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Rereading the Forms in Transmodern Islamic Art:
Commonalities Between Calligraphy and Geometry in the Works
of Contemporary Middle Eastern Artists Based on Feldman’s Model

Abstract

More than two decades have passed since formation of contemporary
Middle Eastern art. In the era of globalization, artists from the region and
its diaspora have sought to articulate a narrative of “selthood” after emerging
from the shadow of “otherness” This study reconsiders the visual forms
employed by some transmodern artists, with attention to calligraphy,
geometry, volume, and other elements associated with Islamic visual
traditions. It asks two questions: What aspects of identity are reflected in the
forms found in Islamic transmodern art produced by Middle Eastern artists?
What experiences have contributed to the formation and transformation of
these forms? The study is qualitative and descriptive-analytical in nature. Its
objective is to analyze the compositional structures and visual elements of
selected works by contemporary Middle Eastern diaspora artists. Data were
collected through library research, including scholarly literature and sources.
The selected artworks are examined according to Edmund Burke Feldman's
four-stage model of art criticism: description, analysis, interpretation, and
evaluation. This framework enables a movement from formal observation
toward interpretation of cultural and identity-related significance. The
development of contemporary Middle Eastern art has been accompanied
by terminological and conceptual diversity. Because artistic production
in the region is heterogeneous and has developed under different political
and historical conditions, researchers have employed terms such as Muslim
art, Islamic art, Arab art, and Middle Eastern art. The instability of these
categories reflects the complexity of the region itself. Modern art in the
Middle East has been influenced by two interconnected processes: the
introduction of Western colonialism and modernity into Muslim societies,
and the migration of artists to Western countries for education or because of
political and social circumstances, especially after the September 11 attacks.
Sylvia Naef (2003) divides the development of modern Arab art into three
stages: acceptance, adaptation, and globalization. This framework can also
be applied, with modifications, to modern Iranian art. During the stage of
acceptance and encounter with Western art, artists in Muslim societies
adopted Western realist techniques and conventions. In Iran, this process
can be traced from Muhammad Zaman through Mahmoud Saba, Kamal
al-Mulk, and their followers. During the stage of adaptation, artists who had
studied or lived abroad sought to construct modern forms while maintaining
connections with cultural heritage and national identity. In Iran, artists such
as Jalil Ziapour and Hossein Zenderoudi contributed to the Sagqakhaneh
movement, incorporating traditional motifs, symbols, and materials into
modern practices and contributing to calligraphic abstraction. In the
Arab context, artists such as Madiha Omar and Kamal Boullata similarly
explored the transformation of Arabic letters into modern visual structures,
contributing to the Hurufiyya movement. The globalization stage became
increasingly significant after the September 11 attacks, when the migration
of Middle Eastern artists to Western cultural centers intensified. Their
experiences produced diverse responses. Some developed hybrid practices
shaped by displacement, trauma, postmodernism, and critical approaches
to identity and politics. Others turned toward a renewed search for cultural
selfhood, revisiting forms and symbols rooted in Islamic and Middle Eastern
traditions while engaging with contemporary Western art. This second
tendency provides the principal context for the present research. Rather
than interpreting the return to calligraphy, geometry, and other traditional
forms as a simple revival of the past, the study understands these elements as
part of a transmodern process in which cultural memory and contemporary
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artistic experience intersect. To investigate this process, four contemporary
artists from different Middle Eastern backgrounds are selected: Lulu Al-
Hamoud, Kamran Yousefzadeh, Lara Baladi, and Suzanne Hafouneh.
Their works represent approaches to reconstructing cultural identity within
contemporary and diasporic contexts. The sampling is purposeful and non-
probabilistic, with artists selected according to their relevance to the research
questions and their engagement with forms associated with Islamic visual
culture. The temporal scope encompasses works produced from 1990 to the
present, with particular emphasis on the last two decades, when transmodern
approaches have become visible. The analysis suggests that forms such
as calligraphy and geometry, together with the centrality of volume and
abstract visual units, can function as carriers of cultural memory, spirituality,
legitimacy, and identity. Their presence may indicate a return to the artists
cultural and historical selves, but this return does not necessarily represent
rejection of Western modernity. Rather, these forms are transformed through
techniques, conceptual strategies, and experiences acquired in Western
artistic environments. Consequently, the resulting works occupy a space
between inherited traditions and contemporary global art. The study argues
that transmodern Middle Eastern art should not be understood as repetition
of earlier artistic experiences or as a return to tradition. Instead, it is a process
of reinterpretation in which inherited forms are reactivated, transformed,
and given new meanings through migration, globalization, memory, and
intercultural encounter. In this sense, the recurrence of Islamic calligraphy
and geometry may represent neither cultural regression nor mere nostalgia,
but a strategy for negotiating identity in a transmodern condition.
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3. Interpretation. 4. Judgment.
5. Paradigm. 6. Approach.
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9. Lacma. 10. Lahaf.
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