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ON T H E A R T OF K A H L I L G I B RAN

?The lives o f former generations are a lesson to posterity.?

This quotation from the volume which is currently accepted as

the masterpiece o f ancient Arabic literature, The Thousand

and One Nights, serves in a sl ight ly paraphrased form as a

f i t t ing introduction to the work of the most authoritative art ist

and poet of modern Arab ia?Kah l i ] l Gibran.
In the near East there are over a hundred mi l l ion whose

native language is Arabic and the poetry of Gibran has become

so incorporated with the national traditions of these people that
one is not quoting l igh t ly in saying that ?the works of the

present generation are a lesson to posterity.? But Gibran the

poet, who has been known to the Arabian world of letters as

poet, crit ic and historian for twenty-four years, has already
been introduced to the English reading public by his book

?The Madman,? a collection of poems and parables, some

translated by him for his own works in Arabic and others wri t ten

direct ly in Engl ish with an admirable fluency and command ot

the Western tongue.
I t is Gibran the painter whose drawings are now being

brought to the attention of his American audience and the

fo l lowing interpretat ion of his art w i l l perhaps serve as a clue
to the ever entrancing mystery of the harmonies and dissonances
w h i c h e x i s t b e t w e e n the E a s t a n d the W e s t .



Ka h l i l G ib ran was born in M t . Lebanon and a l theuch he has

del ibera te ly chosen to i d en t i t y h imse l f w i t h the new wor l d and

its surg ing problems, his a t l i l ia t ions w i t h Syr ia fo rm such a

v i t a l par t o f his l i f e that in this instance i t seems as i f the l inks

between the o ld wo r l d and the new were adm i rab l y forged and

adequate ly tempered. Desp i te the fact that he feels h imse l f

to be essent ia l ly a Syr ian and that he is acclaimed as the

au tho r i t a t i ve spokesman for the Arab ic people in the a l l i ed arts.

G i b r an belongs to the wo r l d outside of na t iona l i s t i c interests

and his ar t is a produc t o f a deep sympathy w i th the problems

which const i tu te the mov i ng cur ren t o f l i f e in al l nat ions and

th roughou t a l l ages. H i s poet ry is a b lend o f ancient

imagery coupled w i t h the po ignan t i rony o f modern introspec-

t ion, and his pa i n t i n g is also a product o f the abundan t

phantasies o f the Or ien t set f o r t h w i th as scrupulous a

per fect ion o f technique as the Wes t has ever produced.

I t is this b lend o f the poet and the painter which makes his

wo r k stand apart f rom the modern poetry of the East which we

have come to know in the work of Tagore for instance. and

which separates his pa in t i ng f rom the t rad i t iona l conception ot

Or i en ta l art. Fo r Gibran, in sp i te o f his f i l i a l a l legiance to

Syria, is a c i t izen o f the land of Cosmopo l i s? t ha t ever mov i ng

realm, somewhat l ike the fab led island o f A t lan t i s . which

belongs to al l t imes and to no par t i cu la r place: so that Gibran.

besides being the most w i de l y read poet o f modern Arabia. i

also closely af f i l ia ted w i t h Paris. There he worked w i th Rod in

and he exhib i ted at the Salon a series o f portra i ts, which

inc luded Debussy, Rostand, Sarah Bernhardt . and Rodin

himself , who said: ?I know o f no one else in whom draw ing
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and poetry are so linked together as to make him a new Blake.?

H is sensitive appreciation of the interrelation of the arts

enables him to be the spokesman for the genius of the Arabic

people to whom the Western world owes a debt which it is only

beginning now to appreciate, and no poet of former generations
has done more to bring about a closer understanding between
the East and the West than Kahl i l Gibran.

Tagore, for instance, belongs exclusively to India. Whether

we read him or no t?whe ther we incorporate his work with that
of other modern schools, nevertheless this does not affect the

value of Tagore to India. For he has not lived in the land of

Cosmopolis nor does he lend his interests to the new era in

western literature. But Gibran has chosen to co-operate with
Western arts and letters and his fai th in the development of

our ?static culture? is indeed a lesson to posterity.
He has surrendered his position as a leader in the wor ld ot

the near East in order to bring the traditions and genius of the
Arabic people to the attention of the Western world. And

although commentators have long since acknowledged our debt

in l i terature to the Arabs, who introduced rhyme into Europe
over a thousand years ago, and historians have admitted the

impetus which was given to the sciences by Arabic philosophers,

yet i t remains the task of a modern to introduce us in paint ing
to the vast poetical conceptions which constitute a part of the
heritage of the Arabian race mind.

Kah l i l G ib ran is one o f the art ists who are engaged in the

struggle between the old and the new, or as in other times, the

conf l ict was termed, the osc i l la t ion between the classic and the

romant ic tendencies in art. As a poet, he is a Romant ic is t .
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mov ing abreast the times and incorporat ing the keenly analyt ic

spir i t of our age into the ancient parable or the simple fo rm of

rhythmic prose. Bu t mn pa in t ing he 1s a Classicist and his work

owes more to the f indings of da Viner than i t does to any o f our

modern insurgents. Thus Gibran 1s also caught in the struggle

which 1s the besetting problem of the wor ld today, the recon-

struct ion of an era which w i l l adjust the imperishable legacy

o f the old wor ld. the classic tradit ions, w i th the ever evolv ing.

f luc tuat ing tendencies in art which constitute the essence otf

true Romanticism.

For the cataclysm which has overwhelmed our wor ld and 1s

causing us to reconstruct our geographical boundaries and

po l i t i ca l tenets, also demands us to reconstruct our moral valua-

tions and our standards in the life of the soul, of which art is

one of the most profound manifestations. And as we th ink

back upon the destruction which has separated the world w i th

which we were fami l ia r f rom the world in which we move today,

we become more and more aware otf the cataclysm which has

so completely shattered our philosophies, dogmas and art ist ic
beliets.

A sombre burden has descended upon the shoulders o f the

coming generation, whose task 1t 1s to create a wor ld as yet in

embryo?and , i f our arts are not to go down before such inspira-

tions as the camouflage, and i f science 1s not to be prost i tuted

to such creations as the tank,?i1f a nobler expression o f energy

is yet to redeem man from the pi t into which his destructive

power has plunged him, then in the period o f reconstruction he

must insensibly turn to new and more v i ta l forms o f self-

expression. Rel ig ion in the tradi t ional meaning can no longer

i



l i f t him out of the rut of his suffering and only in another form

of expression which w i l l portray the realities ot the soul

devoutly. either in terms of art, science or social creeds, w i l l he

be able to effect a transit ion between the death agony of the old
wor ld and the travai l ot the new.

But even in this dark traverse through which we are passing
mn an effort to win a newer l i fe as our own, we are aware o f

certain germinat ing influences which already foreshadow the

art of the future. so that the productions of an artist can never

be evaluated in terms of self-expression alone but must be

measured by their relat ion to the organic processes ot which they

are an integral part.

To the interpret ive mind, for instance, the destruction of

Carthage cannot be judged as a pyrotechnical display of mi l i -

tary prowess, tor that which is significant was the impetus of

change which that act gave to civi l izat ion. W i t h the importa-

tion of the cult of Cybele. the great Mother, Rome was placed
mm direct communication with the East and a contact between

the modern and the ancient world was f i rmly established.

Eventua l ly , the religion and the art of the East not only

acquired a foothold. but became an integral part o f later Roman

culture, so that Rome was conquered by that which centuries

betore it had set out to subdue. The Romans set out to conquer
a r iva l and brought back the religion and thereby much of their

rival?s system of power. In this way a process which on the

surtace was nationalist ic became fundamenta l ly a part of the
organic evolut ion of civi l izat ion, which redirected the cultural

processes of a nation and eventual ly of what was, then, the
m o d e r n w o r l d .



Thus the term modern foses its com value when we see how

Lightly it can be shifted trom era to era, denoting certain types
of ideas rather than periods of time. Tor the Tite of the n e r

world 1s without boundaries other than personal hmitations,

without national or particularistic interests other than those we

voluntar i ly adopt. We shite our emotional contents upon a

word like ?Spartacide?? and 1t becomes a modern equivalent:
1t 1s at once cut adrift from its original connotation and 1t

becomes vi ta l ly related to our own interests and feelings. In

short the word, the symbol flashes the past to l i fe and passes on

to meaning into the present in order to stimulate the mind to

seek out new intellectual pastures.
Fo r the soul 1s occupied w i th but a few problems and these

are s ingu la r l y few. L i f e in its elemental f unc t i on i ng is but a

t rans fo rmat ion o f the processes ot B i r th , Love and Death.

The hunger o t the appetites and the hunger o f possession; the

desire tor adventure and the tear o f the unknown ; to love and

to be loved; ou t o f these essential s impl ic i t ies, man has erected

the vast complexi t ies of l i t e and to these essential s impl ic i t ies

the art is t must re turn who seeks a new means o f expression

amidst the c lu t te r o f rel igions, arts and moral i t ies.

Those who have witnessed the disintegration of a world can

no longer find satistaction in objective painting. What has

the art of Messonier to say to a man who has lived in a trench?

What has the art of Watteau to offer to men who have experi-

enced shrapnel or the submarine? We know that Veronese

worked amidst the voluptuous realities which he depicted; we

know that Watteau phantasied the shepherd and shepherdess
exquisitely, but to us this type of painting is merely interesting



because o t its h is tor ic value. I n t rms i ca l l y , 1t has no message

to offer us.

[ t i s at this point in art that symbolism reveals itself as the

mterrelat ing principle between the hfe of the soul and

objective l i fe : that 1s to say that just as the symbol of

the word 1s the interchanging coin between ancient and modern

concepts, so in art, the symbolic meaning 1s the mterchanging

medium between the modern and the antique. Ye t betore we

apply the word ?symbolic? to an artist we must first come to a

clear conception of its value. for it is a word which one

approaches wi th hesitancy as its meaning has become so

clouded by misusage that our mind flashes instant ly to that

eroup who were thus classified and then to the satirical Iyric of

the man ?walking down Piccadil ly wi th a l i l y in his mediaeval

hand.?

W e can get no clearer p ic ture o f symbol ism in A r t than by

reca l l i ng that per iod and school which gave every appearance

o f i t and yet never possessed its essence. The pre-Raphael i tes

f o r instance, a t t emp ted to recreate in the i r mode and manner ,

that wh ich was fo r ever past j us t as certain modern is ts a t t emp t

a crude s imp l i c i t y wh ich was on l y characterist ic o f p r im i t i v e

human i t y . T he t rue symbol is t is concerned w i t h the l i f e o f the

inner wo r l d . T o his eyes the chang ing cul tures o t man are

mere ly t rans fo rmat ions upon wh ich he focusses his a t ten t ion .

Whereas. to the i d e a t i o n i s t ? t h e object ive a r t i s t ? e a c h epoch,

each strata in the h is to ry o f man 1s a separate and d is t inc t

rea l i t y and he occupies h imse l f dep ic t ing the surfaces and

planes o f the outer expression o f l i te . H e 1s in constant rela-

t ion to the present ; he has no personal a f f i l i a t ion w i t h the vast



spir i tual l i fe of the past and possesses no embryonic conception

ot the future.

But to the true symbolise Tife 1s a perpetual recreation and

he moves in a wor ld freed from trad i t ions and confines. T e

need not at tempt to escape from the im i t a t i o ns ot the present

by seeking the mannerisms o t an enigmat ical past. He o m

direct contact w i th that past and hence the fu tu re 5 an ever

f lu id and ever luminous atmosphere; he is ar one wi th

fundamenta ls .

It we examine the work of the carly Primitives we see at once

how deeply imbued they were with the essence of symbolism,

In fact, they cared so deeply tor the spirit of the idea thar rhe

manner of its presentation caused them li t t le concern. They

covered the walls of Assist because they wished to tell the story

of Jesus that others might know and profit by 1t. To them,

Jesus was a reality, not a story about which to make a painting.

and consequently it was a matter of indifference to Ghirlandaio

whether the women attending the Virg in wore the dresses of
his own age or those of antiquity. They were the women

attending the Virg in and that which has given the Santa Maria

Novel la its lustre, is the power of a feeling, visioned, experi-

enced, grasped?and then put forth again.

However, in the minds of the pre-Raphaelites, the vision was

most assiduously cultivated. Thei r very pre-occupation proves

them to have been objective artists diverted from their proper

functioning. They did not seek the vision of England, which

would have been their true expression, the sentimental

Victorian England of their day, but they turned their eyes



towards the I ta ly of the past and became blinded by the dust of

the centuries which lay upon it. "The result was narrative art,
a beaut i fu l and ingenious affectation of the source of mspira-

tion, but the symbols of love and sorrow, of joy and pain became

mvolved mm confused mysticism. Lor the pre-Raphaelites

sought not their own spirit but that of another, not the meaning

with in but that ly ing as far away as possib le?in fact the more

remote 1t was, the more they sought it. They reproduced

mstead of creating, and they have given us beauti ful stories,

beaut i fu l pictures, beaut i ful ideas?everything except that

which can never be reproduced, and that is the spirit of their

own age.
In the separation of the symbolist from the ideationist. the

art of the East is most concisely divided from the art ot the
West. To the East the lotus 1s a flower, but also a symbol o t

d iv in i t y : to the West i t is a flower developing into the acanthus

design and completing the circle, 1t becomes a decoration, and
so again only a flower. Again the earth, the sun, the sea, that
w h i c h 1s above . a n d t h a t w h i c h l ies benea t h , are to t h e W e s t e r n

m i n d . m a t e r i a l s o f s t u d y to be t ouched , r ep r e sen t ed , u n d e r s t o o d

and grasped. But to the East, 1t suffices that these things are

and w i l l be eternally, and that behind these realities which
we visualize and know, lie other and again other forces and

experiences, other suns, other seas, melt ing mysteriously into
one another as the leaves of the lotus.

I t is at this d iv id ing line of East and West, o f the symbolist

and the ideationist, that the work of Kah l i l Gibran presents

itself as an arresting type in our conception of painting. He
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the d i v i n g rod which teads down to shatts of golden values

and who does not obfuscate his mind with intellectual concep-

tions ot what or how he should create. And having tol lowed

his mstinetive Hair for t ru th he now applies his conscious powers

to pertect his finding and to create his embryonic expressions

mto paint ings ot beauty and value.

H e needs on l y a smal l sheet o f paper to g ive us the mean ing

o t the ?E rdge i s t ? : we see a body o f a woman who rises out o f

the vast f o rm o f the A l l -Mo t h e r , ca r ry ing in her arms man and

woman . O n l y the head o f the un f o l d i n g mother w i t h its

myster ious smi le 1s d rawn in wha t we are accustomed to th i nk

of as d raw ing . The re is the story. in te rp re t i t as vou w i l l :

E r d a ? A m i d a ? C e r e s ? N M a r y ? t h e choice 1s a mat te r o f t ime

and temperament . T he mean ing is the same and G ib r an is

dea l i ng w i t h fundamen ta l s .

Bu t in the portrayal of the idea he is scrupulously ta i th iu l

to the perfection of his technique. Thus beauty is the final

arbiter upon the destiny o f his production. Fle creates with

mtu i t ive feeling then shapes his work into uni ty wi th the power

of thought, but both these impulses are guided and guarded by
a profound love and appreciation of the beautiful which enables

him ro portray that which he has to say as simply and as sincerely

as it 15 possible for him to do so. Tris this qual i ty of instinctive

simpl ic i ty which makes his painting so clearly akin to the art of

rhe sculpture, for the sculptor, unless in relief, cannot deal with

anything other than the essential idea and the beauty of form.

In sculpture there are no accessories of background, no grada-

t i o n so f colour values to attract the eye and deflect the mind from

thought. Very few painters have been able to express the
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of the winged victory, man?s supreme aspiration: it 1s symbol

of the divine force which impels man tor ever onward to higher

levels ot evolut ion. The study of the human body mn flight

has been a source of nsp i ra t ion to almost every art ist ; in the

Palazzo Ducale at Venice for mstance, T in to re t to has intro-

duced a mul t i tude of f ly ing figures into his great ceiling paint-

ing o f ?Venice as the Queen of the Adriatic.? But in al l these

studies there are certain distortions of the human body.

These torms are either too aspirant or too convulsive so that one
1s unpleasantly reminded of the muscular sensations of cramped

arms and benumbed legs.

In the Sistine Chapel however, the great patriarchal paint-

ings ot the Jehovah creating the world, d iv id ing the waters of

the earth or sweeping through space to touch the finger of the

recumbent Adam, are al l so balanced and so benignly reposeful

that they convey not only a sense of f l ight through space but the

impression of the very weight of space which is able to sustain

these moving bodies.
Gibran?s studies o f movement are akin to those of Michel-

angelo because he has arrived at a uni ty of thought and repre-

sentation. Not only is he the master of the symbolic idea

which he expresses but he has attained the technical grasp upon

his material. Hence we are not disconcerted by false concep-

tions of the human body or erroneous perspectives.

H is paint ings are mostly wash drawings and only here and

there does his pencil co-operate with his brush to suggest and

complete the theme. The level of his paint ing 1s very delicate

? p l a n e suggesting another plane in the most subtle gradation
so t h a t a t f i r s t t he re seems to be b u t l i t t l e c o l o u r a n d t hen comes
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mterpretation of a sculptor who usually seeks the greater

freedom which Larger material begets. That something flowing

which alone makes the carth other than a piece of stone is

revealed malmost all i s work. Tt is the very soul of sculpture

and he is but expressing it in kindred form.

Gibran s a n interpreter of ?the heavens above and the earth

below.? He recalls like a fleeting memory, the meaning of

the great clouds which swept like a flock of storm gulls before

the bewildered eyes of primit ive man. but he has likewise

sounded the pit of agony into which the soul descends during

the crucif ixion of its development. For Gibran is not alone

interested in the story o f man, he is interested in the history of

l i f e : he is not concerned merely with its portrayal. he shares

its struggle. He 1s impelled by that force which lies beyond

all things animate and inan imate? tha t force which produces.

destroys and recreates with the same intensity, the same purpose

and always to his eyes, w i th the same succession ot beauty.

Therein lies the reason why his work 1s of today with its

unrest and grouping in spite of its in tu i t ive simpl ic i ty in the

use o f symbolic material of the past. I t 1s ot today because we

are seeking to infuse a new meaning into l i fe whereby we can

accept the bitter in order to gain the sweet; we are endeavouring

to come to terms wi th the ancient symbols and although the

concepts which Gibran portrays are as old as Cronos, they are

also as modern as the interpretative spir i t ot our age. H is art

arises out of the past but its appeal 1s to the thinking minds ot

today and it foreshadows a trend in the creative work of the

tuture.

The trypt ich of the crucifixion in this series of drawings shows
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atoncehowthesymboloftheChristbetweenthetwothievescanbeusedeithertoexpressthecompletereligiousandmythologicalconception,asi twouldhavebeenusedbythePrimitivesinsomelargefresco,andhowthesameideacanbeconveyedonasmallsheetofpaperbyonewhounderstandsthemnermeaningand1sabletoputi tforthasarepresentationoftheconflictofeveryself-consciousbeing.Inthisdrawingamanrestsupontheshouldersoftwocompanions.Therearenoreligiousaccessorieseitherofhaloorstigmatawithwhichtoassociateorlocalizetheconceptionandyetthestoryofthe

crucifixioniscompletelyportrayed.

I tisinthisabsolutesimplicityofideaandintuitiverevela-

tioncoupledwithaninstinctivegraspofthebeautyofform,thatGibranattainstheconsummationofhispowersandcom-
mandsarespectmeritoriousoftheclassic.Foramidstthedelugewhichhasoverwhelmedourworldofart,whenCubistscollidewithVorticistsandbotharesubmergedbytheonrushingoftheOrphicists?whenschoolandtypeariseandasswiftlydeclineinthequestofthenewandtheageisseekingapictureofitssoulinbarbaricimitationofgenuinebarbarism,i tisofinestimablevaluetocomeuponanartistwhoisfulfillinghim-selfinhisworkapartfromanyclaptrapofmoderndevices.Gibranhasnotgonetostrangelandstostudythenewbuthehaswalkedthesilentpathofthemeditativecreatorandhehasbroughtoutofhisowndepthstheseeternalveritiesofthehis-toryofman?sinnerlife.Hehasrecreatedthesymbolicincar-nationoftheAll-Mother?hehasdivinedtheflyingwishofhumanityandhehaslaidbareandretoldthestoryofthe

Passion.



In the poetic revelation of these psychologic conceptions of

humanity he exhibits a world of consummate beauty to the

vounger artists of America whose li fe he has chosen to share.

He is expressing the vast, the infinite forms ot the ever f luid

past and is showing us how these imperishable Memories can

stimulate the art of the tuture.

Only in the acceptance of this inf ini tely varied racial history

as a l i v ing part of the present. w i l l America prepare herself for
the eventual renaissance of the arts and as a forerunner of this

renaissance. Gibran w i l l occupy a similar position to that of

Giot to and Ghirlandaio in relation to the Ital ian Golden Age.

The painters o f the Renaissance showed the world that the

human being could be portrayed as i f he were divine. But to

those who preceded the Renaissance the ?as if? did not exist.
To them?as to Gibran, human li fe is divine. The body

reflects and represents the spirit, and art arises out of the inter-

play between the inner and the outer world.
I t is a fact that in paint ing as well as In poetry, we are

standing today on the tiptoes of expectation, await ing the
fusion o f a closer union between the old wor ld and the new.

We are no longer bounded by New England conceptions of the

poetical on the one side and by the various quasi-tragic repre-
sentations of the Last of the Mohicans as a basic expression of

American art on the other. In the anticipation of the eventual

renaissance of the world, we in America can lend ourselves to

study those who are its precursors.
For Gibran belongs to that group of artists whose message

always heralds a period of transition and whose voice challenges

the present to a recapitulation o f its standards.
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