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geometric screen through which visitors can see the space of the gallery
from all directions, like a mashrabiya. The dome is delicate, but at the
same time, it is constructed out of rough lumber, and may bring to mind
construction scaffolding. The geometric arabesque also migrates from
the surface of the page, the vase, the wall, or the ceiling and becomes a
three-dimensional image.

Kaiss’s arabesque dome invites us to think about the encounter
between Islamic culture and contemporary art, and about a Palestinian
artist — third generation to the Nakba — who offers a temporary home
for a moment, a transient structure that is the essence of his culture. This
structure foregrounds the fraught issue of the migration forced on his
people, which continues to be a painful and unresolved subject in the

Israeli society.
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A two-dimensional, abstract, and essentially infinite style of decoration,
the arabesque dissolves the distinction between figure and ground.
It typically appears in illuminated manuscripts, rugs, ornamentation
of mosques and Islamic structures, and has three distinct variations:
vegetal, calligraphic, or geometric (or their combination).’ In the Islamic
tradition, the properties of the arabesque (infiniteness and abstraction)
are associated with the characteristics of God (Allah) and due to the
prohibition on representing God in any form, shared by Judaism and
Islam, the arabesque serves as a reflection of his presence.

Unlike Western art, Islamic art has never revered realism. Quite
the contrary — from the very beginning it was a reflection of Islamic
philosophy and spiritual ideas, associated with God and the fundamental
principles of faith.* The Muslim artist’s source of inspiration was Allah
and the Quran, and he felt it is his duty to express beauty and perfection.
The art of ornamentation is not only formally beautiful and perfect —
these beauty and perfection are a part of a system of meaning aimed
at elevating man to spiritual heights. The geometric arabesque, which
Kaiss chose for his dome, creates formal and infinite complexity. As
with any arabesque, viewers are invited to interpret and imbue it with
meaning, an action that serves as a metaphor for the relationship the
devote Muslim is expected to have with Allah, a connection that requires
no mediation. As Kaiss himself shared: “For me, creating the arabesque is an
act of contemplating the universe and the divinity of God.”

The dome is one of the central elements in the history of Islamic
architecture, identified with mosques and commemorative structures,
and often richly decorated both inside and outside.

In this exhibition, Kaiss carries out two actions that can be defined as
“migrations”: The dome migrates from the holy structure to the gallery,

removed from context. From a sheltering element it is transformed into a

3 0Oleg Grabar, The Formation of Islamic Art, New Haven and London: Yale University press,
1987, p. 178.

4 Cynthia Finlayson, "Behind the Arabesque: Understanding Islamic Art and Architecture,"
BYU Studies Quarterly 40(4), Article 6, 2001. Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/
byusq/volao/iss4/e.
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At the center of the white cube,
Mahmood Kaiss built a dome, a
wooden sculptural installation that
was exhibited in an earlier iteration
at the Museum of Islamic Art.

The arabesque, a traditional motif
that has become synonymous with
Islamic culture and can be traced
back to the dawn of Islamic art,
has been a central theme in Kaiss’s
practice for many years.?

1 2018, curator: Tamar Gispan-Greenberg

2 The text was co-written with Dr. Yael Arnon

17



18



THE DOME
Mahmood Kaiss

14.3.23-6.5.23
The Art Gallery at Oranim College
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Curator: Dr. Shahar Marnin-Distelfeld
Director: Noa Tsoran

English translation: Maya Shimony
Arabic translation: Baghdad Translations
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