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The Mediterranean of Artists

Figure 3. Giuseppe Biasi, In the morning, 1927. Oil on canvas, cm 110 x 135. Cagliari, private collection. Courtesy Ilisso Publishing, Nuoro.

A few realistic studies deal frankly with this con-
text. However, for Biasi realism was no more than
a side issue. His notebooks abound with incite-
ments to himself “to caricature - to stylize”,** put
into practice above all in the drawings and small
gouaches, where he adopted a simplified and often
expressionistically deformed style. In comparison,
the larger oils seem decidedly tamer, and closer to
the Déco artistic climate. (Fig.3)

It goes without saying that the lack of a narrative
context in many of the nudes was automatically
filled up by the spectator (implicitly male and West-
ern), habituated to locate such representations

24 Biasi, unpublished notebook.

within the orientalist setting of the harem. In the
same way, Biasi’s scenes of bathing or rest in the
oasis—however improbable in reality—were read
as natural manifestations of free and wild costumes.
The topoi of the orientalist iconography (the black
slave and the white favorite, bathing, the dance, the
long leisure hours), decontextualized according to
the project of mediterranizing Gauguin, triggered a
series of associations in the viewers’ mind. All the
women portrayed ended with appearing as “odal-
isques”, a category as vague as full of sexual innu-
endos, which the painter approached through the
filter of Ingres and Matisse.

How was this production received in Egypt? Biasi’s
stay coincided with the height of the fortunes of al-
Nahda, the Egyptian nationalist movement that in
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Figure 4. Mahmoud Mukhtar, The Renaissance of Egypt, 1919-1928. Granite. Cairo University Gate. From Wikipedia
(image in the Commons).

1924 had brought to power the Wafd party led by
Saad Zaghlul. Al-Nahda was seconded on the cultural
level by the search for an artistic awakening of the
country led by such artists as the sculptor, Mahmoud
Mokhtar and the painters, Mahmoud Said and Mu-
hammad Nagy.?® Based on the idea of a continuity

% See Liliane Karnouk, Modern Egyptian Art. The Emergency a National Style (Cairo:
American University in Cairo Press, 1988); Caroline Williams, “Twentieth-Century
Egyptian Art: The Pioneers, 1920-1922", in Re-envisioning Egypt, 1919-1952, eds Ar-
thur Goldschmidt, Amy J. Johnson, Barak A. Salmoni(,Cairo and New York: American
University in Cairo Press, 2005), 426-447; and especially Patrick Kane, The politics
of art in modern Egypt Aesthetics, ideology and nation-building (London-New York:
B. Tauris, 2013).

between ancientand modern Egypt, only temporarily
interrupted by Islam, Al-Nahda'’s ideology prompted
a return to figurative art, in contrast to the tradition
of Islamic aniconism. The movement had its visual
symbol in a combination of motives from Pharaonic
art and Egyptian rural life—especially the figure of
the fellaha, the peasant woman—, epitomized by
Mokhtar’s celebrated monument The renaissance of
Egypt, then about to be completed.? (Fig.4)

26 On Mokhtar, see Alexandra Dika Saggerman, “Mahmoud Mukhtar: ‘The First sculp-
tor from the land of sculpture”, World Art, 4, No.1 (2014), 27-46.
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