and was overcome by the
presence of God. He felt the Ka'ba ask him to
make the tawaf, the circumambulation around
it, and the Zamzam ask for him to drink from
it and he was afraid of this feeling of directly
having the eyes of God upon him. But in this
fear he felt love, an unusual kind of love. As he
stood, staring at this being of stone, he thought
of how it stood as an intermediary between the
human and the divine. He went away and wrote
these poems addressed to the Ka'ba and God,
in order to express this knowledge of their
divine realties.

Awartani has responded to this literature by
creating eight hanging embroidery panels.
They are intricate and meticulously patterned,
hand embroidered by textile craftsmen in India,
steeped in the study of mathematics. The
patterns themselves come from the traditions
of sacred geometry and the artist uses them
to create genealogies of meaning that act as
a form of meditation, praying contemplation
and search for the inner spirit rather than outer.
When hanging, they create a perfect cube but
are truly activated by light cascading through
the stepped layers, carving out a meditative
inner expression.

As one views her geometric, embroidered
panels, one is on the inside of an aesthetic
experience oneself, one that shares a form
of love with the viewer. This is a kind of
depiction rooted in historical practice, and in
the rendering of the infinite it reflects Qur’anic
and divine perfection.
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Love is my Law, Love is my Faith

2016

Hand embroidery on fabric

200 x 200 x 200 cm

Courtesy of the artist and Athr Gallery, Jeddah
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Watercolor Paintings

90
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Watercolour Paintings, Study Drawing 4
2018

Watercolour, gouache and ink on paper
29.7x 21 cm
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Watercolour Paintings

2018

Study Drawing 1- 5

Watercolour, gouache and ink on paper
29.7 x21cm
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Watercolour Paintings, Study Drawing 3
2018

Wattercolour, gouache and ink on paper
29.7 x 21 cm
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Untitled

Untitled

2017
Gouache and shell gold on paper (8 Panels)
59.4x455cm
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Abjad Hawaz

The Abjad Hawaz series is the result of
Awartani’s developing of a visual system and
code based on the scholarship and history
of llm Huruf. She builds upon the ancient
numerical system, expansively divining an
aesthetic language that revivifies the abjad
and insists on its relevance. She is interested
in the co-dependency inherent in geometry
where the form is the result of a numerical
expression — without which geometry would
not exist. Awartani abstracts and imparts
pure meaning using this method to create
a harmonious and formal expression of
complex notions that are difficult to succinctly
synthesise.

Awartani's visual language invites the viewer
to participate in its coding and meaning-
making, the direct translation of number into
form becoming decipherable for viewers,
even for those without a background
in these traditions. In the system, each
shape's angles and repetitions equate to
the numerical value or sum of the individual
letter. So, as we engage with the form, the
sense of the system emerges — we see that
alef is not only shaped like the number one
but is the number one. From here, a further
kind of comprehension grows, with historic,
scientific and mathematical symbolism
potently coalescing as they are woven into
the invested values of Awartani’s focussed
expression. Understanding expands and we
are able to appreciate alef as the original
letter, the representative of the principle of
unitary being. Accordingly, Awartani achieves
a concurrent expression of this number, letter,
and concept with a circle — the symbol of unity
and creation. The other letters of the alphabet
are said to have evolved from the letter alef
into the variety and multiplicity of the alphabet,
which for the hurufis, represents the cosmos.
In the geometric tradition, the circle is the
creator and originator of all geometry, where

104

every design starts and finishes within the
circle.

This presentation includes six of the twenty-

eight sets made in this series, one for each
letter of the Arabic alphabet.
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Kha from the Abjad Hawaz series

2017

Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper
26 x 66 cm
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Sheen from the Abjad Hawaz series joo Al @l (o ‘Ui

2017 2017
Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper GIl Ll g oLl e\l ublgall Uil
26 x 66 cm ouw 26 x 66
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Ta from the Abjad Hawaz series

2017

Shell gold, gouache, and ink on paper
26 x 66 cm
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All (heavenly bodies) swim along,

each in its orbit

All Heavenly Bodies reveals the structural
complexity that invests power and significance
in one of only two palindromes found in
the entirety of the Quran. From the Greek
palindromos, (palin — again and drom, dramein
- run), palindromes are a form of wordplay
used since at least 79AD, with patterns
of letters or numbers reading identically
forwards and backwards. In Surah Yasin, we
read ‘all [heavenly bodies] swimming along,
each in an orbit' (‘kul fylfalak yasbahoon’)
expressed in a palindromic pattern that both
mimics and clarifies meaning. Focussing on
the consonants, we see the pattern emerge
as we read of the heavenly bodies in their orbit
(‘kul fyfalak’):

dJa e Jul

In this coded linguistic form, the letters kaaf,
laam and fa (wa J «l) seem to encircle the
pivoting letter ya (). It is as if each letter,
signifying the heave"nly bodies, has been set
in their own orbiting sphere. Further, the ya
() at the heart of these concentric circles
invokes the next word, yasbahoon — ‘floating’
or ‘swimming’ — the verb which propels the
letters on their course.

This analysis is pushed further through
Awartani’s research and experimentation with
code, applying her Abjad Hawaz system to
extrapolate the complexity of the symbiotic
meaning and form. This system is a means to
alternatively articulate letters and numbers,
purely abstracting the meanings they impart
through geometry. She uses the method to
create a harmonious and formal expression of
a notion too complex to synthesise succinctly.

Four different designs emanate from a central
point; a delicate kinesis shifts their placement
almost imperceptibly. In this contemplative
space, the code can begin to be deciphered.

Angles and repetition signal meaning — each
shape amounting to a different number, in
turn equating to a letter. At the heart, a circle
is a shape narrowed to a single point, with
one occurrence in each quadrant equating
to ya/s or 10; proceeding outwards eight
points on two shapes gives us 80 or fa/La; a
three pointed triangle painted twice gives 30
or laam/J; and, on the outer circumference,
a two pointed shape repeated twice in each
motif signifies kaaf/l, 20.

The meaning-making is many-layered and
requires the viewer to enter into an active
process of interpretation. With the subtle
mechanical modulation of the whole, the
shapes float. Appearing to expand from
the centre, their orbit is reminiscent of the
planetary motion the palindrome itself implies.
The whole meditative motion encourages
the viewer to engage with meaning-making
on a different intellectual plane. To heighten
this state of focus, the piece is accompanied
by the music of the Sufis, evocative of the
whirling dervish ceremonies devised to invoke
the same heightened intuitive engagement.

The Silence Between Us

All (heavenly bodies) swim along, each in its orbit
2016

Egg tempra on wood and mechanical structure
100 x 100 cm
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