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Algerian Islamic reformist Malek Chebel dies at 63
Lamine Ghanmi

M

alek Chebel was one
of the most original
contemporary scholars of Islamic studies.
He sought to revive
Islamic humanism for Westerners
and Muslims at a time when Islamist violence and bigotry grabbed
the news and dominated political
debate.
Chebel died on November 12th in
Paris of cancer. He was 63. He was
buried in his hometown of Skikda
in north-eastern Algeria.
With his death, moderate Muslims and tolerant Westerners lost a
strong voice. He encouraged Muslims to grasp the highly sophisticated way of life and enlightened
systems of thought and reasoning
that flourished from the eighth to
12th centuries of classical Islam.
That was before repression and
narrow-mindedness buried those
bright pages of Islamic history.

Chebel was one of
the most original
contemporary
scholars of Islamic
studies.
Chebel’s works consisted of 40
books and essays. They continued the tradition of the Maghreb’s
humanist Islam that flourished in
Zitouna’s Islamic university in Tunisia, Quaraouiyine in Fez and Algeria’s Constantine, where Abdelhamid Ben Badis found the Muslim
Oulemas (scholars) movement.

From an early age, Chebel was
attracted to the ideas and social
ideals of the Enlightenment in
France and other Western societies. He talked about those themes
with friends during walks near the
beach in his hometown Skikda on
the Mediterranean.
He earned a doctorate in psychopathology in Algeria before moving
to Paris to study political science
and anthropology. His multidisciplinary studies helped him broaden the ideas developed by his compatriot Mohammed Arkoun, whose
main project was to unearth the
bright side of Islamic thought buried by fanaticism and backwardness.
Among Chebel’s works were Islam of Enlightenment, Abraham’s
Sons, Islam Explained, Islam and
Reason and Dictionary of Islamic
Symbols. His themes addressed
women’s rights, music, art, Islamic
food and tastes.
Chebel, who translated the
Quran into French, was close to
the Paris mosque, a landmark hub
of intellectual resistance to the
spreading extremist Salafist brand
of Islam in France.
Talking about Islam of Enlightenment, Chebel said: “I tried to explain that Islam is humanist more
than we imagine. That Islam is not
here to sow terror and fear.”
“Islam has introduced algorithms and chemistry to the world.
That Islam has developed music
and kitchen art and was built upon
reasoning and knowledge and respect of exchange and tolerance,”
he said.
It came naturally for Chebel to
ask why conservative Islam was

dominant resulting in a prolonged
stagnation and decline despite efforts to reform and challenges by
philosophers during various cycles
of Islamic history.
“Terror has an advantage over
those who believe in dialogue and
rationality. The phenomenon is not
new. It is possible that conservative Islam has more impact over the
minds and consciousness than that
Islam of enlightenment. I personally regret that,” he told an Algerian
interviewer.

The Algerian
thinker’s works
consist of 40 books
and essays.
“There is always a trend, certainly a minority, of people who strive
for the modernisation of Islamic
practices but when Islam is in crisis the voice of these people is not
heard. This is the case today,” he
said.
Arkoun, who, like Chebel,
spanned cultural borders and
opened the way for tolerant readings of Islam, was 82 when he died
in Paris in 2010. He was buried in
Casablanca, away from his village
in Algeria’s northern Kabylie region because of Islamist threats to
his tomb.
Chebel and Arkoun died like
Moroccan Mohamed el Jaberi and
Egyptian Abu Zeid, leaving their region far away from the awakening
of a reformist Islam that opens the
path of economic and social progress without stirring the reaction
of fanatical and violent Islamists.
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Marwan Kassab-Bachi, an artist who challenged
the landscape of portraiture
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

I

n its traditional sense, a portrait can be expected to capture the likeness of a person
but some artists have sought
to portray something more
symbolic, breaking beyond conventions in search of capturing a certain essence. Transcending mere
physical representation, this intangible quality can penetrate the surface to reveal aspects of the sitter’s
inner psyche, which can challenge
a viewer’s notions of identity.
Syrian painter Marwan KassabBachi tapped into such elusive

territory. Through his loosely figurative paintings, he expressed a
dramatic depth in the individuals
he painted.

The human face
eventually became
an obsession for
Kassab-Bachi.
Kassab-Bachi, who died October 23rd in Berlin at the age of 82,
was esteemed as one of the Arab
world’s most prolific artists. His
works seemed to bridge cultures,
embodying both Arab and WesternEuropean stylistic influences.
Kassab-Bachi was born in Da-

Syrian artist Marwan Kassab-Bachi.

mascus on January 31st, 1934. After studying Arabic literature at
the University of Damascus, he
planned to head to Paris, a creative
refuge for young Syrian and Lebanese artists at the time, but in 1957
his path led him to Berlin.
The unstable sociopolitical situation in early 1960s Berlin was a
pivotal time for the creative development of the then young and impressionable artist, who absorbed
all that the vibrant city had to offer.
He befriended post-war German
neo-expressionists, who influenced each other, channelling the
zeitgeist of the neo-expressionist
German approach in their works.
Kassab-Bachi’s early works were
characterised by surreal figurative
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representations of people, with
some works including figures from
his life and childhood in Syria.
The human face eventually became an obsession for KassabBachi and, by the mid-1970s, it
dominated his works. Inspired by
the poetry and writings from Arab
Sufis, Kassab-Bachi layered coats
of paint over and over again on
canvas, evoking flesh with a sort of
piercing three-dimensionality.
Eschewing the conventions of
formal figuration, Kassab-Bachi
gravitated towards abstraction.
Brutal brushstrokes and gloomy
colours collide to imbue his works
with an introspective at times of
uneasy feel. In some of KassabBachi’s portraits, the face is transformed into a distorted landscape,
enriched with a cacophony of colour.
Veteran gallerist, art critic and
friend of the artist, Saleh Barakat,
described their relationship as one
of “reverence not equality”.
“For me he was a master… Marwan is the guy who never made any
concessions. He was always very
true to his painting… It’s not only
about portraiture; he was [also]
influential in how to impose on artists the discipline of rigorousness
and application and taking painting
very seriously, to the utmost extreme,” Barakat said.
He described Kassab-Bachi’s uncompromising nature when it came
to his art with painstaking attention to detail.
“I saw him at work in his atelier in
Berlin. He’s a very demanding artist
from himself. Sometimes he could
finish a painting in five minutes but
sometimes it could take years until
he was convinced,” Barakat said.
“He was a master technician, very
rigorous about the technique. He
could have [achieved] more success had he been willing to make
any concession about what he
wants to do in his painting.”
Underlining
Kassab-Bachi’s

strong link to his roots, Barakat
added: “He was somebody who
was very much part of the Berlin
school of German expressionism
and he was very grateful for everything he had in Germany but, at
the same time, I think Damascus
was in the middle of his heart and
the middle of his [mind]. He never
left Damascus somehow.”
Kassab-Bachi’s paintings have
been collected by international
museums and institutions, including the National Gallery in Berlin,
the Tate Modern, the Centre Pompidou, the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi,
the Abd al-Hamid Shoman Foundation in Jordan, the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, the Barjeel Art Foundation Collection, the
Sharjah Art Collection and many
more.

Kassab-Bachi, who
recently died in
Berlin, was one of
the Arab world’s
most prolific artists.
In a tribute to the artist, Andree
Sfeir-Semler, a Lebanese-German
art historian and founder of SfeirSemler Gallery, which had a longstanding association with Kassab-Bachi wrote: “A single canvas
would carry many faces on top of
each other and one painting would
often need several years of work
before it was considered finished
by the artist.”
Indeed, every feature of his subjects’ faces appears to be intensely
examined. Imbuing his canvases
with an unabashed emotional honesty, Kassab-Bachi managed to
forge memorable impressions of
the people he painted.
Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist
based in Beirut and contributes
cultural articles to The Arab
Weekly.

