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In the spring of 2013 the Tate Modern in London opened a solo exhibition for 
the Lebanese artist, Saloua Raouda Choucair. The show is a reflection of an 
international trend towards the development of a global art history meant to overcome 
the power dynamics of colonialism by creating links between the Western canon and the 
histories of regions that have previously been considered peripheral. Instead of creating 
an expansive discourse, however the exhibition reinforces the structure it is meant to 
help break down by reinforcing orientalist ideals and the assumption of mimesis of 
European masters in the Middle East.  

 
This thesis opens the conversation about alternative interpretations of 

Choucair’s work by utilizing the personal notes of the artist, particularly relating to her 
interest in Genetics, Quantum Mechanics, and Transcendence. This is the first time 
these notes have been accessible to the academic community or anyone outside of the 
direct family of the artist and they reveal avenues of exploration that have never been 
mentioned in existing literature on the artist and her practice. By exploring the new 
themes found in these documents and reading them through the extensive body of 
produced work via a formal comparison a larger framework for understanding 
Choucair’s oeuvre emerges based on a continual interest in the concept of infinity.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND METHODOLOGY 

In an apartment in the Qantari neighborhood of Beirut sits what is becoming 

one of the most important collections of Lebanese Modernist art; the almost complete 

oeuvre of Saloua Raouda Choucair (b. 1916). Choucair has become a figure in the 

global and local art world’s search to find a way of expanding art historiography to 

overcome the power structures that have dictated art history in the past. The Tate 

Modern has developed an international program to contribute to this shift and in the 

spring of 2013 they opened a solo exhibition of Choucair’s work for the first time in 

London.  In the process of trying to globalize the artist’s practice, however, the Tate 

Modern curators miss-stepped and fell into the same essentializing pattern they were 

hoping to break down. They emphasized Choucair’s status as a female, Lebanese Arab 

over her method of production, leading to problematic results in their presentation of the 

artist’s work.  

The issues arise primarily from the over simplification of the artist’s practice 

and history in order to quickly make connections that meet the international market’s 

demand for global modernists but do not allow for historiographical progress. The 

exhibition limits the discussion and material to the existing written discourse primarily 

comprised of press reviews written in Lebanon or France but does take into 

consideration or acknowledge that there might be any missing information in the 

narrative established in these documents.  

There is a formal consistency across the entirety of Choucair’s oeuvre that has 

recently led to critical acclaim of the artist, and was strongly praised in the spatial 
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layout of the Tate Modern exhibition. The rhythm of the collection gives Choucair a 

strength and power as an artist and helped draw attention to her, but the driving methods 

and concepts that bring about this harmony, however, have never been understood 

because of a lack of information about the artist’s later work. There is a clear literature 

surrounding the earliest pieces, primarily comprised of reviews and a few texts by the 

artist herself 1. The discourse created by these authors has become almost standardized, 

repeating similar ideas and phrases or expanding on the set topics of poetry, geometry, 

and Sufi philosophy as underlying inspiration in her work. This repetition can certainly 

speak to the strength of these themes in the artist’s work, however by stopping the 

consideration at these themes there is an exclusion of new work that leaves out almost 

two decades of sculpture and conceptual development at the end of her career. The artist 

stopped exhibiting new work, leaving her late series almost completely unshown until 

well after she stopped producing in the early 1990s. Many of the late series first 

appeared in Beirut in 2011 in Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective at the Beirut 

Exhibition Center (September-November). Others premiered at the artist’s solo show at 

the Tate Modern in 2013. A few still have never been seen outside of the artist’s home 

or studio. 

The repetition of work and ideas in the literature has led to the creation of a 

simplistic narrative that unites Choucair’s earliest work formally and conceptually, 

praising the artist’s exploration of Arab history and the mathematics behind non-
                                                
1 See Choucair, Saloua Raouda, “Between Art and Poetry: the word that weighs a ton” An-Nahar, Beirut, 
August 24, 1996; Farhat, Ahmad “Saloua Raouda Choucair: I’m a leader in more than the field of art, 
there are no barriers to knowledge, the world is uniting” al-Kifah al’Arabie, Beirut, November 11, 1985; 
Malhas, Thurayya A.F., The Abstract Arab Art Through Salwa Rawda’s Narrative: Personality And 
Sculpture As An Excellent Example (Beirut: The Arab Legacy, 2011); Nammour, Cesar, “Reading the the 
structures of the work of Saloua Raouda Choucair: the cube, the secret of the sculpture, and the secrets of 
beauty” 1987, unknown from the unarchived material of Saloua Raouda Choucair; Said, Khalida, “Saloua 
Raouda Choucair: sculpture in search of the essential (translated title)” in Mawakif 73-73 (Beirut), 259-
70, 1993; Saigh, Samir “Modern Art: a quarter of a century of misunderstanding” al-Kifah al’Arabie, 
Beirut, July 29, 1983, 20-21; 
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representational Islamic art and its visual tradition. It has been the trend to limit the 

discussion of the artist to the material that has been published, but this oversight leaves 

out almost two decades of the artist’s production and makes it impossible for one to 

discuss the artist as a whole. 

While best known as a painter and sculptor, Saloua Raouda Choucair also 

worked on design objects, architectural plans, outdoor structures, jewelry, and 

illustration, drawing inspiration from many different fields that have not been connected 

in scholarship. Without deeper investigation into the unknown decades of Choucair’s 

production, this broad spectrum of media, when identified, have each been treated is as 

a unique anomaly when not easily placed into the written discourse. They are presented 

almost as exercises or temporary musings rather than deliberate steps in an artistic 

practice.  

The fragmented treatment of series that do not seem to fit into the accepted 

narrative through her early work is seen in “The Potentiality of Things: Saloua Raouda 

Choucair’s modular sculpture (2013),” an essay in the catalog accompanying the show 

at the Tate Modern written by Ann Coxon, one of the exhibition’s curators. In her 

contribution, Coxon strives to place Choucair within the acknowledged history of 

modern art but does so in this isolating fashion, making ties to artists such as Mondrian, 

Brancusi and Léger through individual pieces or groupings of formal series, but is 

unable to comment on her practice. The curator uses the Module as the unifying tool but 

does not have a way of really discussing a progression method to the use of the element. 

In contrast, each defined series or proposed grouping stands alone. 

While I cannot fully unify every piece of Choucair’s career, I will argue in this 

thesis that there is a larger guiding trajectory that remains consistent throughout the 
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produced work that is based in the artist’s continual interest in the expression of the 

infinite and discernable when comparing her notes and existing collection pieces. 

However, this fragmentation that I am challenging has been unavoidable until very 

recently, as researchers and curators have been only allowed to work with a portion of 

what appears to be a very extensive and complex body of work and thought.    

The primary reason for the resource limitation is the personal privacy of the 

artist. Choucair is now in her late nineties and legally gave control of her notes and 

work to her daughter, Hala Schoukair2, in 2005 through the establishment of the Saloua 

Raouda Choucair Foundation (SRC Foundation) with Schoukair as the director. The 

majority of both the notes and artwork remain with the artist today in her Beirut 

apartment but its administration is completely managed by Schoukair as the SRC 

Foundation. This is significant because prior to the shift in administration, Choucair did 

not personally allow access to her notes and did not widely discuss or show her late 

work, putting severe limits to the information in circulation. Her daughter, on the other 

hand, has needed to read the notes herself and is allowing research access, opening up 

material that was unattainable through the artist. 

It is through Schoukair that I have gained access to the personal notes and 

papers of the artist and found myself in the position to closely observe the development 

of the renewed interest in Choucair’s work both in Lebanon and abroad. These papers 

provide a new source of material that I argue can be used to develop a more productive 

historiographical approach to considering the development of a global art history. The 

presence and absence of these documents in the consideration of the work that is largely 

                                                
2 Hala’s last name was changed in spelling in Latin letters due to a clerical error, but they are written and 
pronounced the same in Arabic 
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unknown, even to the family of the artist, and the interpretation of the artist’s practice 

significantly changes the potentiality of interpretation.  

Since the establishment of the SRC Foundation two major solo exhibitions: 

Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective at the Beirut Exhibition Center in the fall 

of 2011 (September – November), and a solo exhibition at the Tate Modern in London 

have been organized, a recent increase in interest in Choucair’s work. The first was 

curated and organized by Schoukair in coordination with Saleh Barakat, founder of 

Agial Art Gallery in Beirut. It was here that I first was exposed to Choucair’s art, 

assisting in curating this exhibition. The goal of the show was to present as much of 

Choucair’s work as possible “to open questions.” Work was arranged roughly by 

“periods” as defined by Schoukair based on her experience working with her mother on 

the monograph Saloua Raouda Choucair: Her Life and Art (2010), her life’s memories, 

the work’s formal similarities, and a few dates. The exhibition was organized to begin 

with her work as a student, showing sketches and drawings produced between Beirut 

and Paris; then moved into the Trajectory of A Line series of paintings and sculptures, 

design objects like jewelry and rugs, a series of sculptural Poems, followed by module 

sculptures, a large grouping of what was described as her water and garden projects, 

then the Trajectory of an Arc sculptures and terracotta “Sparkles” with a section of 

Duals or Couplets in the center3.  

I will fully explain these series and their relation in Chapter Two on the artist’s 

early life and work. However, it is important know here that describing the periods of 

Saloua Raouda Choucair is difficult at best because the artist did not ever clearly break 

with ideas, but tended to continue developing them while simultaneously expanding her 

                                                
3 SRC Foundation, 2011, Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective, exhibition material September-
November 2011, Beirut Exhibition Center, Beirut, Lebanon 
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thought. Eventually some practices and series end; she stops working on them but 

exactly when and why has not been clearly identified or discussed. This trajectory was 

thus used as a guide for the second exhibition at the Tate Modernin 2013, curated by 

Jessica Morgan and Ann Coxon.  

In Lebanon there is not a strong institutional framework or organization to 

collect, preserve, and exhibit visual art, so collections such as Choucair’s that in other 

places might be donated to a national museum stay with the family of the artist. This is 

the case with Choucair’s work, as well as that of many of her contemporaries such as 

Aref Al Rayess and Shafiq Abboud and her predecessors, such as Khalil Saleeby. The 

family members then have to decide how to proceed with the estate. A few are coming 

forward and doing what Schoukair is and trying to build up foundations to manage, 

archive, and exhibit the work, intending to keep the majority of the collection intact and 

with the family but with the hope of encouraging research and exploration of it. There is 

no way of knowing how many other collections are sitting in homes in Beirut and it also 

means that most artists’ archives exist as potentialities or very basic inventories at best.  

The Khalil Saleeby collection was the one of the first to be donated to an 

institution, providing the cornerstone for the American University of Beirut’s AUB Art 

Gallery that opened the with a show of work from the collection in April of 2012.4 The 

hope was to have this be the first of many collections donated to the University, but so 

far other work has not been added. 

One of the considerations in donating work is the concern for security in 

Lebanon. One of the benefits of giving work to an institution is the promise of higher 

security and preservation through conservation and institutional housing. In Beirut there 
                                                
4 The Sursock Museum in Achrafiyeh, Beirut has a collection itself, but it is the product of the Sursock 
family’s collection and the Museum has not established a relationship that has sought or encouraged 
donations of full artist’s collections 
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is a looming potential for war and an acknowledgement of the unpredictability of 

potential events so the idea of contributing to a larger collection does not carry the same 

peace of mind as it might elsewhere. This doubt is seen in the art world in Beirut in 

different ways as people try to come up with new solutions. In 1997 a group of 

individuals came together to form the Arab Image Foundation, an organization that 

collects and preserves photographs from across the Arab World and in some cases the 

diaspora, physically cleaning, organizing, and storing the photographs and digitizing 

them to make them available online. The Foundation is acknowledged as a great 

success, a leader in the region, and is currently working with the Getty Institute and The 

Metropolitan Museum of Art on an archival training program, the Middle East 

Photograph Preservation Initiative (MEPPI) to improve archival practices across the 

Middle East and North Africa. However, recently members and founders, most vocally 

contemporary artist Akram Zaatari, have been expressing a change of heart and 

skepticism at the scope of the entire project, largely on the grounds of the uncertain 

longevity of the physical security of the objects in the midst of uncertain circumstances. 

He is also concerned over the removal of pictures from their context, violating their 

“right to die with the people who love them.”5  

This particular criticism of the work of the Arab Image Foundation is tied to 

personal photographs in particular but in Lebanon the concern is more applicable than 

one might think to collections of more traditional artistic media, such as painting or 

sculpture. Since the 1990s and the end of the Lebanese civil war, the Lebanese art scene 

internationally has been largely defined by contemporary artist such as Akram Zaatari, 

Walid Raad, Marwan Rechmaoui, Lamia Joreige, Walid Sadek, Khalil Joreige, Tony 

                                                
5 San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, “Akram Zaatari on the Arab Image Foundation” September 24, 
2012 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8gZQTG-msdc 
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Chaker, and Joana Hadjithomas among others, who comprise the “post-war generation.” 

6 Many of these figures are represented by galleries, and regularly sell to private and 

public collections through the standard globalized channels: gallery exhibitions, art 

fairs, and biennials. The older, pre-war and wartime artists, in contrast, are being in the 

process of being discovered (or rediscovered), and are considered outside of this realm 

because of changes in the direction of art: it’s now in a different medium and of a 

different time period. But the largest disconnect is that the artists are in most cases dead 

or elderly, with a family member or a collection of family members deciding what 

happens without the connection and relationship of the artist with the work.  

In the global, contemporary system living artists can take steps to control 

representation, acquisition, and interpretation of their work, holding a personal stake 

that guides them in making decisions with clarity based on their practice and will. With 

the families of older artists there are a host of other issues that interfere and can lead to 

problems in the presentation of the work; the most dangerous being that they may not 

be as aware or attuned to the questions of presentation as the artists themselves are 

when working with curators, researchers, or journalists.  

There are also obvious close personal ties between family members that add a 

hesitancy to release personal, private information even with a desire to build a legacy 

and encourage in depth research. This hesitancy nevertheless might create more 

opportunity for scholarship, however, especially in the case of a very private artist such 

as Saloua Raouda Choucaur. Her nephew, Khaled Najjar, in a conversation with me 

explained that later in her career Choucair gave up on trying to explain herself and 

would not engage in a conversation about her ideas and methods with anyone she did 

                                                
6 Rogers, Sarah. "Out of History: Postwar Art in Beirut." Art Journal 66 (2007): 8-20. Print 
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not find genuinely interested7. In the mean time, she was developing her work and 

delving into more complex facets in private, making notes and sketches on scrap paper 

and in old agendas that were unknown to even close family.8 In this case, the transfer of 

the administration of these documents and artwork is an important event in the opening 

up of information about the artist, because it marks the first shift of the documents 

towards more public access. When Schoukair began to explore the general collection 

notes she found the sets of documents on which I will focus in this thesis, a series of 

writings, sketches, and studies for the production of work based on complex scientific 

studies across several fields, primarily genetics and various branches of physics.  

There is a certain anxiety that comes from this process, however that is 

important to note. There is no record of Choucair discussing or presenting the majority 

of the ideas found in the papers I will use for this thesis, even to close family or 

members of the art community. I, however, have intentionally chosen documents that 

have formal ties to work that has been produced, and conceptual ideas linked to the 

documents containing the sketches that allow me to make these connections.  The 

production process of sketching, planning, and execution adds sincerity and 

intentionality in realization of these concepts that adds weight to the significance of the 

documents I am using. 

The breadth of topics and their apparent development in the archival papers 

and artist’s notes show a harmony not just between the later work but across the oeuvre 

despite the different directions her work appears to have taken. They pose many 

questions but answer enough of them to show a distinct worldview and practice that 

thus far has not been able to fully be discussed or intelligently postulated. The 

                                                
7 Interview, Khaled Najjar, Beirut, July 15, 2013 
8 Ibid. 
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continuity suggested reinforces the need to for greater study of Choucair’s work and an 

expansion of our understanding of her  

We can see the very human growth and deepening of Choucair’s practice 

without dramatic rupture that speaks to the great strength of the artist. While there 

certainly are series, as other writers have noted, they relate to one another on a 

conceptual level that has never been discussed, all part of an effort to reveal the “hidden 

design that binds and holds all the elements of the world, the elements of Being.”9 Once 

her scientific studies are clear, suddenly the continuity is overpowering and the 

individual groupings become overlapping approaches to the same seamless path toward 

an understanding of Being, expression of the same infinity that is the essence of God 

and the motion of existence. Equations become poetry which in turn become biological 

systems and then waves, vibrations and expressions of consciousness: different routes to 

the same continuation that ties everything in our experience together.  

The ambiguity of Choucair’s periods and their transfer to the international 

sphere through Choucair’s Tate gallery exhibition in 2013 shows the challenges of 

curating artwork from regions that have been considered peripheral to institutional art 

history. There are arguably more opportunities for missteps and a greater need for 

critical approaches to material when bold statements by educational institutions are 

involved. There is a push today to present a more global vision of art by actively 

seeking out programming from beyond North America and Europe with a simultaneous 

need to couch the art in terms the audience will understand, and this leads to a sensitive 

space between inclusion and essentialism.  

                                                
9 Saiygh, Samir, ‘Tammayuz uslub wa farud ru’ya’ (Saloua Raouda ChoucairL Distinctiveness of style 
and individuality of vision ) in Al-Kifah Al-‘Arabi, 25-31 July 1983 translated by Anna Swank, 
http://www.arteeast.org/2012/03/04/saloua-raouda-choucair-distinctiveness-of-style-and-individuality-of-
vision/ 
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In her contribution to the Tate catalogue, Ann Coxon sought to harness 

Choucair’s work and to place it within the context of the ‘great’ modern artists and art 

history at large. However, she looses track of the potentiality for historic growth and 

consideration that is made available in Choucair’s work and its appearance in the Tate. 

Artists such as Kazimir Malevich (1879-1935), Wassily Kandinsky (1866-1944), and 

Piet Mondrian (1872-1944) were all working with geometry in the development of their 

paintings, and are all mentioned as possible influences on Choucair by Coxon. These 

ties are potentially deceiving, however, and arguably distracting at this stage of the 

consideration of Choucair by the international community. The way in which the artist 

is connected to these monumental figures does not allow for a reconsideration of their 

narratives or what we know about the practice of geometric abstraction. Instead, 

Choucair is treated as a direct mimetic student rather than an innovator or even a 

potential collaborator and never given the chance to stand on her own as an artist.   

 Instead of looking at what Choucair accomplished or considered in her work, 

what ends up being identified as her unique characteristics are her gender and 

geographic origins. These things help shape an artist’s practice and output, but cannot 

and should not be the sole conditions by which you appreciate art. In the case of 

Choucair the experience of growing up in Lebanon and cultural influences of the region 

provide a key to her innovation, seeking a completely different foundational approach 

to abstraction through her personal experiences than the already mentioned European 

geometric abstractionists. But there certainly is just enough resemblance to the 

acknowledged masters that shallow analysis is possible. Choucair’s “Lebaneseness” 

instead of becoming an asset for innovation is transformed into a tool for inciting 

spectacle, and Choucair is presented as an exceptional female, Arab extension of the 
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existing Western art practices, regardless of her own practice and approach, where her 

strength as an artist really lies.  

Uruguayan conceptual artist Luiz Camnitzer directly addresses the dangers of 

discounting the different inspirational paths that an artist can traverse to build his or her 

practice in his book Latin American Conceptualism.10 This is a revisionist history of 

Latin American conceptualism from one of the key artists of the movement, actively 

redirecting his art historical path after having been canonized and written about as a 

descendent of Robert Rauschenberg (1925-2008), it explains the very different nature of 

his relationship to art and how these ideas came through the region, not though Western 

contemporary art but through other means such a literature and politics.  

This type of revision isn’t calling for an end to the Western canon but the 

expansion of it through the acknowledgement of new methods that are just as 

innovative as those of European artists we readily consider masters. Coxon diminishes 

this possibility with Choucair by stating that the reading of her work through the 

European and American movements “globalizes” modern art. Instead it acts as a severe 

limitation by reducing a potential new vocabulary to and exiting language. There is a 

sincere and almost desperate need to add new artists to our conversation but this isn’t 

yet being supported by research or experimentation that makes an effort to understand 

how this work came to be. This is what Camnitzer is addressing postfacto and what 

Choucair cannot do for herself. It is a primary concern for artists in the Middle East 

who are engaging with foundational institutions. Choucair becomes an example of what 

happens when the artist doesn’t have the ability to actively work with curators and 

                                                
10 Camnitzer, Luis, Latin American Conceptualism, U of Texas P, 2011 
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protect how they are represented or conveyed, and when curators are not aware of how 

to begin approaching the possibility of other routes of development or discussion. 

The problem is compounded by reviewers. Many of those writing on the Tate 

exhibition ended up reflecting the same problems there are in the show and the 

catalogue article, picking up on the cues from the curators, perpetuating the lack of 

information and the failure to extend resources to address the unknown. Almost no 

international writers were able to engage with Choucair’s sculpture, focusing instead on 

her painting, particularly the single self-portrait painted as a student in 1943 that was 

chosen as the key photo for the exhibition and to appear in advertisements, on 

invitations, and as the first image in the catalogue (Figure1.1). This is particularly 

problematic as the artist finished her career as a sculptor, leaving painting almost 

entirely in the 1960s. 

Charles Darwent of The Independent tried to break the repetition and vocalized 

the problematic aspects, focusing on this self-portrait and how one might approach it. 

Darwent, however used it to say that he believes the Tate is “walking on post-colonial 

eggshells” by highlighting her Arab-ness and the East-West divide, engaging in the 

“Western pigeon-holing of non-Western culture” after explaining how it might be read 

if she were a French artist. The show presented her as an Other. 11 The portrait is of 

Choucair wearing a headscarf, which adds to the alterity, and Darwent’s discomfort. 

This feature also adds to the problematics of using this image as the symbol of the 

exhibition and the artist as Choucair did not wear a veil in her daily life as suggested by 

the emphasis on this painting.  

                                                
11 Darwent, Charles ‘Saloua Raouda Choucair – an eye on the future, a feeling for the past’ The 
Independent April 20, 2013 http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/reviews/charles-
darwent-on-art-saloua-raouda-choucair--an-eye-on-the-future-a-feeling-for-the-past 
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Adrian Searle of The Guardian provides probably the most blatant example of 

the effects of the limitations of the Tate’s ‘globalizing’ effort, stating:  

Still living in Beirut, where she returned in the early 1950s, she is 
– from a European perspective – a minor modernist artist. Put so 
boldly, we might dismiss her. This would be a mistake. To be a 
woman artist anywhere throughout the 20th century was hard 
enough. To be one born at the edge of the Ottoman empire in 
1916, and to have spent almost her entire career in her native 
Beirut, unrecognized except within the city's small artistic 
community, always placed her at the fringes of the larger artistic 
avant garde12.  
 

Interestingly, many of these contemporary press articles such as Searle’s piece 

seem to echo those written about Choucair in France or in the early days of her career in 

Lebanon.  The art anthropologist Kirsten Scheid addresses these older articles in her 

PhD dissertation Painters, Picture-Makers, and Lebanon (2005): 

In the first two decades of writing about Choucair’s art, her 
compatriots almost uniformly described her oeuvre foremost in terms 
of its relationship to Parisian art making ‘ As with Mondrian for whom 
the strictest mathematical calculus order the composition’… her work 
is ‘part of the school founded by Matisse to rebel against classical art’. 
She ‘listened to Leger’ and ‘was the personal friend of… Mr. 
Polinkoff, Sonia Delauney, and Leger.13 
 

These older reviews also emphasized her femininity and discounted an 

exhibition she had had in Beirut at the UNESCO Palace in 1962 because of the “objects 

that advertised their practicality” in daily life such as rugs and ashtrays.14 This kind of 

assertion in particular frustrated Choucair who insisted on an un-gendered titling, 

                                                
12 Searle, Adrian ‘Saloua Raouda Choucair: modernism off the map” The Guardian, April 15 2013, 
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2013/apr/15/saloua-raouda-choucair-tate-modern. 
13Scheid, Kirsten Painters, Picture-Makers, and Lebanon, PhD dissertation, Princeton University, 2005, 
304, cites S.H, 1952, Abravic 1962 
14 Scheid, 350-51 
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balking at being called a “woman artist” and the emphasis on her ability to be an artist, 

wife, and a mother all at the same time.15  

Another omnipresent emphasis is on her “circumstances” referring to the 

Lebanese civil war and her continual residence in Beirut throughout the fifteen year 

sectarian conflict. This can be seen in the review of Laura Cumming, also of The 

Guardian: 

Many artists have endured similar struggles but few have found 
themselves simultaneously quite so thwarted by political strife. 
One of the paintings in this show is pocked with holes from a 
bomb blast during the civil war that left Choucair's husband deaf, 
and the Beirut art scene has been so devastated by violence that 
the galleries that represented her work have shut down in 
sequence over the years.16 
 

The point of this analysis of recent reviews is to show the limitation of reading 

Choucair’s work through the European modernists. The reviewers have overlooked the 

method behind her work, instead engaging with processes and references they are 

already familiar with. This clearly debunks Coxon’s statement of ‘globalizing’ the work 

of Choucair by bringing this reading to the forefront. The articles written in Lebanon 

grew to investigate and understand more deeply its purpose and potentiality, changing 

their language to embrace a locality in addition to the European name connection. They 

eventually almost dispensed with the European ties as a “source of shame”.17 This shift 

occurred to break a conversation about mimesis that persists today and can be read as 

the reason for the automatic shift to the gender and geographic classifications by 

                                                
15 Scheid 347-39, 357-58 Cites, Beaulieu, Simone Aubrey, 1962 Les Quatres royaumes de Saloua 
Raouda (The Four Kingdoms of Saloua Raouda). L'Orient, February 24, 1962, S.H. 1952 Ma`rad li al-
rasim al-tajridi fi Bayrut (An Exhibition for Abstract Painting in Beirut. Al-Nahar 19(5022):4, Andraus, 
Farid 1962 Salwa Rawda: une imagination sans limites (Saloua Raouda: an imagination without limits. 
Magazine, March 8, 1962, p. 61 
16 Cumming, Laura ‘Saloua Raouda Choucair – review’ The Guardian April 21, 2013 
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2013/apr/21/saloua-raouda-choucair-tate-review 
17 Scheid, 375-78 
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reviewers both today and in Choucair’s early career.  The context in which this shift 

happened is the core study of a chapter a Scheid’s anthropological thesis and she goes 

into much more detail about the societal conditions, summarizing:  

 
 These Arab-Islamic associations were not only ways of sustaining 
artwriting discussion of specific pieces from Choucair’s oeuvre. Most 
frequently they were also metaphors by which the pieces could be 
transcended and another entity engaged. Against the rising dominance 
of political Christianism and regional isolationism, Choucair’s 
sculptures could foster a vision of something that was at once 
independent inspiration, original, and integral to the contemporary 
era.18  
 

Choucair’s work was actually able to grow as the artwriting embraced new outlooks and 

moved away from focusing on the opinions of Paris.  

What makes Choucair a potentially great artist isn’t the aesthetic similarity of 

her paintings to Parisian geometric abstractionists, or her classification as an Arab 

woman, or her war experience. What sets her work apart is the route she took into 

abstractionism and the method and thought structure that guided her artistic practice 

throughout her career. Choucair’s practice is grounded in her search for an 

understanding of infinity and it’s expression, leading directly to an interest in processes 

of endless replication and the experience of endlessness as a starting point rather than 

the physical world around her. While Mondrian, Kandinksy, Leger, and Malevich are 

acknowledged as geometric abstractionists and their methods clearly studied, they can 

be seen as using abstraction and geometry as a way of separating from the physical 

world while still producing references to objects or set signed. Choucair was more 

concerned with the spirit of the process, of the endlessness of the equation or the line 

from the beginning, primarily struggling with figuration as a teaching tool.  The works 

                                                
18 Scheid,, 378-79 
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she produced abstracted this endlessness rather than working with their produced units 

like Malevich’s squares or Mondrian’s grids.  

The highlighting of these problems of interpretation and the limitations that are 

being constructed with the shift to the international art market and community shows 

the need for new entry points and a more thorough investigation of Choucair’s work and 

practice. The artist’s notes and papers provide a way of beginning this process  by 

exploring the absence of background on work that was ignored by the Tate Modern and 

the interpretation that has followed it’s exhibition.   

For this thesis I will focus on beginning to fill in the informational gaps that 

may really allow such a discussion to take place. I do, however think that it is important 

to be aware of the context and atmosphere of this study. It is an opportunity to witness 

and explore the variables of “discovery” by the international community and the process 

of presentation and potentially canonization. Rather than take this on directly, the goal 

of the thesis is to engage with a set of Choucair’s personal notes that particularly pertain 

to her later work where the largest and most persistent gaps in our understanding are 

located. These notes specifically relate to Choucair’s interest in science, previously 

mentioned only in a very limited manner.19 By looking at these ideas and how they have 

influenced her practices, new routes and potentialities for interpretation will arise to 

ideally allow for a more serious discussion of the artist’s work beyond her status as a 

woman and Lebanese Arab.  

It is important to repeat that as the documents I am working from are coming 

from the artist’s personal collection that has just recently begun to be organized with the 

goal of public access. This means that everything I am working from at this point is 

                                                
19 SRC Foundation, 2011, Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective, exhibition material September-
November 2011, Beirut Exhibition Center, Beirut, Lebanon 
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unarchived material. In the fall of 2012 I spent several months photographing each 

document and organizing them based on the apparent pre-existing groupings, following 

basic archival procedures, keeping individual papers together as found. I have 

electronically stored them in this way. However, the notes and papers had already been 

regrouped and organized by her daughter and family friends at different stages of the 

development of the Saloua Raouda Choucair Foundation, and also in a move in 2006 

from the artist’s original home and studio on Sidani Street in the Hamra area of Beirut 

to her current apartment further downtown in an area named Qantari. Therefore the 

original arrangement of notes is unknown. Choucair also is unreliable about dating, 

neglecting to name or date anything except on a few occasions when she back-dated her 

work. According to her daughter, the artist had different approaches to this, sometimes 

guessing about the original year of production and sometimes just dating it with the year 

of signing. Choucair regularly used recycled paper with no date indicating the time of 

writing, so exact time lines in any written material are difficult to assess as well. Her 

trajectory of production is also no help. Choucair did not generally have clearly defined 

series but continued working on concepts throughout her career. This means that even 

pieces that seem connected may have been produced at significantly different times, so 

the few that have dates cannot be used to reliably place the others. I focused on two 

large groupings of documents including sketches, writings, cutout prototypes, and 

general explorations that visually or conceptually tie to her later series. The remainder 

of the notes, of course, will be important to continue the study of her method of work 

and will need to be processed and reviewed at a later date. 

When viewing and photographing the documents, I chose to base this 

introductory study on documents that most related to each other and also related 
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strongly to themes and research in various scientific fields. Choucair’s interest and 

engagement with contemporary scientific developments is something that has been 

mentioned in passing by her daughter and a few long time supporters in the arts 

community and general population of Beirut, but it has not been fully discussed or 

studied in her work. The documents provide a very strong base to begin discussing how 

scientific developments fit into our understanding of Choucair’s work and practice. The 

dates of publications mentioned in the midst of the notes and sketches reference works 

from the 1980s onward, and place them in a similar time frame to the end of Choucair’s 

career, which helps in tying the documents together.  

I have divided the documents I am working from into three segments: genetics, 

physics, and transcendence/memory. The writings seem to imply a development across 

these fields in that particular order and I will outline the materials I have found in the 

following chapters using this perceived development as a guide. I will first outline the 

general trajectory of Choucair’s early work and history and then I will proceed with 

summarizing the notes in each of the three categories, relating them to produced objects 

or sketches, showing the conceptual development. Following the introduction of new 

materials, I will attempt to show how these ideas all relate and may present ideas of 

how to really start considering Choucair’s work without the assumption of mimicry or 

the spectacle of scarf-clad alterity. I focus on presenting new information rather than 

critically approaching previous interpretations. In chapter II I start with an overview of 

Choucair’s early work and biography to outline the previously accepted development of 

her work into the 1970s. In the chapters following this overview I turn directly to the 

notes and work to build a case for reevaluation of the narrative of Saloua Raouda 

Choucair 
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ILLUSTRATIONS 
 

Figure 1.1 Self-portrait, 1942, oil on canvas board, 45.5 x 42 cm 
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CHAPTER 2 

BIOGRAPHY AND EARLY WORK 

 
 
Saloua Raouda Choucair was born in Beirut in 1916 and worked as an artist 

from the early 1940s until the late 1990s, beginning with painting, and ending her career 

as a sculptor. Choucair and her two siblings, Anisa and Anis, were raised by their 

mother after their father’s death in from typhoid in Damascus in 1917. She began her 

education at the Ahliyya school for girls, an institution that was known for its emphasis 

on the arts. She went on to receive a sophomore degree in the natural sciences from the 

American Junior College for Women (now the Lebanese American University) in 1936. 

Immediately after graduation she moved to Iraq with her family and taught the natural 

sciences and drawing at Kirkuk Elementary School until 1941 when the family returned 

to Beirut.  

While at the Ahliyya school Choucair was trained with her classmates to be a 

modern educated woman in the terms of a progressive nationalist program that was 

working towards an enlightened independence during the French Mandate. A study on 

the implications of these attitudes outlines the curriculum and compares it to other 

schools at the time. Ahliyya built on French ideas that encouraged the teaching of the 

“secondary arts” to women and included training in things like drawing and handicrafts 

that primarily had to do with beautification or decoration. These things were considered 

a natural extension of femininity and didn’t require one to leave the home.20   

                                                
20 Scheid, Kirsten Painters, Picture-Makers, and Lebanon, dissertation, Princeton University, 2005, 177-
79 
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Choucair did not take official lessons or engage in what was considered to be 

fine art until the 1930s when she was taught by Lebanese painter Moustafa Farroukh 

and later by Omar Onsi,21 Throughout her early training the story is that she resisted and 

even “despised” the copying method of learning, particularly the grid mimicry taught to 

her at Ahliyya22 but that she also was not interested in realism.23  

In 1945 Choucair began working at the library of the American University of 

Beirut and helped found the Arab Culture Club, planning exhibitions and events for the 

organization.24 In 1947 she showed some of her gouache paintings with the club and in 

1948 she moved to Paris, staying until 1951.25 She studied for three months at the 

atelier of Fernand Leger before beginning to work as an administrative assistant at 

L’Atelier de l’Art Abstrait of Jean Dewasne and Edgard Pillet, a studio dedicated to the 

continual search for the unknown and the integration of non-figural art in every aspect 

of life.26  In 1951 she had her first solo exhibition at Galerie Colette Allendy. She had a 

second in 1952 once she had settled back in Beirut.  

She married Youssef Choucair in 1953 and began working with the United 

States Point Four Agency in 1954, part of a Cold War effort to encourage the growth of 

craftsmanship and industry in underdeveloped areas. This lead to Choucair visiting the 

United States in 1955 with this organization to study jewelry making and enamel 

techniques. She left Four Point in 1956 and had her only child, a daughter, Hala, in 

1957. After this she had two major exhibitions in Beirut, one in 1962 and another in 

1974, also participating in a number of group shows such as the Salon d’Automne at the 
                                                
21 Ibid. 206 
22 Ibid. 183 
23 SRC Foundation, 2011, Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective, exhibition material September-
November 2011, Beirut Exhibition Center, Beirut, Lebanon 
24 Scheid 329 
25 Schoukair, Hala, comp. Saloua Raouda Choucair: Her Life and Art. Beirut, Lebanon: Heidelberg Sorsz, 
2002. Print. xxxi-xxiv. 
26 Scheid 318 
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Sursock Museum and the Alexandria Biennial, regularly winning prizes for her 

sculpture. She also had a solo show at Contact Gallery in 1977 and then a smaller 

retrospective at Al Nadwa Gallery in 1993, both in Beirut.27   

The much-repeated myth of how Choucair began working as an artist and 

investigating Islamic Art is that she attended a philosophy course taught by Charles 

Malik at the American University of Beirut while working in the university’s library28. 

He stated that Islamic art is a lower art when compared to the Greek tradition because of 

its lack of pictoral engagement and its emphasis on decoration. Her earliest abstract 

paintings predate her time in Paris and occurred in reaction to this statement, exploring 

Euclidian geometry, one of the founding characteristics of Western geometric 

abstraction.29 

The understanding and approach to abstraction became the subject of one of 

Choucair’s most important writings “How Arabs Understood Pictoral Art” (1951) in 

which she champions the vision of Arab artists and thinkers as natural abstractionists. 

The article is a reaction to a book by Musa Suleiman, but takes up similar issues 

asserting that the lack of figuration is actually an intentional break from Western 

philosophy and not an indication of a failing or simplicity.30 To Choucair the Arab 

intellectual tradition is more experience based than logic based, leading the Arabs to 

reject the Greek and Roman philosophy that is considered the base of Western thought. 

                                                
27 Schoukair, xxxi-xxiv 
28 Scheid 367-69. 
29 Foster, Krauss, Bois, Buchloh, and Joselit, Art Since 1900, 2nd edition, Thames & Hudson, London, 
2011, 118-20. 
30 Sulaiman, Musa, Al-Adab al-qisasi ‘inda al-‘Arab (The Narrative Among Arabs) AUB Press 1951 
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They did, however, adopt and expand on the scientific ideas using the abstraction they 

arrived at naturally from their experiential consideration of their environments.31  

Choucair’s earliest work shows a direct link to this way of thinking, using 

equations and geometry across two-dimensional and eventually three-dimensional space 

in her Modules and Trajectory of a Line series. Her embrace of the abstract as the result 

of an experiential philosophy that stemmed from her perceived ancestral intellectual 

tradition allowed the artist to skip the crisis of figuration and to engage directly with the 

contemporary ideas of abstraction 

Choucair approaches infinity as an experiential process; as the act of carrying 

out the equation rather than the product of the equation itself and this idea becomes 

fundamental to my argument of a larger unifying idea throughout her entire career. 

Where other artists who Choucair has been compared to, such as Malevich, for 

example, focus on the produced elements or shapes such as the perfect square, Choucair 

sought to express the equation itself.  She pursued the creation of lines that continue 

infinitely, wanting to capture the endless potentiality of lines even as they create shapes 

to eventually simplify into that line again. Jacques Aswad, a Beirut art writer and critic, 

in his important contribution to Choucair’s monograph quotes the artist as saying:  

“When the difficult equation finished, I would find the words 
‘and so on.’ It was hard for me to understand the beginning, so 
what of this suspended ending? I realized then that that was my 
own situation. This what I have; this is what I am: equations.”32 
 
The artist’s work is not completely governed by the equation, but the spirit of 

the “and so on” becomes a guiding phrase to understand the suspended nature of all of 

                                                
31Choucair, Saloua Raouda 1951 Kaifa fahima al-`Arab fann al-taswir (How Arabs Understood Pictoral 
Art). Al-Abhath 4(2):195-201. (Translation into English by Omar Gharzeddine, provided by SRC 
Foundation, unpublished) 
32 Aswad, Jacques, “Sensory Equations” Saloua Raouda Choucair: Her Life and Art, Saloua Raouda 
Choucair Foundation, 2010 Beirut, translated from Arabic into English by Kirsten Scheid, available 
online: http://www.srchoucair.com/sensory_equations.html 
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her work. You get the feeling of a momentary capture of a process that has long existed 

and will long carry on outside of the moment which you are sharing with the work no 

matter what type of piece of Choucair’s art you are interacting with.  This spirit helps 

tie in the seemingly unrelated elements to her practice, because this sort of belief of 

existence in this infinite equation gives insight into her world view in which she was 

looking for the infinite in everything.   

Choucair’s modules (Figure 2.1) started in the early 1950s as a series of 

drawings and paintings comprised of single shapes turned and repeated infinitely, able 

to expand or retract to fit any surface, continuing conceptually past the boundaries of 

the surface area in open compositions. Many of these were meant for larger installation 

such as murals or mosaics, building an environment out of art but without limiting the 

work to pure decoration. Instead, this potential setting was meant to reflect the 

universality of these processes, the extension of Choucair’s ethos to the surrounding 

environment. This can also be linked to the inspiration she found in the architecture of 

Cairo, mimicking this unity in design, the mathematical system in which the mosaics 

and architectural features were constructed, without mimicking their forms. It is again 

tied to this process of creation rather than the form of the results33.  

The Trajectory of a Line Series was the first to include sculptures and 

emphasizes how these equations can extend into three-dimensional space. Produced in 

the late 1950s, they are primarily made of wood but also include a piece in stone, 

fiberglass and terracotta (Figure 2.2). The sculptures are born through this 

transformation of a line, as edges continually form and soften, creating alcoves and 

contours, curves, sides, and waves. The eye is continually in motion, delving into the 

                                                
33  Scheid, 296-97 



 

26 
 

structure or wanting to wrap around to the other side, even the sharpened spaces lacking 

a finality while the entire structure sits firmly and confidently, frozen in the midst of its 

transformation.  

The sculpture series that followed this is known as the Interform, and also gave 

birth to one of her most well known works, entitled The Secret of the Cube (Figure 2.3). 

These works explore the interior rhythm and energy of more basic geometric forms. 

They were produced in the early 60s, generally understood to have been undertaken 

between 1960 and 1962. The sculptures in this series begin becoming slightly larger, the 

majority of the sculptures averaging heights of about one meter.  These pieces are 

comprised of primarily of sharp cubes or rectangular prisms, the edges and corners 

sharp and strong, creating a frame for the interior explorations. Many look like the 

children of The Trajectory Of The Line series, and the treatment varies with medium, 

adding an air of constructivism, as both the rough and smooth elements are exposed in 

stone in The Tower and the imperfections of welding are displayed in The Temple 

(Figure 2.4).34 The wood pieces have that same flowing motion of the Trajectory of the 

Line sculptures, leaving the viewer almost waiting for it to move to see where the 

smooth curves and dips go, complicated by the natural grain of the wood. (Figure 2.5) 

In the 1960s and 1970s Choucair began three series closely related 

compositionally by their use of components that can be taken apart and assembled: the 

Poems, Duals (or Couplets), and Infinite Structures They each have a different core 

concept but play on similar structural ideas in their physical presence. The Poems are 

most regularly dated 1963-1974, and the Duals appeared beginning in 1975, and were 

made until the mid to late 80s.  
                                                
34 The naming of pieces is also inconsistent, some individual works have names given to them by the 
artist, other have names that have developed colloquially over time and do not have a clear origin, but 
most are referred to only by the series name with no differentiating characteristic.  
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This is really the beginning of my study and where I believe the influence of 

science strongly began showing through and influencing her work. The Infinite 

Structures begin in 1963, but their ending date is unclear, remaining undocumented 

today.  

The Poems series, individually named Qasida in Arabic, are based on the 

structure of this specific type of Arabic poetry. The Qasida is the classical Arabic ode 

that developed at the end of the fifth century C.E. It is extremely formulaic, always 

comprised of three parts: the nasīb, the rahīl, and the fakhr or the madīh depending on 

the function of the poem. The fakhr is to boast of the poet himself or his tribe and the 

madih is for the praise of someone else, generally a patron or leader, the nasīb is the 

opening section, introducing the themes and conventional motifs of empty campsites or 

ruined homes and the rahīl is the journey, explaining the great journey of the hero and 

his mount generally through empty landscapes.35  

These are inflexible but only as a structure. Akio Motoyoshi Sumi argues in his 

book Description in Classical Arabic Poetry that the innovation in these poems come 

from subtlety and nuance, analyzing the Arabic words for description and image in 

particular to get at the more abstract meanings and communications of the poetic 

stories.36 This reflects the kind of macro-micro discussion that becomes important when 

discussing Choucair’s sculpture. The macro structure is guided by arching rules but the 

micro, subtle differences, while appearing mimetic and repetitive provide the variation 

that launches the mind into a different realm past the literal world. It leads to the 

contemplation of individuality of experience even within set parameters, a unique micro 

expression within the rules of the macro. 

                                                
35 Sumi, Akiko Motoyoshi. Decription in Classical Arabic Poetry. Boston: Brill, 2004. 1-2 
36 Ibid. 
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This interplay is expressed by Choucair in her Qasida sculptures by rendering 

small towers of generally between four and seven pieces that stack on top of one 

another in an established order (Figure 2.6). Each piece is created with the same 

treatment and aesthetic rhythm, using similar features, but they are each unique in 

dimension and external shape. The segments nestle into one another to create one 

structure, climbing vertically from their bases, but because of the individual lines and 

planes on every piece, no variation is possible without isolating segments: there is only 

one path to bring about the full sculpture without sacrificing the stability of the 

structure. When the towers are disassembled, the unique blocks can be appreciated 

formally on their own, or in smaller groupings, but are always guided by the larger 

structural limitations and unable to break the set arrangement.  

This subtle configuring of shapes becomes the nuance of the language in 

physical expression. The lines of poetry morph with their geometric counter parts to 

produce a structure that is still completely itself, governed by the constantly shifting and 

developing rules of language as much as the parameters of the equation.  

The establishment of a relationship between Choucair’s interest in the equation 

and in language starts to highlight a larger interest in the infinite and supports my 

emphasis on this concept in this thesis and it’s importance in understanding the 

consistency of her oeuvre. In both the equation and the poem, she is not interested in the 

direct expression or outcome: the exact shapes that can be produced geometrically or 

the final composition of a poem. Instead, what Choucair is interested in exploring, and 

what she uses to bring these ideas together, are the infinite possibilities that are opened 

up in the process of carrying these processes out. She does not have to fully understand 

the parameters of the equation to feel the infinite in “and so on” and doesn’t need to 
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know the outcome of a poetic journey to understand the possibilities of meaning in 

language.   

This connection shows a clear progression and sophisticated development of 

ideas that accounts for the harmony in style across the mentioned series and into her late 

work. The unity comes from this interest in an expression of a process, an abstraction of 

the potentiality and of the activity of a parametric system rather than how it is 

ultimately expressed. Each series and topic is another expression of the same experience 

that can be read as a unified field: the essence of Being. 

Lebanese art writer and critic Jacques Aswad starts to build this link, putting 

Choucair’s ideas into the language of Sufi thought, using the metaphor of the road with 

many paths onto the same way. This is a fundamental concept in the Sufi faith that then 

places the key emphasis on The Road rather than the destination.37 This adds depth to 

the feeling of suspension in Choucair’s art and allows for connections to the geometric 

abstractionist masters that Coxon tried to seek out in her Tate catalogue essay. 

However, this connection and understanding also provides a way of limiting the 

assumption of mimesis by showing that Choucair came to similar aesthetic conclusions 

from a completely different method that deserves to be noted and considered. 

It is also important to note that the Sufi language has it’s own limitations and 

has helped with the blanket acceptance of the fragmentation of Choucair’s oeuvre. 

While it does emphasize and show that the artist has an innovative entry point into 

geometric abstractionism, it also allows us to stop the conversation about the artist’s 

                                                
37 Choucair was Druze by birth and not a religious person, but intellectually engaged with these concepts 
Aswad, Jacques, “Sensory Equations” Saloua Raouda Choucair: Her Life and Art, Saloua Raouda 
Choucair Foundation, 2010 Beirut, translated from Arabic into English by Kirsten Scheid, available 
online: http://www.srchoucair.com/sensory_equations.html  
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inspiration at Arabic civilization and thought without providing a way of tying other 

aspects of her oeuvre together.  

The following chapters introduce new material that cannot be absorbed based 

on the current state of our understanding of Choucair’s practice. They will support my 

call for a reexamination of how we have read the artist’s work and challenge the 

limitations of our reading of her production by showing her interest in developing 

theories in the contemporary fields of genetics and quantum mechanics. I will prove that 

this is not a rupture but a continuation of Choucair’s aesthetic and intellectual project 

grounded on the interest in exploring the expression of infinity in all aspects of life. 
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ILLUSTRATIONS 
 

Figure 2.1 Module, 1947-1951, Oil on canvas, 49 x 59.5 cm 
 

Figure 2.2 Trajectory of A Line, c. 1950s-60s, gauche on paper 19 x 29.5 cm 
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Figure 2.3 The Secret of The Cube (Small model), 25 x 15 x 15 cm, also in larger 
version, 84 x 60 x 60 cm 
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Figure 2.4 The Temple, c. late 1950s, welded black sheet metal, 100 x 100 x 100 cm 
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Figure 2.5 Interform, c. 1960-1962, wood, 19 x 15 x 15 cm 
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Figure 2.6 Qasida (Poem), c. 1960s, glazed terracotta in four pieces, 24 x 15 x 9.5 cm 
standing 
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CHAPTER 3 
GENETICS, QUANTUM MECHANICS, AND 

TRANSCENDANCE 
 

 
I begin my introduction of new material with genetics because it is the most 

concrete and seemingly unconnected aspect of the new research in relation to 

Choucair’s older work.  The field also appears to be the first area that the artist really 

delved into scientifically, and is the only one she specifically mentioned to her daughter 

Hala while they were setting up the SRC Foundation.38  

In carrying out my survey of the series in Chapter 2, I separate the Duals (also 

referred to individually as muthanawi) and the Infinite Structures from the Poems, 

though I mentioned them together earlier. I chose to engage with the work in this 

manner because there is evidence that the duals and infinite structures show the earliest 

signs of Choucair’s genetic research and that they form a direct link between the Poems 

and the known DNA sculptures.  

The name of the muthanawi sculptures in Arabic comes from the root that 

gives a dual meaning. It directly translates to ‘couplet’ and evokes the intimacy of two 

isolated lines of poetry interacting. The sculptures reflect the same basic construction 

idea of the Poems, but have only two parts that interlock to create a closed composition. 

While the poetic connection is clear, it can be seen in the archival papers and notes of 

the artist that many of these structures are tied directly to explorations of 

microbiological bodies. 

Through these works we start to see Choucair’s equations and lines from her 

earlier periods as the same elements that comprise the foundations of the study of 

                                                
38 Schoukair, Hala, Interview April 5, 2014, Beirut, Lebanon 
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genetics, intensifying and morphing through the understanding of their role in complex 

biological systems. They are no longer just creating form but producing the human body 

and, potentially, Being. From here the scientific connection expands to include a wider 

range of ideas, moving into vibration and waves, which then leads to the question of 

consciousness, all new entrances to her same continual road, manifestations of the same 

experience of the infinite expressed across changing micro conditions of the human 

experience. 

The formal influence of Choucair’s interest in genetics extends in her work 

past the Duals and Infinite Structures, to encompass this larger framework, the spiraling 

movement of the double helix structure of DNA clearly forging the foundational energy 

of a number of her sculptures. The artist expresses this in individual strands or dual 

structures, which wind together, each piece extending with a unique interior rhythm and 

gesture, strengthened by the bold, broad security of the exterior line. In individual 

strands the interior form is exposed, pulsating and flowing with the twists, revealing the 

beautiful complexity of the sculpture (Figure 3.1).  

Before I further discuss the work in relation to this interest of Choucair, it is 

necessary to clarify what I am talking about in regards to DNA. DNA has become a 

shorthand term for our genetic material, deoxyribonucleic acid, which is comprised of 

two strands of alternating sugars and phosphates with one of four nucleobases attached 

to each sugar. The nucleobases are adenine, thymine, guanine, and cytosine and only 

pair in particular groupings: adenine with thymine and guanine with cytosine. There is a 

fifth nucleobase, uracil, which is roughly equivalent to thymine and replaces it in 

ribonucleic acid (RNA), bonding with adenine in the same way. The interaction of the 

sugars and phosphates in the support structure causes it to have the double helix 
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structure that only breaks during replication, ‘unzipping’ down the center and 

straightening until the section has been copied, when it returns to the double helix 

structure. 39  

DNA is particularly important because it is what carries our genetic material, 

forming a code for the production of cells and enzymes that control every function in 

the body. The unique bonding of the nucleobases is the main component of the 

replication process, every three bases making a unique nucleotide in a string that 

expresses a code, regularly compared to letters in words or words in sentences. The 

order of the bases in the nucleotides and the order and placement of the nucleotides in a 

string dramatically change the meaning and allow for a complexity in expression that 

was previously thought lacking of DNA. 40 The RNA is what reads this coding, 

matching up with the DNA and carrying the pattern to other parts of the cell to produce 

enzymes and proteins to direct cell activity. 

Until A.D. Hershey and Martha Chase published a study in 1952, the scientific 

community did not believe that DNA could be the genetic carrier because it seemed too 

simple. The alternative theory was that genetic material was found in proteins, much 

more complicated substances that comprises the majority of chromosomes.  

Hershey and Chase definitively showed DNA as the genetic carried by working 

with bacteriophages, a type of virus that is comprised of nucleic acids contained within 

a protein coating. They tagged both the protein coating and the nucleic acids with 

different radioactive materials (the DNA with radioactive phosphorus and the protein 

with radioactive sulfur) and released them into bacteria and analyzed how they reacted. 

The phage attached to the bacteria and inserted the DNA, leaving the protein on the 

                                                
39 Lee, Kee Kok Philosophy and Revolutions in Genetics, Palgrave Macmillan, New York, 2003 113-14. 
40 Lee 114 
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outside and showing that the DNA was what biochemically led to the production of 

more of the virus.41 

How the genetic code is typically expressed is through a replication process in 

which the DNA ‘unzips’ down the bases, straightening as the two halves divide and 

break the shaping bonds.  RNA comes in and duplicates the pattern, following the 

preexisting structure by pairing adenine with uracil, thymine with adenine, cytosine 

with guanine and guanine with cytosine. The copying process continues in a chain until 

the encoded ‘stop’ is reached and then the RNA breaks off from the DNA and moves 

off to the ribosomes to produce the enzyme that triggers the desired result in the cell and 

the DNA rewinds, the same bases bonding together and returning to the double helix 

structure until that part of the code is needed again.42 

 

The influence of the double helix is visually unmistakable in the work of 

Choucair but the engagement with this research extends much farther than the 

comparatively small grouping of sculptures stemming from the classic structure. 

Choucair engages with the replication process of DNA and then the influence of 

mutation and viruses and it becomes clear that these strands can be read as a 

continuation of the equations of her earliest Trajectory of a Line paintings and 

sculptures. The strands of the DNA become the theoretic lines that morph and change 

but maintain their basic form, continually replicating and reproducing in all living 

matter. In addition to creating shape and form, the strands also create movement, 

reaction, and function as the base of complex chemical and biological systems 

                                                
41 Lee 116 
42 Lee 117-18 
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occurring on a molecular level with visible and experiential consequences on a macro 

scale.  

The main object in the artist’s notes that shows a dynamic study in this 

direction is an old agenda from 1952 that she reused as a notebook/sketchbook (Figure 

3.2). Because this is a reused agenda the exact dates of the notes are hard to pinpoint but 

a couple of textual references help place them after 1982. Inside are personal lists and 

notes on materials, but also substantial writings and sketches on DNA and genetics. The 

notes reflect a consideration of the system and process of replication of genetic material 

but Choucair also considers what formal mechanics mean on a more conceptual or 

abstract level.  

The emphasis on line and the consideration of the complexity of the particles 

that comprise DNA strands is shown in the sketches, starting with basic renderings of 

two lines in the double helix pattern, gradually adding dimensionality and then shading 

(Figure 3.3-3.5). Choucair also works on the particle element of the DNA strands, 

focusing on the gathering of atoms and bonds in one rendition, creating the form out of 

clustered and linked circles that break the solidity of the structure and line that we see in 

her other drawings and resulting sculptures (Figure 3.6).   

When the sketches start to become preparatory drawings for sculptures the 

strength of the outer structure, rather than the interior bonds of the nucleic acids are 

emphasized and she continues with the simplified and solid approach to the rhythm of 

the material instead of exploring the chemical construction. In some of the sketches, the 

nucleic acids are only softly sketched in. The bonding of these chemicals becomes its 

own study, intimately examining their method and individuality as the signifying 

element of the replication process.   
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The Duals began in the mid 1970’s along with the Lebanese Civil War. As 

mentioned earlier, this series acts as a bridge between Choucair’s work in poetry and in 

genetics. The meeting of the two pieces in each sculpture provides a unique bond that 

creates a completed form, while still allowing them to be repeatedly pulled apart and 

rejoined. There’s a smoothness and solidity to the series, lacking the openness of the 

larger interform sculptures that have an airiness in the negative space of their interiors 

rhythms. The Duals only have this space when severed from one another, waiting to be 

reunited (Figure 3.7).  

These sculptures have been attributed to an internalization and search for 

reconnection and unity in the midst of the Civil War and also strongly tied to Sufi 

poetry by Jacques Aswad.43 A common interpretation is of Choucair trying to put Beirut 

back together which has been brought to question by her daughter, Hala, who has said 

this idea came from the artist’s sister, Anisa, rather than the artist herself.44 

Choucair’s notes in the agenda present a new element to these sculptures by 

tying several of the existing sculptures to a closer look at the bonds of nucleic acids. 

You can see this relation in the notes in Figures 3.8-3.10 and the corresponding 

sculptures in Figure 3.11-3.13. As stated above these have a unique pattern, only able to 

bond with their specific partner.  These bonds and the order in which they occur are 

what actually determines our genetic code and the processes that create and maintain 

our bodies and all living material. These closed systems then also consider the nature of 

these bonds that essentially must be broken over and over again for the purpose of 

                                                
43 Aswad, Jacques, “Sensory Equations” Saloua Raouda Choucair: Her Life and Art, Saloua Raouda 
Choucair Foundation, 2010 Beirut, translated from Arabic into English by Kirsten Scheid, available 
online: http://www.srchoucair.com/sensory_equations.html 
44 SRC Foundation, 2011, Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective, exhibition material September-
November 2011, Beirut Exhibition Center, Beirut, Lebanon 
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replication and development, but still call to one another and return to zip together again 

until the next time they are pulled apart.  

The majority of the sculptures produced from these notes were carried out in 

wood or fiberglass, however the approach and idea also carried into the creation of 

sculptural household objects and small scale sculptural works, another element of 

Choucair’s work throughout her life. A series of salt and pepper shakers wind together, 

simultaneously mimicking the double helix structure and bonding of nucleobases as 

they turn and hug each other close (Figure 3.14).  There is also a collection of small 

aluminum, brass, and terracotta pieces that mimic the shapes and styles of the larger 

Dual sculptures (Figure 3.15).   

Textual notes in the agenda allow for a tracing of the general ideas and 

mechanics Choucair was engaged with, and some clues as to what she was reading. She 

begins with the basic pairings and fundamental ideas of the cell, citing Robert Weaver 

of the University of Kansas45 at the top of the page: 

 
“Nucleus/ Control center/gives deoxyribonucleic/ acid/ DNA” 
 
“Mitochondria/ provide energy” 
 
“Genome/ the language of/ genes in a virus/ or Human/ being” 
 
“Ribosomes/ tiny shops/ to assemble/ amino acids/ plasma cells/ Tcells 
produce/ antibodies” 
 
“Recombinant/ enzymes (messengers)/ mRNA/ messengers/ &/TRNA/ 
Transfer/ half of the DNA/ in a group of three/ are called/ Codons/ The 
ribosomes/ arrange the/ amino acids/ in the proper links/ and make the/ 
TRNA/ microphage/ eats the foreign body” 
 
“Proto-oncogenes/ produce Cancer/ when they mutate/ they become/ 
hyperactive” 

                                                
45 Robert Weaver was a microbiologist, now retired, who has written a number of textbooks and an article in 
National Geographic in 1984, which is the most likely source of exposure for Saloua: Weaver, R.F. Beyond 
Supermouse: Changing Life's Genetic Blueprint. National Geographic Magazine. December, 1984. 
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“Monoclonal/ antibodies/ are cultivated in / bacterium / antigen is a sign 
/ of a foreign invader” 
 
“gamma/ intereferon/ are body/ natural defenses” 
 
“monocolona/ antibodies” 
 
“plasmid is/ a ring in a/ simple microbe/ used for/ monoclonal/ 
antibodies” 
 
“a recombinant cell/ cell” (figure 3.16-3.19) 
 
 
From these two pages we see a number of factors at play in Choucair’s mind, 

namely cell structure and genetic reproduction. She is looking at what the genetic 

material is, how it functions and creates a system, but also how this system breaks 

down, and this is the first really large shift we see emerging from this movement to 

examine the infinite in complex systems. When Choucair starts looking at viruses and 

mutation, it is the first time in which something wavers or declines, it is the first time 

when infinity seems to potentially have a limitation.  Her earliest work is characterized 

by ever evolving and extending modules, lines, or communicative structure (in the form 

of language/poetry). They are strong and confident as are the lines of the double helix 

sculptures and duals, but with genetic mutation, these lines become corrupted and their 

strength and determination of these lines falters as the equation changes, bringing about 

physical results.  

The evolution of this research is formally evident in Choucair’s produced 

sculptures as well as these sketches and notes, and more textual support within her 

archive to show her sincere interest in mutation. In one case a pencil sketch (Figure 

3.20) is transformed into a dark wooden sculpture, with large exterior segments that 

give the impression of movement and tightly cut out central pieces that allow light 
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through, each unique, with thick, softly wavering lines. These are all unconnected, the 

light moving through and around them, naturally illuminating and emphasizing the 

smoothly carved, rounded edges that create a double helix around them before curving 

out to the exterior wings (Figure 3.21).  

Another is a terracotta sculpture, of two thick, tightly wound coils that then 

open at the top, where they split roundly, studded with corresponding pieces jutting 

towards one another, giving the impression of being in the process of unwinding. The 

separating coils create a similar shape in their negative space as that found in the cutout 

pieces of the wood, highlighting the interior bonds and their separation (Figure 3.22). 

These sculptures both look at the standard replication process of DNA and stay with the 

basic mechanics of it. When Choucair starts looking at mutation and viruses the interior 

rhythm is disrupted and uneven. Research notes later in the agenda provide more 

information on what she was examining: 

 
“-Viruses with help of enzymes can do the job in a reverse way.” 
 
“-viruses are not living organisms because they are incapable of an 
independent existence. They consist simply of genetic material 
wrapped inside a protein coat 
they reproduce by subverting the chemical machinery of the host cells 
and forcing them to make replicas of the invading viruses _ certain 
viruses use RNA as their tool because the (RNA viruses) possess 
reverse transcription enzymes which convert their RNA genes into 
DNA form thus trick the host cell into creating new viruses” 
 
“-Mixing reverse transcriptions with human mRNA & the building 
blocks of DNA produces DNA copies of the RNA molecules in the 
form of single strands 
-DNA polymerases enzymes used to convert single strands DNA into a 
double-stranded helix (Figure 3.23-2.28)” 
 
The prediction and understanding of genetic modification was an intellectual 

zeitgeist for Choucair. In the 1970s and 1980s great strides were being made to 
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understand how to control replication and expression of genes and to map the genome. 

The term “foreign invader” or virus appears several times with different references and 

visual translation in the agenda and these notational pages, showing the artist’s interest 

in these natural modifications, and naturally seem to lead to a desire to manufacture 

them. The notes add a complexity and show a strong consideration of the systematic 

changes that lead to the emphasis on mutation and also solidify the development from 

earlier work and increased complexity and growth in the treatment of consistent ideas.   

The clearest connection appears in references to the genome being the 

“language of the gene in a virus or human being.” (Figure 3.29) This again ties to the 

Poems and their exploration of the structure of Arabic poetry. In an interview, the 

artist’s nephew, Khaled Najjar, expanded on this, discussing the process of genetic 

engineering in terms of writing a sentence or poem: you arrange given variables (letters) 

to create words and then must arrange those words into sentences and sentences into 

larger stanzas or paragraphs following predetermined rules that control the resulting 

expression. If these arrangements are slightly altered the entire meaning changes and 

could collapse. In genetics these letters are the nucleotides and the coding must also 

have all of the necessary receptors and every step needed to create the condition for the 

intended result to occur without interfering in all of the basic functions necessary in a 

cell or tissue to sustain life.46 Najjar is himself a geneticist and was one of the original 

suppliers of information to Choucair. 

The possibility of identifying and defending against foreign invaders is also 

present in the artist’s notes, looking into antigens and the natural production of 

antibodies to fend off viruses and limit or stop their reproduction. In one of these cases, 

                                                
46 Najjar, Khaled, personal interview, 15 July, 2013 
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we find the first introduction to a shape that carries on to one of her last sculptures to be 

discussed in chapter 5. It is a terracotta form, a rounded frame, opened on one side with 

three flat edges and a circular cut out from the center, leading the open ends to slightly 

bulge making a more rigid “c.” (Figure 3.34) It appears on an agenda page (July 17th) 

with two other pencil forms and a note that simply says “antigen is a sign of a foreign 

invader (Figure 3.30).” This is repeated without the shape in the notes at least three 

more times word for word on May 29th and then just as “foreign invaders” on the pages 

of May 31st and July 16th . (Figure 3.31-33)   

The best examples to argue that this has an effect on the formal output of 

Choucair are a second sketch with corresponding terracotta sculpture that closely 

resemble the wood and terracotta pieces discussed above. The final sculpture itself is 

terracotta as well, roughly the same size as the uncoiling piece mentioned early. The 

plan in the artist’s notes, however, is very similar to that of the taller wooden piece, 

starting with interacting double helix lines indicated by different colors of writing 

instruments (Figure 3.35). In the first case, they seemed to compliment one another, 

maintaining a solid rhythm and symmetry. In the second sketch, the left hand side 

maintains the solidity of the line and where it appears to be unwinding, the right hand 

side is acquiring its own code, reflecting its own inner rhythm, perhaps suggesting a 

viral intrusion and altering of the strand as it branches off from its partner (Figure 3.36).  

Another terracotta resembles one of the pencil sketches from the first textual 

page, focusing on the bonds linking two parallel columns, one thick and solid with 

deep, waving lines carved into it. The other is comprised of six irregular stone like 

pieces, with a seventh, more structured shape squeezing between them, differentiated in 

treatment as in form. Between these are five irregularly directed bridges curving 
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together while narrowly fanning out as they stretch across the intermediary space 

(Figure 3.37-3.38).  

The lines become less secure in these pieces and we see the strength of the 

equation and the perfect scientific system start to fluctuate. With Euclidean geometry, it 

is possible to see the eventual curve of even the straightest line and the transformation 

in and out of shapes and forms as a continual process without having to face 

imperfection. When these systems meet biology however, they present a whole new 

problem in the natural decline of the body of any material and the eventuality of death. 

There are still established and predictable criteria for the study and understanding of 

genetics, but miscoding or calculation is unavoidable, and the ideas of infinity tremble. 

This trembling becomes a launching off point for Choucair’s lines to become waves, 

exploring the disturbances of her philosophy through the measured disturbances in the 

physical world around her.   

The introduction of waves into Saloua Raouda Choucair’s work reveals a 

deepening of the artist’s interest in science that takes her into the theory of quantum 

mechanics. By moving in this direction Choucair seeks out a way to justify the physical 

failures of biology and a new expression of the infinite by introducing a completely new 

view of the universe into her practice.  

Genetics, being a branch of biochemistry, is entirely based on molecules and 

the continuation of their chemical reactions. It is grounded in a set number of molecules 

coming together to bring about one specific function at a time. There is no accounting 

for any spiritual or psychological element or universality. Physics, as a general field 

looks for more universal interactions and can account for these minute interactions of 
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particles, but also introduces the possibilities of waves of energy as a way of 

understanding the world.   

 In the most basic sense, waves are “traveling disturbances” that carry energy 

through specific mediums; signs of the movement of energy stemming from a vibrating 

source. When graphed they are expressed as a line that fluctuates above and below a 

central axis of zero, measuring the intensity of the disturbance by the distances of the 

highest and lowest points from this axis. The wave’s intensity slows because of the 

resistance inherent in its given medium relative to the distance it has traveled over time 

until it flattens to the zero point. The highest point in the wave is the crest, and its 

corresponding lowest point is the trough. They are measured by frequency (number of 

vibrations per second) and magnitude (the distance between and crest or trough and the 

central axis).47  

The agenda in the artist’s archive, discussed earlier, documents Choucair’s 

interest in genetics. But she also explored waves and their role in the functioning of the 

physical world and this interest is documented on loose-leaf papers and recycled 

exhibition brochures from her 1962 show at the UNESCO Palace in Beirut. Again, 

these papers are difficult to date as almost none of them have any reference information 

beyond the publication date on the printed paper with no way of telling how close to 

these dates they were used.  

The ties between the breakdown of the genetic system and the exploration of 

waves and physics intensify when we expand the note set to include the loose leaf that 

have to do with physics and energy. In these pages we find sketches of the human body, 

melting into energy and becoming a wave, the only case in which Choucair appears to 

                                                
47 Goswami, Amit The Physicist’s View of Nature, Kluwer Academic, 2000, 191.  
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have used figuration as a starting point during her mature career as an artist (Figure 

3.39-3.40). The result is recognizable as one of her Trajectory of an Arch sculptures, 

comprised of light aluminum frames and work with Nylon thread, generally using only 

one long piece to continue with her emphasis on the line (Figure 3.41). This series is a 

return to the Trajectory of a Line works and ideas but with new references and interests 

that are more aware of the physical environment as a whole. The nylon places a higher 

emphasis on the line and its construction of form in space, sketching in air the 

morphing, geometric formulas using the one continuous thread.   

Choucair also undertook preparations for work based on the idea of the Big 

Bang Theory, producing at least two series of cardstock cutouts and a prototype for a 

sculpture that does not appear to have made it to production (Figure 3.42-3.45). These 

cutouts reveal a complete change in line quality, suddenly using straight edges and 

points, compacted and expanding out from a central axis in a way that is unlike 

anything ever fully produced or anything else contained in Choucair’s documents. This 

also went through multiple stages and appeared in her drawings using either simple 

lines or the chaotic repetition of another new shape, emphasizing the movement and 

expansion outwards, giving up any connection to the serene and balanced module 

paintings (Figure 3.46-3.52).  

Working on the Big Bang is evidence that Choucair was thinking not just about 

DNA but of the beginnings of life and of DNA and matter in general, and the change in 

line shows a formal shift to investigating disturbances or moments/mechanisms of 

change over large areas of space and time. Her interest in infinity is an interest in 

finding a unified field theory that explains the four forces and their connection to one 

another, one of the constant pursuits of physicists. The Big Bang Theory is tied into all 
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of these things, being the original violent vibration or disturbance in our universe that 

has set in motion all known matter.  

Both of these sets of studies indicate a larger interest in understanding the 

fluctuations and waves formed from the breakdown of the biological lines as 

expressions of DNA and how they fit in with larger physical processes of which human 

life is just one expression. This consideration led Choucair to the study of quantum 

mechanics to help make sense of the seeming flaw in her concept of the infinite. If the 

genetic process was certain to fail and death is inevitable then there would be an end to 

her theoretic lines. 

Quantum mechanics give us another way of looking at the universe and 

approaching situations in which there is no clear answer, particularly utilizing the idea 

of waves, vibrations, and the transfer of energy. The fundamental idea of the field is that 

all movement is both continuous and discontinuous and is best depicted as “a wave of 

possibility, a superposition of many possible actualities.” 48 The possible actualities are 

governed by the available energy in the form of quanta, discrete units of energy that 

cannot be broken down any further and are thus understood to be the most elementary 

particles in physics. The behavior of the quanta are “shrouded in a cloud of uncertainty” 

leading to a science of probability and uncertainty that is also determined by approach.49 

The questions you ask determine the answers you get. This means that for any event 

there is a range of possible actualities or outcomes but we can understand only one 

possible outcome at a time. The process of choosing one actuality and following its 

development destroys the ability of seeing alternatives; it determines the outcome. But 

until we have chosen an actuality and measured an outcome, all motions and exchanges 
                                                
48 Goswami, Amit, The Physicist’s View of Nature Part 2: The Quantum Revolution, Kluwer, New York, 
2011, 4-7 
49 Ibid. 28-30 
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exist in calculable probability and can be said to have the traits of the entire range of 

possibilities50. Though this is described on an atomic level, the methods of calculation 

have also been proven to apply on a larger scale to full objects based on their 

construction as a collection of atoms and their interactions, with a tendency to exist.  

The classic example used to illustrate this point is in examining the behavior 

and quality of light. Depending on the experiment and the recording method light can 

be read as behaving either as a wave or as particles known as photons. It has a dual 

quality but cannot be registered as both photons and a wave simultaneously. Neither 

explanation accounts for the full range of possibility for the function and interaction of 

light, which it simultaneously possesses in potentiality, but this simultaneity cannot be 

fully measured in a single instance because the method to measure light’s behavior as a 

wave destroys the ability to see it as photons and vice versa51.  

For Choucair this provides a new way of looking at the body and the self.  “We 

think that light is what we need,” she writes, “but we need the entire length, x-rays – 

infra red, ultraviolet ray etc. Everything is in vibration, light, heat, magnetism, and 

countless other discrete energy forms that fill the universe.”52 (Figure 3.53) The body 

and the self become a culmination of these energy forms, a series of waves, a binding of 

energies, continuously discontinuous, the physicality of genetics melting into energy as 

in the sketches in Figure 3.53. This breaks down the image of the body as a result of a 

genetic process, looking more at the individual atoms than the biological systems but 

doesn’t influence the validity of the biological understanding. This potentiality opens up 

the possibility of a larger universal connection through the study of waves and Choucair 

carries this into studies of non-human waves, particularly looking at the movements of 
                                                
50 Feynman and Hibbs, Quantum Mechanics and Path Integrals McGraw-Hill, New York, 1965, 9 
51 Goswami, Amit 147 
52 Choucair, Saloua Raouda, unarchived material  
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water and air, tectonics and light itself. This engagement can be seen in preparatory 

notes and sketches, as well as produced sculpture.  

On one note page there are two small sketches, one outlining several billowing 

and morphing entities meeting while fighting to expand and the other just an outline. 

Underneath the more sold is written “ Turbulence” in English and haw, aw maīā, (air or 

water) in Arabic (Figure 3.54). Under the second sketch is harakat al-maīā, (the 

movement of water). This movement seems to manifest later in a fiberglass mold, used 

to then create a terracotta plate (Figure 3.55 - 3.56). The lines do not match the sketch 

exactly but the energy of rippled expansion and diffusion carry on, as does the bulbous 

shape of the drawings. The lines expand symmetrically across the plate, modifying their 

course when encountering other’s movements. 

The movement of water also appears in another sketch, working out the three 

dimensionality of water ripples and then also the larger context of the waves of the 

ocean or seas (Figure 3.57 - 3.58). This sketch shows up on a page with more 

experimental projects, working around the movement of a wave on an axis. The water 

ripple looks almost like a patty of water with two epicenters with ripples flowing from 

them, not yet interacting. The sea wave sketch appears to be an attempt to understand 

the process in a three-dimensional context and provides a small map of a surface with a 

wave stretching the center, pulling it down, creating a trough in the central plane.  

In looking at tectonics and seismology, Choucair sketched out a model of a 

diagram measuring vibrations caused by the movement of tectonic plates (Figure 3.59 – 

3.60). A series of rings drawn in pencil push out from an epicenter, boldened in small 

stretches at points across each ring. In the corner she writes “by laser measuring 



 

53 
 

continental drift as far as 6000 km.” It extends to the edges of the paper, the right-most 

edge being skirted with calculations, numbers, and a few notes.  

When looking at light, Choucair utilizes a number of approaches, primarily 

working with lenses and nylon thread to explore the refraction, or bending, of the light 

waves, but also interfering wood pieces. The most well known of the completed work is 

the Sculpture in One Thousand Pieces, a square tower of wood, comprised of three 

attached sections broken into unevenly distributed gradations (Figure 3.61). The center 

is completely hollow, meant to hold a light source. Each individual band features 

wooden pieces in a unique configuration, filling the entire space vertically while 

creating openings that direct and filter the light as it passes through from the center. A 

simpler version appears in another work entitled in its planning sketch as “meutrice,” 

the French name for the arrow slits in castles (Figure 3.62). The piece that derives from 

the sketch is a small wooden plank with small windows cut out, each containing its own 

panel that extends in front and behind the main plane at different angles providing a 

simpler example of the same technique and idea behind the Sculpture in One Thousand 

Pieces (Figure 3.63), perhaps a working model.  

In Choucair’s discussion of light in these and in relation to her exploration of 

quantum mechanics, the wave-like quality seems to be the most important element 

because she is using quantum mechanics to find an alternative to the cellular view of the 

world and she seems to engage with the dual particle/wave behavior in photons in 

particular when she takes up more of the fundamental ideas of quantum mechanics: the 

quantum leap and quantum void.  

The quantum leap is one of the most well known ideas of quantum physics, 

most commonly illustrated with the movement of electrons in an atom. Niels Bohr 
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drafted the model we most commonly use today to illustrate an atom, portraying a 

cluster of positively charged protons and neutral neutrons that make up the atomic 

nucleus, haloed by orbiting negatively charged electrons. The electrons orbit the atomic 

nucleus at multiple levels depending on energy level. It is possible for an electron to 

borrow energy and become hyperactive,  “jumping” to the next level, but it does not 

apparently pass through physical space.53 It simply appears on the next energy level 

instantly with no indicator of how it arrived. This is another classic example of the 

“cloud of uncertainty” that dictates the quantum universe. According to the classic rules 

of physics this jump should not be possible because we are able to track movements at 

the speed of light, which had been determined to be the fastest possible speed until 

Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity challenged our assumptions about the nature of 

space and time.54  

In Choucair’s work, this concept is clearly labeled and transferred into 

terracotta (Figure 3.64). An original sketch in her papers has a number of parts that 

were not included in the sculpture but the similarity in form is undeniable and it 

conveys the spirit of the drawing. The central core of the drawing becomes the 

sculpture, a series of rounded slivers of different sizes, all standing vertically, 

sandwiched together and gently curving as a mass yet holding the tension of the 

competition for space as the individual units warp and bulge in interaction (Figure 3.65 

– 3.66). At the end of the sketch is a slightly curved frame, opened from one side, 

enveloping the right side of the core piece without quite touching it. A small circle is 

drawn at either end of the open arms of the rectangular piece, a single line connecting 

them, circling the length of the bulging central band. Below is written “quantum leap” 

                                                
53 Goswami, Amit, 40-42 
54 Ibid, 14 
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and “dhākirīāt min farāgh” (memory from nothing). In terracotta the core is constructed 

from one piece, with deep lines dug smoothly and confidently into it to delineate the 

individual pieces, curving the units on either side up and away from these dividing 

crevices. The height of the pieces and the unit fluctuates but as a whole it stands on its 

horizontal edge in a soft curve.  

The quantum leap appears in another sketch that appears to have been rejected 

by Choucair, along with the words  “the quantum void.” (Figure 3.67) While the 

quantum leap is a solid concept in quantum physics the “quantum void” is not a 

technical term but is most likely related to the idea of a vacuum or a zero energy point. 

These sketches and related work show another dimension made accessible to Choucair 

through the engagement of quantum mechanics, introducing memory and consciousness 

into the equation. This becomes another element that can be described with energy and 

waves that can’t be accounted for in the biological explanation of life.  

If we look at the body as a consolidation of energies and waves, then 

consciousness can be another type of energy working in tandem with others we are 

more familiar with. Consciousness is harder to account for when looking at the 

mechanistic model of DNA replication and the arrangement of amino acids. It also 

provides the means to overcome the biological failings of DNA replication by providing 

a potential other element of life that can overcome the limitations of the biological. 

Through biological reproduction genetic coding continues by the blending of genes in 

children, but this blending does not account for the continuance of the individuals that 

supplied the genes. The idea of a quantum leap philosophically opens up the potential 

for the consideration of a mental shift or jump, a moving on of the mind beyond the 
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body that is not calculable or perceivable from within our current positioning in our 

world. 

The potentialities that Choucair found in the basic concepts of quantum 

mechanics provide a way for the artist to expand her consideration of the infinite and to 

include a spiritual element through the application of these ideas to consciousness and 

memory. With this move, she is engaging in one of the classic debates between science 

and philosophy; the relationship between the mind and the body. She tracks mental 

activity and conceptualizes it as a wave in and of itself, moving between high, low, and 

neutral energy levels in regular cycles. Like an electron, consciousness can make a leap, 

take on a new frequency, and arrive at a level previously unperceived, providing a way 

of moving beyond the physical body. It can transcend. 

Transcendence is an important concept for Choucair’s last series and helps 

unite the oeuvre, allowing one to see the culmination and relation of each step of the 

artist’s practice from her earliest paintings to her last sculptures. It provides the tools to 

link the contemporary developments of science with the historical ideas that formed the 

core of Islamic art, reflecting a greater universality than is possible to understand 

without the full expanse of Choucair’s production. What appear to be Choucair’s last 

sculptures almost seem to circle back to her original considerations in her Trajectory of 

a Line Series. The spirit and the body become the line and the form and the constant and 

natural flux between the two the essence of transcendence. Mind and body in 

Choucair’s conception are linked but independent, pulling and guiding one another but 

ultimately appearing to sever, only to transform and rejoin again and again in another 

expression of the infinite experience that comprises all elements in life for Choucair.  



 

57 
 

The shift to looking at consciousness and transcendence also takes on a more 

personal tone for the artist that helps put the entire scientific shift in perspective as well, 

because it seems to address Choucair’s developing struggle with her mental capacities 

with age. This is sometimes attributed to the onset of Alzheimer’s disease though she 

has not bee officially diagnosed to my understanding. While I do not want focus on a 

particular diagnosis, an awareness of mental changes in memory and frame the 

movement to consider consciousness as wave. Looking at genetics, its mutations and 

ways of the spirit overcoming these processes then takes on a more personal 

significance that may have helped the artist process the changes she knew were 

happening to her mental faculties.  

In her written notes, Choucair shows the importance of addressing the spiritual 

facet of the infinite, utilizing the concepts of quantum mechanics as her jumping off 

point. She employs metaphors to explore what the mind and consciousness mean, how 

they function, and their relationship to the physical body, writing and doodling, 

eventually planning work based on these elements.  The idea of changing levels, or 

frequencies through an immeasurable jump repeats itself as she considers the potential 

for the mind to fluctuate between high, low, and nonexistent levels of energy with 

corresponding experiences, clearly charting mental activity as a wave. The concepts of 

expansion, transcendence, freedom, and movement become central terms that mediate 

this mind/body relationship:  

 “a wave is an ocean 
 
drop of water is lost in an ocean 
transcending is to expand the mind 
 
the gap that appears between thoughts 
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when the mind is thinking it is all activity, when it stops thinking it 
returns to its source of silence. Like the wave moving in an ocean – 
when it calms down then instantly recognizes that its source in ocean 
– infinite, silent, and unchanging” (Figure 3.68 – 3.69) 
 

Here Choucair examines the relationship of the mind and body, expressing 

consciousness as a wave with the body as its medium of transmission. Her poetic 

language reactivates the particle/wave debates and the deterministic nature of 

measurement and perspective.  Yet she goes further. The potentiality for expansion, for 

transcendence occurs at the zero point. “When [the mind] stops thinking,” the wave 

becomes the ocean, becomes vaster and perceivably, measurably “lost” because it has 

no power to be understood as an individual entity or concept. This reflects a separation 

between the mind and consciousness, the mind being a physical part of the body, the 

brain, and consciousness becoming something distinct that doesn’t cease just because 

the mind stopped identifiably thinking, but rather attains peace.  

   Choucair reinforces this division and creates the possibility for active non-

thinking by mentioning of the “gaps between thoughts,” inferring a revival and 

continuation of the mind through the return of an interaction with consciousness beyond 

the zero point by using the word “between”. In this way, it can be argued that the mind 

and body at the zero point are simultaneously one and separate, because they remain 

connected, able to continue understandable thoughts after appearing to manifest a void: 

 
“Meditation: when the mind shifts, the body has to follow 
 
The process of transcending or going beyond detaches the mind from 
its fixed level and allows it to exist if only for a moment, without 
any level at all. It simply experiences silence devoid of any though, 
emotions, wishes, fears, or anything at all. Afterwards, when the 
mind returns to its usual level of consciousness it has acquired a little 
freedom to move” (Figure 3.70) 
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The “gaps” then are not gaps at all but imperceptible state changes that register as 

absence or nothingness but can alternatively be seen as transcendent moments. They are 

always connected and allow for a rejection of a sense of a final ending or dissipation in 

a void, in this case the death of a soul or consciousness. The independence of the mind 

is shown in the “following” of the body, but Choucair also gives the impression that the 

mind cannot survive independently as a wave: 

 
“We think that light is what we need – but to exist we need the entire 
length 
x-rays – infra red-ultraviolent rays etc 
Everything is in vibration 
Lights, head, magnetism and countless other discrete energy forms 
that fill the universe. 
 
The zero vibrations are not a void but the starting point for every ring 
that exists and this starting point is always in contact with every other 
point – there is no break in continuity” (Figure 3.71) 

 
Consciousness then is a symbiotic wavelength that contributes in tandem with 

the full spectrum of energy forms and needs a physical medium to create and 

sustain it, but that isn’t one with the physical body, allowing for a freedom 

from the biological breakdown of cells and the necessity of death. It is thus 

possible to see consciousness as severing from the mind and continuing as 

energy in the world. Choucair’s nephew used this as a way of explaining the 

Druze belief in reincarnation, which may have played a role in the artists 

consideration of these concepts. If consciousness is a wave, once the body 

dies the consciousness continues and can be received by another body attuned 

to its wave and continue its vibrations infinitely.55  

 

                                                
55  Najjar, Khaled. Interview 15 July, 2013, Beirut.  
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We can see these ideas also in sketches and in a few sculptures that came from 

preparatory drawings tied to these textual notes by the artist. One of the most direct 

sculptures has been untitled, or grouped with the DNA, “Sparkles” series until now may 

alternatively be named “Transcendence” based on the note material.56 It was originally 

carried out in terracotta and then commissioned by the artist into a wood57 (Figure 3.72 

– 3.73). The object is comprised of three pieces: a sloping based with curved edges, an 

oscillating ring, and a top piece that appears to be a segment of a wave, rising and 

falling along a set course. The three stack on top of each other in this order from bottom 

to top, having specially cut grooves that allow for them to snugly fit into one another. 

The top piece balances at a perpendicular angle at the thinnest part of its supporting ring 

that gains thickness at its far edges. While the ring is grounded and securely held by the 

base, the waving segment juts out on either end and only briefly connects with the rest 

of the sculpture, extending beyond it.  

The preparatory sketches tie these shapes to a consideration of level change, 

and show a process of development as the sculpture seems to have been envisioned in at 

least three different ways (Figure 3.74 -3.77). In each sketch the elements that come to 

be realized are present, but the nature of the base, the interaction of the pieces, and also 

the number of them varies. In one, the arrangement looks more like an installation 

rather than a sculpture, keeping a strong physical distance on a plane between the 

                                                
56 Included with this series in Saloua Raouda Choucair: The Retrospective in 2011 
57 In 2011 Hala Schoukair as the SRC Foundation began commissioning pieces originally done by the 
artist in different materials. This serves a number of purposes, largely serving to provide a more durable 
version of the artists designs as the terracotta is very fragile and preservation system and storage method 
has not been devised yet. The artist was also interested in carrying out work in different media and sizes, 
so it is arguably within the sprit of the artist to produce these trials and the rights to reproduce such 
models was given to Schoukair with the establishment of the SRC Foundation in 2005. The risk in this 
process is that some of the original pieces have been damaged, including the terracotta version of what I 
have named Transcendence as see in Figure 3.73. There are also concerns in the market about clear 
identification of work produced by the artist and those commissioned by the SRC Foundation. 
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segments to express the level differences. In another, the base seems to hook into 

another piece.  

Formally, it is also important to note that this sculpture and those that follow it 

seem to be some of the only ones that have an intentional separation of energy. The 

components of this particular piece still stack together like Choucair’s other series, and 

none of them are completely uniform, but these have a distinct openness and division 

between areas and shapes that change the movement of the sculpture. They lack the 

intimacy and the centrality of the Duals or Poems, the solidity of the Interforms etc., 

pushing the eye and the motion outward rather than rooting itself through the stability of 

the core.   

This is also true of what I believe are Choucair’s last sculptures, at least four 

planned pieces referred to by Choucair in her notes as: dhākira munfaṣila (Severed 

Memory), dhākira mu’liqa (Suspended Memory), dhākirīāt min farāgh (Memory from 

Nothing) and dhākirīāt min lā makān (Memory of No Where) (Figure 3.78 – 3.81). Of 

these only one appears to have made it to production, dhākira mu’liqa (Figure 3.82), 

though based on the forms I will mention below the series may include more pieces that 

I have not found plans for in the artist’s notes.  

In the development and planning of this series is some of the most revealing 

information of the direction of Choucair’s thought process when considering 

consciousness and transcendence. There is a repetition of the shapes and plans in 

different sizes and from different angles, labeled and annotated that reflect a serious 

consideration of form. There is also an analysis and exploration of the segments that 

supports my compositional argument of a shift towards a unified, but open movement in 

Choucair’s last sculptures.  This is shown most clearly in the plans for dhākira mu’liqa, 
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which has at least two terracotta renderings, one in what appears to be the full 

composition, and another as a specific segment standing alone. This work builds clear 

ties to not only the ideas of quantum mechanics that guide my interpretation of this 

subject matter, but to the earlier genetics pieces, strengthening my belief in the 

continuity of Choucair’s practice and the importance of all the material introduced in 

this thesis to expanding our knowledge and the potentiality for interpreting her oeuvre. 

In dhākira mu’liqa we see an open base, a semi flattened circle with a clear 

edge that provides the standing surface and an intentional gap. From the top edge of this 

opening flow a number of floating and fluctuating forms, mimicking the forms of the 

Trajectory of an Arch (Figure 3.83 – 3.84) and also some of her sculptural Modules 

(Figure 3.85). They curve and flex amongst each other, stretching from the base, giving 

the same expansive feeling as the top piece of the Transcendance sculpture discussed 

above.  

The second rendition is just of what appears to have turned into the base of the 

more complex structure. The titling and reference to this piece is one whose 

interpretation is complicated because it is has been named on cutouts and plans as 

dhākira munfaṣila, though appears in plans for dhākira mu’liqa, and formally shows its 

presence in the sculpture.  It also appeared in notes about antigens and was discussed in 

relation to genetics (Figure 3.34), showing a development of thought even about one 

particular shape across this body of work.  We can see in the sketches and notes the 

addition of the free-flowing pieces and their rearrangement, and this sculptural shape is 

a constant throughout the consideration of the mind, memory, and transcendence.  

On one page (Figure 3.70) the open frame sits strongly with a lightly sketched 

halo of floating forms encircling it. On another the opening shifts to the lower right 
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corner, and a chain of similar morphing angles seems to flow out of it, creating the plan 

for Memory of No Where (Figure 3.80). A third page reveals a full evolution of the form 

in three sketches, taking it from an open square to a full closed cube, to a rounded open 

ring that strongly resembles the first terracotta sculpture (Figure 3.86). A fourth creates 

a larger opening and has the free forms cascading down the right while balancing what 

appears to be a solid cube on the left (Figure 3.81).  

Conceptually this sculpture can be interpreted as another expression of the 

moment of transcendence and the split of the mind and consciousness. The base 

becomes the mind, solid, stable with one moment or segment from which expansion and 

release is possible. The fluctuating module pieces then become representative of 

consciousness, holding onto the mind and the body by sharing the same piece of clay, 

but softening the hard edges and claiming a liquidity that gives them movement and 

frees them from the limitations of the base. They also create a sort of wave in their 

movement while continuing to hold individual distinction, possibly playing into the idea 

of the particle and wave relationship. The pieces of consciousness sever themselves and 

continue through space, gain their freedom to move and their spread out into wider and 

wider spheres yet always connected.  

The larger connection and significance of this work is that it finalizes and 

reveals a strong progression that seems to diminish the exceptionalism and 

fragmentation that has surrounded the work of Saloua Raouda Choucair. By looking at 

these ideas and understanding her vision and interest in transcendence, seeing it put into 

physical form through drawings, cutouts and sculptures you can trace a larger route and 

path used to arrive at these works that open up endless possibilities for new expressions 

of the same idea. The continuation of the mind becomes the continuation of the line in 
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Choucair’s early paintings, the continuation of expression in poetry, of replication in 

DNA.   
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ILLUSTRATIONS 

 

Figure 3.1 Untitled, c. 1980s, wood, 54 x 14 x 14.5 cm 
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Figure 3.2 Agenda of Saloua Raouda Choucair 
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Figure 3.3 Sketch of DNA strand from agenda of the artist – May 26th 
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Figure 3.4 Sketch of DNA strand from agenda of the artist – May 27th 
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Figure 3.5 Sketch of DNA strands from agenda of the artist – June 11th 
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Figure 3.6  Sketch of DNA Strand from agenda of the artist – June 5th 
 

 
Figure 3.7 Dual (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, wood, 28 x 31.5 x 6 cm together 
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Figure 3.8 Sketch of nucleobases, tied to Duals from the agenda of the artist – May 31st 
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Figure 3.9 Sketch of nucleobases, tied to Duals from the agenda of the artist – June 17th 
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Figure 3.10 Sketch of nucleobases, tied to Duals from the agenda of the artist 
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Figure 3.11 Dual (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, fiberglass, 28.5 x 25 x 17 cm 
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Figure 3.12 Dual (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, fiber glass, 19 x 20 x 15 cm 
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Figure 3.13 Dual (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, wood, 21 3x 21 x 12.5 cm 
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Figure 3.14 Salt and pepper shakers, Dual, (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, terracotta,  
9 x 6 x 5 cm 
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Figure 3.15 Dual (Muthanawi), c. 1970s, terracotta, 8 x 9 x 8 cm 
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Figure 3.16 Note page from agenda of the artist – May 28th 
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Figure 3.17 Note page from agenda of the artist - May 28th, detail 
 

Figure 3.18 Note page from agenda of the artist - May 28th, detail 
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Figure 3.19 Note page from agenda of the artist 
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Figure 3.20 Preparatory sketch for sculpture from the agenda of the artist 
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Figure 3.21 Shararah (Sparkle), c. 1980s, wood 75 x 25 x 15 cm 
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Figure 3.22 Shararah (Sparkle), c. 1980s, terracotta 25 x 10 x 15 cm 
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Figure 3.23 Note page from agenda of the artist – July 1-2 
 

Figure 3.24 Note page from agenda of the artist - July 1st, detail 
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Figure 3.25 Note page from the agenda of the artist - July 2nd, detail 
 

Figure 3.26 Note page from agenda of the artist - July 2nd, detail 
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Figure 3.27 Note page from agenda of the artist - July 2nd, detail 
 

 
Figure 3.28 Note page from agenda of the artist - July 2nd, detail 
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Figure 3.29 Note page from the collection of the artist – Language of genome 
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Figure 3.30 Note page from agenda of the artist – July 17th, antigen 
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Figure 3.31 Note page from agenda of the artist - May 31st, detail 
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Figure 3.32 Note page from agenda of the artist – May 29th detail 
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Figure 3.33 Note page from agenda of the artist – July 16th 
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Figure 3.34 dhākira munfaṣila (Severed Memory), c. 1990s, terracotta, 14.5 x 13.5 x 4.5 
cm 
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Figure 3.35 Preparatory sketch for sculpture from the agenda of the artist – July 10th 
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Figure 3.36 Shararah (Sparkle), c. 1980s, terracotta, 40 x 13 x 12 cm 
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Figure 3.37 Preparatory sketch from the agenda of the artist – June 10th  
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Figure 3.38 Shararah (Sparkle), c. 1980s, terracotta, 25 x 18 x 8 cm  
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Figure 3.39 Note page from the artist’s collection – Body as energy 
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Figure 3.40 Detail of note page from the artist – Body as energy 
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Figure 3.41 Trajectory of an Arc, c. 1990s, Aluminum and nylon thread, 150 x 30 x 30 
cm 
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Figure 3.42 The Big Bang, envelope 
 

 
Figure 3.43 The Big Bang, cutout 
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Figure 3.44 The Big Bang, cutout 
 

 
Figure 3.45 The Big Bang, cutout  
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Figure 3.46 The Big Bang, drawing 
 

 
Figure 3.47 The Big Bang, drawing detail 
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Figure 3.48 The Big Bang, label 
 

 
Figure 3.49 The Big Bang, drawing 
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Figure 3.50 The Big Bang, drawing detail 
 

Figure 3.51 The Big Bang, drawing detail 
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Figure 3.52 The Big Bang, drawing detail 
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Figure 3.53 Note page from collection of the artist – Need light 
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Figure 3.54 Note page from collection of the artist – Turbulence  
 

 
Figure 3.55 Title unknown, fiberglass plate, diameter 24 cm 
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Figure 3.56 Title Unknown, terracotta plate, diameter 24 cm 
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Figure 3.57 Note from collection of the artist – Sea Wave 
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Figure 3.58 Note from collection of the artist – Sea Wave, detail 
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Figure 3.59 Note from collection of the artist – Continental drift 
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Figure 3.60 Note from collection of the artist – Continental drift, detail 
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Figure 3.61 Sculpture in One Thousand Pieces, c. 1966-68, wood, 147 x 36 x 36 cm 
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 Figure 3.62 Note from the collection of the artist – Meurtrier 
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Figure 3.63 Meurtrier, year known, painted wood, 24 x 15 x 5 cm 
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Figure 3.64 Note from the collection of the artist – Quantum leap 
 

 
Figure 3.65 Untitled, c 1980-90s, terracotta, 20 x 10 x 4 cm 
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Figure 3.66 Untitled, c 1980-90s, white stone, 50 x 100 x 15 cm, commissioned by the 
SRC foundation, 2011 
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Figure 3.67 Note from the artist’s collection – Memory of nowhere 
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Figure 3.68 Note from the collection of the artist – A wave is an ocean 
 

 
Figure 3.69 Note from the collection of the artist – Gap between thoughts 
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Figure 3.70 Note from the collection of the artist – Process of transcending 
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Figure 3.71 Note from the collection of the artist – Need Light  
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Figure 3.72 “Transcendence” Untitled, c. 1990s, wood, 28 x 24 x 17.5 cm 
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Figure 3.73 “Transcendence” Untitled, c. 1990s, terracotta, 28 x 24 x 17.5 cm 
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Figure 3.74 Note from the collection of the artist – Transcendence 
 

 
Figure 3.75 Note from the collection of the artist – Transcendence 
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Figure 3.76 Note from the collection of the artist – Transcendence, Level Change 
 

 
Figure 3.77 Note from the collection of the artist – Transcendence 
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Figure 3.78 Note from the collection of the artist – dhākira munfaṣila (Severed 
Memory) 
 

 
Figure 3.79 Note from the collection of the artist – dhākira mu’liqa (Suspended 
Memory) 
 



 

128 
 

 
Figure 3.80 Note from the collection of the artist – dhākirīāt min lā makān, Memory of 
No Where 
 

 
Figure 3.81 Note from the collection of the artist – dhākirīāt min farāgh (Memory from 
Nothing) 
 



 

129 
 

Figure 3.82 dhākira mu’liqa, c. 1990s, terracotta, 20 x 7 x 4 cm 
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Figure 3.83 Trajectory of an Arch, c. 1970s, brass, 5 x 6.5 x 6 cm 
 

 
Figure 3.84 Trajectory of an Arch, c. 1970s, brass, 7 x 13 x 7 cm 
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Figure 3.85 Module, c. 1980s, wood, variable dimensions 
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Figure 3.86 Note from the collection of the artist – Sketch progression 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

 
The goal of this thesis has been to open a conversation about the potentialities 

for interpretation through the introduction of new note material from the personal 

archive of Saloua Raouda Choucair. I have done so by focusing on the artist’s interest in 

genetics, quantum mechanics, and transcendence. The materials I presented regarding 

these topics show an overarching consideration of the concept of infinity and interest in 

exploring its expression in Choucair’s later work that not only provides a new way of 

looking at sculptures that have previously been unable to be interpreted, but also 

provides alternative possibilities for the interpretation of her earlier work beyond it’s 

ties to the artist’s simultaneous interest in Arab civilization. 

I have built this trajectory by creating a formal and conceptual dialogue 

between archival note pages and existing sculptures that shows a deep interest in 

developing, contemporary scientific ideas. While it does not override the earlier 

interpretations, I have emphasized the alternative nature of my own reading of the work 

in order to create a space for a more productive discourse about the consideration of the 

artist’s practice. It expands the narrative and allows for a reading beyond a fascination 

with Arabic civilization and non-representational Islamic art that has characterized the 

literature on Choucair until now. 

The artist’s scientific interests have been not been able to be addressed by 

previous literature on Choucair and her practice and have been excluded as potential 

routes of consideration in the rush to produce artists and art historical connections in 

pursuit of a globalized art history. I have argued that this rush has limited the 
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globalizing process, and while not necessarily producing false connections, the 

presentation at the Tate Modern has shown a continuing trend to essentialize artists 

from what has been considered the periphery, thus leading to the reinforcement of the 

same power structure the international sectors of the Tate and similar institutions are 

trying to break down.  

The trajectory I have outlined shows the necessity of further research and a 

more critical curatorial process by revealing entire new sources of inspiration and 

posing questions about what the remainder of the note pages can provide. It also allows 

us to consider how we may be able to include and discuss other series or medias that 

have been dismissed in this rediscovery process such as Choucair’s architectural plans 

or large collection of jewelry. I have only been able to touch on a small but seminal core 

of the archival pages, so a serious effort to fully archive and document all of the note 

pages discussed in necessary. I have begun the process with this thesis, however over 

15000 digital images that I took in preparing for this project need to be catalogued and 

the physical pages need to be archived and preserved. An official record also needs to 

be taken of the physical work because as of the date of this thesis the only existing 

record of what is contained in the artist’s collection currently is one that I produced in 

preparation for the 2011 exhibition at Beirut Exhibition Center with the help of Fatmeh 

Cheffi, another graduate student assisting with preparation for the retrospective. This 

spreadsheet only has work that was considered for the exhibition and I would estimate 

that there are over one hundred items that have not been registered on it.  
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