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aji Hakim was just 
5 years old when, 
at 7.30am mass at a 
church in Gemaizeh, 
east Beirut, he first 

heard the organ. Transfixed, he 
had to wait until the service ended 
to find out what produced those 
“beautiful sounds”.

Returning from France 55 years 
later for concerts February 6th 
and 7th in his native city, Hakim 
gave rich glimpses not just of his 
astonishing playing but of a range 
of composition that has stretched 
beyond the organ into symphonic 
and chamber music as well as cho-
ral works.

“I like to write for the orchestra 
and for different instruments,” 
Hakim said. “It’s a different joy to 
writing for the organ.”

At Sacred Heart Church in Ge-
maizeh, where he first heard the 
organ, Hakim played Bach and 
Cesar Franck. In the National 
Evangelical Church in downtown 
Beirut he joined musicians from 
the Lebanese Conservatory in 
new pieces for organ, clarinet, 

violin, horn and oboe.
Hakim offers an uncommon 

mix of joy and virtuosity. Both 
his playing and composition are 
rich in drama. A reviewer for the 
Scotsman newspaper found him-
self “open-mouthed” on hearing 
Hakim’s 2011 recording Set Me as a 
Seal Upon Your Heart, featuring or-
gan, voice and chamber musicians.

Gramophone magazine, review-
ing his 2014 recording of his own 
compositions on the Schuke organ 
of the Palacio Euskalduna in Bil-
bao, noted: “If the intention is to 
deliver the joy inherent in this mu-
sic, he succeeds brilliantly.”

But Hakim offers other rare 
mixes, too. While organ music is 
primarily religious and Hakim has 
enjoyed a distinguished career as a 
church organist in Paris, he rejects 
any “secular” divide in music.

“For me everything is religious,” 
he said. “Even the work not based 
on liturgical melody [used in the 
ceremony of mass] is religious. As 
Psalm 150 says: ‘All that breathes 
should worship the Lord’. The 
church is not just a building, it’s 
all the Earth. All the Earth is a big 
church.”

Likewise, Hakim has never ac-
cepted a divide between Western 
and “Oriental” music.  His mass 
for soprano solo, premiered in 
1994 with the Swede Dominique 
Hellsten, was inspired by oriental 
scales and his work for solo organ, 
Rubaiyat, drew from the poems of 
Omar Khayyam.

In 2015, Lebanon’s Baalbeck 
Festival commissioned an orches-

tral work envisaged as a “danced 
poem” drawing from the dabke 
and featuring darbuka, daf and riq, 
as well as woodwind instruments 
evoking the mejwez, the double-
piped flute that often accompanies 
the dabke.

Hakim dedicated the piece to his 
son, Jean-Paul, who was born in 
France but inspired by the dabke 
after watching examples on the 
internet. “He was not only able to 
dance it but to teach it to the whole 
family,” said Hakim.

Jean-Paul Hakim is studying 
French and Spanish law at Nan-
terre University but also holds a 
Grade 7 in piano at the Associated 
Board of the Royal Schools of Mu-

sic, London, and is, said his father, 
“a gifted improviser with substan-
tial potential as a composer”.

Although he left Lebanon at the 
age of 20, Hakim’s origins run far 
beyond the folkloric themes found 
in Baalbeck. “There are many east-
ern roots [in my music], many 
oriental features,” he said. “Danc-
ing and rhythmic features are im-
portant, and these complement 
melodically.” Throughout Hakim’s 
compositions are strong rhythms 
— and the percussive element is 
unmistakable when he plays the 
organ.

As, too, is his sense of beauty. 
Hakim cites the 19th-century 
French composer Charles Gounod 

— “the melody, always the melody, 
that’s the very secret of our art”.

Hakim’s accolades are many. He 
has won ten first prizes at inter-
national organ and composition 
competitions. The compliment he 
treasures most, however, came 
from Olivier Messiaen, alongside 
Debussy the towering French com-
poser of the 20th century, who said 
just months before his death that 
he had never heard anyone impro-
vise as well as Hakim.

Improvising is common for or-
ganists in church ceremonies in 
France, and it was fitting that 
Hakim succeeded Messiaen as or-
ganist at the Church of the Trinity 
in 1993, a post he held for 15 years.

In 2007, Pope Benedict XVI 
honoured his work for the Ro-
man Catholic Church and the call 
Hakim heard as a child remains 
strong.

“It’s a difficult time for Christi-
anity, not only in the Middle East,” 
he said. “All over the world there’s 
an evil spirit working against 
whatever is religious and, in par-
ticular, what is Christian and what 
is Catholic. It appears in different 
ways — in education programmes 
in schools, and in the way adults 
speak about religion. Christian 
people are less proud to proclaim 
their faith.

“The mass media are developing 
a hedonistic way of life, [influenc-
ing people] not to think about spir-
ituality, about effort, about others, 
about sacrifice. The future is in the 
hands of God and the goodwill of 
each of us.”

Hakim has never 
accepted a divide 
between Western 
and “Oriental” 
music.

Naji Hakim during rehearsals at the Evangelical Church in
downtown Beirut.
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980-Today: Exhibitions in the 
United Arab Emirates offers a 
chance to glimpse highlights 
of four decades of art in the 
United Arab Emirates from 

the early days of the country’s for-
mation.

Displaying 120 works by 15 Emi-
rati artists, the show, on display at 
the Flying Saucer, in Sharjah, was 
internationally acclaimed when 
it was presented in Venice in 2015 
by the National Pavilion UAE in La 
Biennale di Venezia 56th Interna-
tional Art Exhibition.

Curated by Sheikha Hoor al-Qasi-
mi, daughter of Sharjah’s ruler, the 
exhibit embraces the pioneering 
work of the Emirates Fine Art So-
ciety (EFAS), a non-profit institu-
tion founded in 1980 that has been 
instrumental in training artists and 
nurturing talent.

It took Sheikha Hoor and her 
team a year of research before 
the works were compiled. The ar-
chives of EFAS and old issues of the 
EFAS’s publication, Al Tashkeel, 
were a veritable goldmine. Other 
sources included newspaper arti-
cles, artists’ writings, exhibition 

catalogues and interviews with art-
ists and cultural practitioners.

“I conceived this show for the 
Venice Biennale with the UAE au-
dience in mind. It is important to 
acknowledge the work of these 
pioneers who worked together as 
a group,” Sheikha Hoor, who is also 
the president of the Sharjah Art 
Foundation, said.

“The UAE is growing very fast, so 
it was important that we document 
the artworks that were produced 
under the pioneering efforts of the 
Emirates Fine Arts Society, which 
is still very active in promoting 
UAE art and artists.”

Giuseppe Moscatello, director of 
Maraya Art Centre in Sharjah, said: 
“It is an important show that tracks 
history. It is important for the fu-
ture. For the first time, young Emi-
rati artists can reference the past 
and look back at the art produced 
at a different period in time.”

Rather than following a chro-
nology, the exhibition creates the 
sense of wandering through dense 
collections in conversation with 
one another. The selection of piec-
es focused on sharing fundamental 
stages of the artists’ careers as well 
as that of the UAE art scene collec-
tively.

Najat Meky and Abdul Rahim 
Salim have worked primarily on pa-

per or canvas since the 1990s. How-
ever, their earlier practice focused 
on sculpture and reliefs. Meky’s 
iron sculptures from 1982-84 and 
her relief on clay titled Palestine 
(1995) shed light on the variety of 
her styles, feminine concerns and 
strength of conviction.

“My works have been excavated, 
collected and exhibited. The show 
has played a great role in present-
ing UAE art,” said Meky, the pre-
eminent woman artist in the UAE.

Mohamed Yousif has in recent 
years been working with found ob-
jects and elements from his natural 
surroundings, while his older work 
included traditional wooden sculp-
tures. Motion and stillness feature 
prominently in his works.

Abdul Qader al-Rais is best 
known today for his landscapes 
and abstract paintings but a series 
of his early figurative paintings are 
shown. One of the earliest works 
at the show is his The Wait (1968), 
which predates the formation of 
the UAE. The other works from 
Rais are a Self-Portrait (1973) and 
Fear (1978). The landscape Sad Day 
Afternoon (1989) provides hints at 
the expressionistic and calligraphic 

paths that the artist would success-
fully embark on later.

Recalling his early days as a stu-
dent in Kuwait and his journey into 
art, Rais said: “Society and the el-
ders would tell you that ‘Art will 
not feed you.’ This was largely the 
case from the ‘60s to the ‘80s.”

Khor Fakkan-based Abdullah al-
Saadi’s series of sculptures titled 
The Cavity Room (1991) is made 
from animal bones collected from 
his surroundings and casts a spell 
on viewers. It speaks of the medita-
tive quality that Saadi brings to his 
work, which encompasses draw-
ing, photography, artist’s diaries 
and found objects.

The pioneer of conceptual art 
Hassan Sharif has diverse works 
including live performance, draw-
ing, photography, multimedia and 

synthetic works. Sharif’s works 
from 1985 incorporating zinc and 
boiled linseed oil on canvas are 
paired with Notebooks, a series he 
has been working on since the early 
1980s.

The veterans’ journey into arts 
was an uphill course. But it was ide-
ological and artistic impulses that 
drove them to stick to the difficult 
path of realising their individual 
visions and the collective vision of 
creating a plastic arts movement in 
the UAE.

“In the early days, when there 
was no public support or aware-
ness about art, it was not a matter 
of luxury. The Emirates Fine Arts 
Society in Sharjah was our HQ and 
our own dream,” said Yousif.

“The fine arts movement in the 
country is doing fine. We need 
more interaction between the old 
and the young now. The Venice 
Biennale gave us good momen-
tum. We will work together to take 
the ship to other journeys, other 
shores.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Naji Hakim, virtuoso, returns to Beirut roots
Ceramic sculptures by Salem Jawhar titled Marine 
Environment, 2004.

Dr Najat Meky with her early metal sculptures from 1980s at the show in Sharjah.

The exhibition 
creates the sense of 
wandering through 
dense collections in 
conversation with 
one another.


