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Abdallah Khaled’s Paths of Light shine in London
Karen Dabrowska

London

T 

he 21 acrylic and oil 
paintings in the solo ex-
hibition Paths of Light 
of Algerian-Berber artist 
Abdallah Khaled invite 

visitors to take a spiritual journey 
with mythical characters as their 
guide to colourful, magical land-
scapes.

London’s Arab British Centre 
has displayed the varied works in 
its small first floor gallery and on 
the stairs leading to it.  Brown, red 
and blue are the dominant colours. 
People and animals are fused to-
gether to create mysterious im-
ages that stretch to infinity with 
no clear beginning or end. What do 
these images represent? The inter-
pretation is left to the viewer.

“There is always a message in 
art – it has to transmit something. 
Without a message it just deco-
rates the walls,” Khaled said.

The light referred to in the title 
of the exhibition is not just an ex-
ternal light.

“It is an internal light – the light 
of the self,” Khaled said. “Light is a 

metaphor. It is not only to be able 
to see but also to be able to search 
for the greater good that everyone 
should be capable of bringing from 
themselves. The colours I use are 
symbols of peace… Art is a way 
of educating the public, to make 
them more open and more sensi-
tive towards different cultures, 
different peoples and different 
means of expression.

“For me, art is like a light house 
on the shore that is illuminating 
the way for the ship that arrives. 
My art is something to focus your 
mind, stimulate your intellect and 
touch your soul. Without light 
there is no meaning, there is no en-
ergy, there is nothing.”

Although Khaled’s words and 
art works may have religious over-

tones, he insists that he is a lay 
person who does not follow all 
the dictates of Islam. He believes 
in God and the values that his cul-
ture’s traditions give him.

His Berber identity comes 
through in his work.  He empha-
sised that it would not make sense 
for him to come to Europe, to live 
in Europe and to paint in exactly 
the same way as European paint-
ers. That is why he has brought 
his own cultural heritage with him 
and that is what comes through in 
his work. It is a way of expressing 
himself and contributing some-
thing to humanity.

In a blue acrylic on wood paint-
ing, a sombre figure with a criti-
cal expression on its face looks at 
other strange figures searching 
for meaning and wanting to make 
sense of the world. Most of the fig-
ures in Khaled’s paintings stand 
with outstretched hands. They ap-
pear to be searching and rejoicing 
in their journey towards the light.

Composizione 3, one of the larg-
est works in the exhibition (120cm 
x 100cm), is the most colourful 
creation with paths represented by 
twisted lines. Burred, mysterious 
images combine with triangular 
and square shapes.

Exhibition Curator Maria Luisa 
Trevisan notes that Khaled deep-
ens his study of light by using 
colours and materials rather than 
placing emphasis on drawing.

“Amidst the chromatic clots, 
brushstrokes, marks, scratching 
and colours that range from orange 
and red-yellows to greens, blues 
and violet-blues, one denotes 
dancing and moving figures remi-
niscent of cave paintings on North 
Africa’s rocky landscapes. Khaled’s 
paintings illustrate a strong con-
nection to his ancestral land and 
his Berber origins with its people, 
traditions and culture,” Trevisan 
said.

She underlined that the artist’s 
works amounted to “a declaration 
of peace and freedom, respect for 
one another, for diversity, thus ex-
pressing universal values and en-
riching all of humanity”.

“In view of the current difficult 
times we live in, Khaled’s message 
is an invitation to take positive ac-
tion in search of the common glob-
al good. His paintings incorporate 
ancestral symbols such as the cow, 
the bull, the bison, the horse, war-
riors, women, spears, clubs, forks, 
mud huts and the walls of ancient 
cities,” Trevisan said.

“He depicts the rich and varied 
indigenous cultures of North Af-
rica, the flavours of his homeland, 
the scent of the desert, the colours 
of the Atlas Mountains, as well as 
the instinctive abstract expres-
sionist and graffitist mark of con-
temporary ‘Western’ artistic cul-
ture,” she added.

Khaled’s complexity as an artist 
can be understood by looking at 
his cultural diversity and the merg-
ing of the artistic influences of both 
Algeria and Italy where he now 
lives. He has refined his cultural 
and artistic knowledge through his 
travels and periods of study across 
Europe. His numerous personal 
and group exhibitions, in Italy, 
Norway, Canada, the United States 
and UK have received positive and 
enthusiastic reactions from both 
the public and critics alike.

His paintings are to be found in 
the National Museum of Fine Arts 
of Algeria and in numerous private 
collections in Canada, the United 
States, Japan, Finland, Norway, 
France, Germany, Austria and Italy.

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society section of The Arab 
Weekly.
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"Figures on a journey towards the light", a painting by Abdallah Khaled.

French alive in Lebanon but 
not the ‘in language’ anymore
Samar Kadi

Beirut

“H 

i, kifak, ça va? The 
short sentence 
meaning “Hello, 
how are you, fine?” 
is a remarkable il-

lustration of the diverse linguistic 
influence in Lebanon, a multi-re-
ligious and multicultural country 
where Arabic, French and English 
are mixed up in regular communica-
tion.

Lebanon, a former French pro-
tectorate and member of the In-
ternational Organisation of the 
Francophonie, or French-speaking 
countries, has, however, been par-
ticularly receptive to the spread of 
English to the detriment of French, 
considered the country’s second of-
ficial language after Arabic.

Decades ago, French was mainly 
the first foreign language that Leba-
nese spoke and in which they were 
educated. But in the age of globali-
sation, English, notably American 
English, has muscled French aside.

Nonetheless, French is still in 
good shape in the small country, 
according to Veronique Aulagnon, 
director of the French Institute in 
Lebanon. “We have not observed a 
spectacular retreat of the Franco-
phonie in Lebanon. With 55% of all 
educational establishments offering 
Arabic-French programmes, includ-
ing 40 well-renowned schools cater-
ing for 55,000 students following 

the same curriculum as in France, 
we are not worried, but we [still] 
have to fight to maintain” the Fran-
cophonie, Aulagnon said.

Referring to the Francophone Book 
Fair of Beirut, which held its 23rd 
edition in November, Aulagnon not-
ed that the ten-day event, in which 
more than 50 publishers and book 
stores participated, is the second 
largest French-oriented one outside 
France after Montreal and had about 
78,000 visitors this year, an increase 
of 10% from 2015.

“To have this in a country of 4 mil-
lion inhabitants is nonetheless out-
standing,” she said. “It is obviously 
a very popular event that people 
look forward to. Moreover, Lebanon 
is the first market in the Arab world 
for French publishers, as well as the 
centre of translation of French books 
to Arabic… This is very significant; it 
is happening here, not in Morocco or 
Algeria or Egypt. ”

For Aulagnon, Lebanon has not 
lost its Francophone character, but 
is becoming a place where the three 
languages are being spoken. “The 
new generation has become trilin-
gual, expressing themselves a lot in 
English, especially on social media, 
because it is the fashion. We know 
that we cannot win the battle of the 
Francophonie in Lebanon by oppos-
ing English because the Lebanese 
need to speak it… Also, France has 
always supported the diversity of 
Lebanon, including its cultural one.”

Maroun Nehme, president of the 
syndicate of book importers in Leba-
non and owner of Librairie Orientale 

bookshop in Beirut, believes English 
is gaining ground quickly because 
it is the primary language of the in-
ternet as well as the lingua franca of 
business and commercial globalisa-
tion.

“French speaking has regressed. 
Most universities teach in English, 
while French teaching is mainly 
concentrated in schools and in the 
elementary cycle. The visitors to the 
Francophone book fair constitute 
the hard core of the Francophonie 
in Lebanon, but unfortunately they 
do not represent the Lebanese re-
ality… They represent a symbolic 
Lebanon,” Nehme said at his book 
fair stand.

Oddly enough, Arabic translations 
of French works occupied a large 
part of Nehme’s stand. “We are seek-
ing to reinforce the Francophonie by 
attracting a new public, one that is 
Arabic- or English-speaking, but 
who would be interested in acquir-
ing knowledge of French culture. 
It is a means to give them access to 
the genius of French culture… In a 
way, we are preaching and convert-
ing people to the Francophonie,” he 
contended.

According to Aulagnon, Lebanese 
publishers are multiplying transla-

tions of French books, including 
academic and pedagogic material, 
which are increasingly in demand 
by non-Francophone Arabs such as 
those from the Gulf countries.

“Almost two-thirds of French 
book copyrights [are] being acquired 
by Lebanese publishers for transla-
tion. In other words, Francophone 
culture is reaching the Arab world 
through Lebanon,” she added.

The French arrived in Lebanon in 
the second half of the 19th century, 
when Jesuit clergy in France sought 
to counter increasing Protestant in-
fluence in the region by dispatching 
legions of missionaries to the east-
ern shores of the Mediterranean. 
However, there are strong regional 
differences regarding the French 
due to the choices of settlement by 
the different missionaries and to re-
ligious considerations. French mis-
sions were often found in Maronite 
Christian areas whereas English-
speaking missions were in the Druze 

and Shia regions; south Lebanon 
and part of Mount Lebanon.

Fluency in French is still highly 
prised in affluent circles, especially 
among Christians, for whom the lan-
guage of Voltaire continues to imply 
good education and high economic 
status. It is also very common to 
hear conversations shift easily from 
Arabic to English to French and back 
again.

French is far from being dead in 
Lebanon; it is just that English is an 
“in language” nowadays.

“The Francophonie is well an-
chored in Lebanon because French 
is not only a language of education 
but of culture as well. It is almost a 
political language which is present-
ed as part of the Lebanese identity,” 
Aulagnon said.

“We just need to make it an ‘in 
language’ again.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.
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