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Artist Statement

Bio

Education

I use the ancient Kufi script to create art
infused with meaning and reverence. Free from
iconography, the work bypasses the mind to
engage a deeper recognition. The geometric
compositions refer us not to the world of forms
but to a cosmic order; their architectural
quality generates a space in which one is held in
contemplation and stillness.

Joumana Medlej was born and raised in Beirut,
Lebanon. After an early career in graphic design
and illustration, her life took an unexpected
turn when master calligrapher Samir Sayegh
invited her to be his assistant. Through years of
close collaboration, she learned the essence of
Kufic, the origin of all Arabic calligraphy. She
developed her own visual language out of this
lesser-known style.

•

Joumana moved to London in 2013 to dedicate
herself to her art practice. Her work is found in
private and public collections in the Middle East
and in the West. She has done work for the Royal
Mint, Apple Inc., Amnesty, the Khayrallah Center
at NCSU, BBC Arabic, and the Royal Hashemite
Court of Jordan. She teaches Kufic calligraphy
at the Arab British Centre, on Domestika and in
her studio.

•

The stylized, repeated words that make up the
work endow it with the Kufi script’s intrinsic
qualities—an affinity with geometry, an inner
consonance of shapes and proportions that
reflects classical teachings on Beauty—making
each piece a self-contained whole, a world with
its own natural laws. This is enhanced by the
aliveness of hand-prepared materials: I have
returned to the ancient practice of making
my own colours and foraging for pigments. In
this way, the creative process begins with the
alchemical meeting of human consciousness
and nature, and the physicality of transforming
matter for the sake of beauty.
While I use paper more than any other support,
for its warmth and its aptitude to be cut, layered,
folded to create shadows, I also look for ways
to keep art out of a frame. This quest for depth
and unmediated experience finds ultimate
expression in my wall sculptures, which break
free from any framing device to grow straight
out of the wall—and, on a different scale, my
artist books and boxes which can be touched
and experienced in personal, senses-engaging
ways.

•
•

Diploma in Traditional Arts from the Prince’s
School of Traditional Arts, 2013
Assistant and apprentice to Master Samir
Sayegh, Beirut, 2007-2012
BGD (Bachelors of Graphic Design),
American University of Beirut, 2001

Exhibitions
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Solo: In So Many Words, Pictorem Gallery,
London 2019.
The Society of Women Artists 2018
Exhibition.
Solo: Art in Times of Crisis, talk, exhibition
and workshops, Raleigh, 2017.
Group: Lighting the Darkness, London, 2015.
Great Lebanese Painters of the Jihad and
Farouk Abillama Collection, Beirut, 2014
Sharjah Art Museum’s 5th Summer Art
Festival, 2014
Kuwait’s 6th International Islamic Arts
Convention, 2013-14
Group: Maktoob: Contemporary Calligraphy,
Maasser Beiteddine, Lebanon, 2012

Collections
•
•
•
•
•

Contemporary British Published Collections,
The British Library, UK
The Khayrallah Center, NCSU, USA
The KA collection, Lebanon
King Abdulaziz Center for World Culture,
KSA
The Jihad and Farouk Abillama Collection,
Lebanon

Beyond words

Expressive
abstraction
with
geometry and stitching on paper.

Distanced (not separate)
Pencil, mineral pigments, linen thread and gold on circular Khadi paper. ø 56 cm.
This piece was inspired by and made while under
lockdown during the Coronavirus pandemic,
though it can also be read on other levels
independent of specific events. The grid, which
would normally be hidden, holds all the elements
together and in relationship, no matter how
distant they seem from each other. Nothing is
adrift. All is in fact one.
The pigments used are based on Abbasidera practice and recipes: cinnabar, red lead,
orpiment and gold.

Emptiness i, ii, iii
Pencil, mineral pigments, linen thread and gold on circular Khadi paper. ø 56 cm.
How can you paint emptiness? These pieces
attempt to depict what is not there, each with
a different energy to the emptiness. The tiny
five-pointed star, symbolising a human being,
transforms the piece completely by creating a
sensation of scale that grabs the viewer with
almost physical impact.

TEXTUReS

Using the graphic quality of the
Kufic scripts to create textile-like
patterns written with found tools
and natural materials.

Primordial Waters
Lapis lazuli and azurite in gum arabic, 23.75 ct gold on
paper. 56x56cm.
The image of this piece, made up of rings of blue
40 Mîms dotted with gold, was in my head long
before I could put a title to it.
The letter Mîm is doubly primordial, with its egg
shape and watery associations: the name of the
letter actually comes from the ancient Egyptian
word for water, mem, shared with Hebrew and
Phoenician, and related to Arabic mâ’.
Mîm is also one of only 3 letters that begin and
end with the same sound, and as such, symbolize
the full circle away from and then back to the
Source. Each circle is made up of 40 letters, in
accordance to its numerological value.

Primordial Breath
Malachite, Chrysocolla and Terre Verte in gum arabic,
23.75 ct gold on paper. 56x56cm. 2018.
As the letter Mîm of my previous piece is
associated with water, the letter Hâ that is the
base of this one is associated with the breath. In
the lunar order of the Arabic alphabet, which
is phonetic (the letters matching the sounds
exactly), Hâ is the innermost sound, a breath
generated at the level of the heart. The other
letters travel upwards and outwards, ending
with the outermost sound W .
The numerical value of Mîm is 40, and in
Primordial Waters that was arranged in 5 rings;
the value of Hâ is 5, and there are 40 per ring.
The two pieces therefore echo each other in form
and essence.

COSmOGRAPHIa

Charting the symbolic universe,
using words and geometry. These
pieces are based on the medieval
conception of a geocentric
universe, where the physical
and metaphysical worlds flowed
into each other, and astronomy
was intertwined with astrology,
alchemy and theology.

The Throne العرش
Acrylic, interference medium, cut paper and 23.75ct
gold on canvas, 122 x 122 cm. 2019.
One step up the cosmic ladder from the Celestial
Gardens takes us to the level of the Throne, at
the very outer reaches of cosmic reality. The
Throne encompasses the entire physical world,
although at this point ‘physical’ simply means
that the idea of dimensional forms is present.
The Throne is described as emerald, made of
divine Light and surrounded by angels. Its four
corners are supported by “ruby pillars”. But four
more corners, unsupported at this time, await
the remaking of the world, when the Throne will
change from square to octagram. The symbolism
is described in more detail on majnouna.com/
portfolio/throne.

Behind the Seen
Acrylic and gouache on paper, torn; watercolour,
shell gold 23.75ct and shell palladium on aluminium.
Framed 65x65 cm. 2017.
Islamic lore distinguishes between Âlam alShahâda, the visible world, and Âlam al-Ghayb,
the invisible world; the former is forever filling
our senses, concealing from us a more subtle
and vaster reality.
In this piece inspired by a dream, the “visible
world” is stripped away to reveal another deeper
world behind it. To reinforce the difference, the
foreground is given a relatively dull treatment,
while the background is painted over metal,
which shines through the watercolour. The stars
are genuine gold and palladium, burnished so
they truly sparkle.

Planetary Spheres كواكب
Series of 10. Acrylic or watercolour on cut paper, assembled on Khadi paper 650gsm, 56x76 cm each.
2016.
In the context of my work on cosmological
themes, I decided to create a series for the
planets individually, so they could be seen as
individual bodies in their own right. Because the
last three planets (Uranus, Neptune, Pluto) did
not have proper Arabic names, I had to assign
ones that carry on the pattern of the much older
Arabic astronomical names, which correspond
to pre-Islamic deities.
The number 10 also brings the solar system to
a perfect completion, being, in Pythagorean
thought,
the
all-embracing,
all-limiting
“mother”. A full discussion of the research and
symbolism behind this series can be found on
majnouna.com/portfolio/planets.

LANGUAGe

of

LOVe

Celebrating the Arabic language’s
richness in words describing
love in all its various hues and
intensities.

Affinity ألفة
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.
The word ulfa refers to the feeling of closeness
between two people that leads to easy intimate
friendship.

Care حنّو
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.
“And what is it to work with love?
It is to weave the cloth with threads drawn from
your heart, even as if your beloved were to wear
that cloth.”
— Khalil Gibran
Hunuw means “care” in both senses of “having
affection for someone”, and of “looking after
someone”. It’s usually associated with motherly
love and also means “sympathy, compassion,
kindness.”

Compassion شفق
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.

“In this earth,
in this immaculate field,
we shall not plant any seeds
except for compassion,
except for love.”
— Rumi

Merging دمج
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.

“What you most want
what you travel around wishing to find,
lose yourself as lovers lose themselves,
and you’ll be that.”
— ‘Attâr

Tender Love ومق
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.

“I was dead, then alive.
Weeping, then laughing.
The power of love came into me,
and I became fierce like a lion,
then tender like the evening star.”
— Rumi

Lovesickness وله
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.

“Sweeter than this poison I did not see any drink,
Lovelier than this illness I did not see any health.”
— Rûmi

Yearning رغبة
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.

“Listen to the reed how it tells a tale,
complaining of separations,
Saying, ‘Ever since I was parted from the reed-bed,
my lament has caused man and woman to moan.
It is only to a bosom torn by severance
that I can unfold the pain of yearning.
Everyone who is left far from his source wishes back
the time when he was united with it.”
— Rûmi

Fancy هوى
Watercolour and metal leaf on paper. 50x50 cm.
2017.
The Arabic word Hawâ shares with the English
“fancy” the double meaning of “infatuation,
sudden passion” and “whim, caprice”.

LIGHT & SHaDOW

These pieces are all about
interacting with light, achieving
different qualities of luminosity or
gloom through the manipulation of
mediums and surfaces: absorbing
light, reflecting it, diffusing it, or
casting shadows.

Light in Darkness
Acrylic and interference medium on paper. 70 x 70 cm.
Nov 2016.
Zalâm is “darkness”, and extends to mean “ignorance”. Read with a slight emphasis on the l, it
becomes zallâm meaning: “tyrant, dictator, despotic, unjust”. Once abstracted into a squared
Kufic style, this word also contains in its shapes
the word diyâ’, which is “light”.
The piece, then, is about the seed of light
contained in the darkness. This is not a new
idea: In the 5th century, Greek philosophers
named enantiodromia the fact that anything that
reaches its extreme turns into its opposite. Much
earlier, the knowledge that opposite forces give
birth to each other was symbolized by the Taijitu
or “yin-yang symbol”.
The pattern made up of the word zalâm is
debossed in the black background, barely visible,
as it is written in shadow over darkness. Diyâ’
is painted in an interference medium, which is
mostly transparent on its own but is revealed by
light, and changes as the light changes.
Ironically, in the end, the small areas of light have
much more presence than the mass of darkness: it
takes very little light to dispel the deepest gloom.

Flashes لُماع
Stainless steel, laser-cut, and acrylic on mount board,
assembled on wood. 120 x 120 cm. 2015.
Lumâ’ is the plural of lam’a: gleam, flash, sparkle,
glitter. The choice of word was inspired by the
title of a book, Kitab al-Lumâ’ by al-Sarrâj, usually
translated in a vivid way as “Book of Flashes” or
“Book of Scintillating Lights”. The 144 words,
laser-cut in stainless steel, are mounted at
different angles to the surface, so that they don’t
all reflect uniformly, but with the scintillating
effect expressed by the word — particularly when
the viewer is in motion near the piece.

Aspiration ِه َّمة
Wall sculpture. Acrylic, pigment, interference colours
on wood, laser-cut and hand-assembled. Approx. 100
x 100 x 10 cm. 2015.
Himma is a complicated notion which cannot be
translated by any one word. Spiritual aspiration
would be one way of expressing it, but it has also
been explained as “creative power of the heart”,
“high ambition”, “concentration of energy”,
“resolve” and “the heart’s intention”.
Somehow my research of this deep concept
was interwoven with dreams of intensely blue
kingfisher birds. This dream image guided
the design (which evokes rows of overlapping
feathers) and set the colour scheme of electric
blue and turquoise.

Cells خاليا
Acrylic on paper, hand cut, scored, folded, assembled
on canvas. 122x122 cm. 2015.
The word khalya, pl. khalâya, from a root which
means “void, empty space”, refers to the cell,
both in the body or in the beehive. The latter is
the dominant note for this modular piece, which
evokes simultaneously the cells filled with honey
and the flowers that provided it. The geometry is
relieved by the irregular gradation of the colours
and by the variation within each hue. At the
centre, an empty space reminds us of the core
meaning of the word; the whole piece is in itself
one cell. The shadows, which change with the
angle and intensity of the light, are a key element
bringing the piece to life.

ّ
Truth Without Form حق بدون
شكل
Acrylic, pigment, metal leaf on wood, laser-cut and assembled on wood. 122 x 122 cm. 2014.
“Truth Without Form” is a Sufi expression also
found in Buddhism. Here the word Haqq, “truth”
is deconstructed into its two component letters,
made into the same shape, and scattered widely
on a background with which they blend. But a
hidden form can be guessed behind the apparent
randomness, and a change of perspective makes
the letters appear sharply as their golden edges
are revealed... Forms hidden over a hidden form.

Genesis َخلق
Acrylic, interference colours and metal leaf on paper,
hand-cut and assembled on canvas. 122 x 122 cm.
2015.
Khalq is creation, making, but also the created.
There are several verbs in Arabic that express
creating, with subtle distinctions between them,
but khalaqa is the one used for the initial creative
act, creation ex nihilo, hence the title “Genesis”.

HeaRT, MIND & SPIRIT

Archetypal human emotions and
experiences.

Ecstasy َوجد
Acrylic and metal leaf on paper. 192 x 192 cm (made up
of 16 pieces of 48 x 48 cm each). 2015.
While the design surprises at first with its apparent stasis, it reveals its magic through gazing: As
one contemplates the square, which is a symbol
of wholeness coming into consciousness, swirling patterns appear and begin their dance, with
the dots floating over the paper.

Flight & Refuge
Diptych. Acrylic and sumi ink on Saunders Waterford
paper, hand-cut, assembled on mount board. 55x55
cm framed each. March 2017.
A response to the ongoing refugee tragedy. As is
my practice, the work doesn’t specifically refer
to the current situation but reflects back to the
timeless story of fleeing and seeking refuge,
enacted continually through human history.
Flight فرار
ِ : Chunks of paper are cut out of the
gentle pencil grid of peaceful society, and moving
away in such a disorderly manner it feels like
there has been an explosion. They leave behind
a gutted grid, evoking gutted buildings with
the red of fire and blood. The more pieces are
removed, the more fragile the grid left behind.

Refuge لياذ: The word evokes to me ships finding
a safe harbour. This is expressed here with lost
letters finding a space to moor – a space that
is available and reserved for them, being left
by the cut out letter. The fragmented space of
Flight has given way to the circle of wholeness.
The previously threatening red now radiates at
the heart of the composition like a warm sun or
hearth fire.

Departure رحيل
Wall sculpture. Acrylic and interference colours on laser-cut wood. 160 x 160 cm (centre 30 x 30 cm). 2015.
There is a point in life where some feel the need to
set out from the safety and structure of a familiar
place, of a collective, or even of a well-built core
of beliefs, to go out into the desert, into silence
and the unknown, so transformation can begin.
The lettering is built up to evoke a dense structure such as a city, from which fragile-looking
tendrils shoot out into the emptiness of the wall.
While very light both in weight and visually, the
piece fully occupies a wall, and casts interesting
shadows. The colours are pearlescent so their appearance changes with the light.

Self-Veiling إلتباس
Linocut print and gold leaf 23.75ct on paper, handassembled. 78x78 cm framed. 2016.
The word iltibâs evokes layers of clothing, but
actually means “ambiguity, confusion”. It refers
to the Self-veiling of the Divine, from which,
tradition says, we are separated by “70,000 veils of
light and darkness”. According to some teachings,
this Self-Veiling, which allows humanity to forget
the Divine, is necessary for the exercise of free
will. At the same time, to those able to see the
One in the many forms of the world, the veils
reveal the very Essence they conceal. Iltibâs “both
displays and distracts, reveals and hides.”
The 7 layers of paper stand for the 70,000 veils,
and are assembled to form a seven-fold star. The
layering obscures parts of the figure, so that the
pattern seems incomplete at first glance, but a
closer look reveals there is an unified underlying
pattern. Still, the only way for it to be seen in its
fullness would be for a light to shine for you from
the other side.

Eccentric I, II, III شاذ
Acrylic on wooden panel. 50 x 50 x 4.5 cm each. 2016.
Shâdh literally means: “isolated, separated,
anomalous, irregular, extraordinary, exceptional,
curious, odd, eccentric, noncanonical.” Basically,
off-centre, which is the idea explored in this
series where the designs are seen by a viewer
who is not centered (spatially or psychologically),
but positioned on their outer edge. Not only do
they spell out “deviant”, but they deviate from
my usual work both by their perspective and their
colour scheme.
In earlier days the word shâdh was applied
to Sufis, referring to the ecstatic utterances
that resulted from an overpowering mystical
state. Such exclamations were non-rational
and controversial, going beyond the pale of
conventional religion.

Perplexity حيرة
Acrylic and Gold leaf 23.75ct on paper, hand-cut, assembled on mount board. 64x64 cm. 2017.
The word here eludes any recognition unless you
know it’s there. The pattern was cut out from
a single sheet of black card, which casts even
more confusing shadows where it is lifted, and
enhanced with red dots and a single gold point.

Attraction َجذب
Acrylic and metal leaf on paper, hand-cut and assembled on matte board. 50 x 50 x 3.5 cm. 2016.
The Arabic word jadhb describes a state of
irresistible attraction and gravitation. Its passive
participle form, majdhûb, has come to mean
“lunatic, possessed” in everyday language.
This compelling draw is expressed by several
levels of concentric circles pulling you into the
piece: the innermost one is also the deepest.

Chambers of the Heart لطائف
Acrylic on paper, hand-cut, assembled on paper. 50 x
50 x 3.5 cm. 2016.
The lata’if or “subtleties” are believed to be
centres of perception that lie dormant in every
person, and can be awakened through spiritual
practices. There are various school regarding
their numbers and locations; in this system, there
are five, located inside one another within the
heart, each associated with a colour and quality.
From outermost to innermost:
Qalb (the Heart): Love and longing, yellow.
Rûh (Spirit): Stillness and tranquility, red.
Sirr (Secret): Intimacy with God, white.
Khafi (the Hidden): Extinction, black.
Akhfa (the Most Hidden): Truth, green.

Silence صمت
Wild pigment in egg tempera and gold leaf 23.75 ct
on paper, hand-cut, 50x50 cm. 2019.
There are two Arabic words for silence. One is
sukût, which means the cessation of sound. Samt
is the other type: silence not as absence, but as
presence of that quality.
In this piece I am contrasting massive Square
Kufic with delicate, Maghribi-based cursive,
combining them through papercutting for
more dimension. The pigment I used for the
background cursive is one I collected myself in
Lebanon, in a very silent spot indeed.

Humanity إنسان
Acrylic and watercolour on paper, cut, assembled on
paper. 75 x 75 cm. 2016.
“Strive to become the true human being: one
who knows love, one who knows pain. Be full,
be humble, be utterly silent, be the bowl of wine
passed from hand to hand.”
– Al Ansâri

Arcanum خفي
Acrylic on wood. 40x40 cm. 2017.
Al-Khafiy, meaning “hidden, concealed, unknown, unseen, invisible” is the penultimate of
the lata’if, the subtle centres of perception inthe
human heart. Its colour is black and it is associated with the extinction of the ego.
Over a deep matte black, the design is painted
in black made slightly iridescent: from certain
angles the panel appears to be a plain black
square, out of which the design appears, ghostly,
as one moves.

Permanence بقاء
Gold leaf 23.75
40x40x2 cm. 2016.

ct

and

acrylic

on

wood,

Baqâ’ is a Sufi term describing the return to the
world that follows the extinction of the ego.

A Year with the Earth

For a full year, I went for a monthly walk
and took photos of plants and critters I
encountered. These were then composed
digitally to frame an inspirational word
regarding our relationship with Nature. The
series mirrors the changing colours and
textures of the seasons
Available as giclée prints on Hahnemühle
Fine Art Paper, in sizes up to 60x60 cm.

January: Service خدمة
Digital collage with fallen leaves of Oak, Beech and
Birch; Rose hips, Hawthorn, Buckthorn.

February: Kinship رحم
Digital collage with decomposing leaves of Oak,
Beech, Maple, Holly, Birch; Horse chestnuts, husks of
Acorn and Beech nuts; Snail shell, Pine cone, twigs, Lichen.

March: Oneness وحدة
Digital collage with budding Hawthorn, Beech and
other; Alder catkins, Nettles, Violets, mushroom cap,
pebble and Snail.

April: Protective Care حرص
Digital collage with Dandelion, Daisies, Green Alkanet, Stinging Nettles, Lesser Celandine, Addersmeat,
Cleavers, Herb-Robert, Wood Spurge, Hedge Parsley,
Bluebells, Lichen and Ladybirds.

May: Gratitude شكر
Digital collage with young leaves of Oak, Beech and
Hawthorn; May and Crab-apple blossom; Bluebells,
Buttercup, Forget-me-not, Pink Campion; Orangetip, Ladybirds, Snail, Spider, and the hatched egg of a
Wood pigeon.

June: Reverence ّبر
Digital collage with Oak, Beech, Fern and Bramble
leaves; Sycamore flowers, Mallow, Dog rose, Heart’s
ease, unripe Sloes; Greylag goose feathers, Song
thrush egg; Shield bug, Cardinal beetle, Cantharis,
Garden snails and Ladybirds.

July: Compassion شفق
Digital collage with Poppy petals and pods, Rose petals, Maple leaves and samaras, Wild cherries, Sweet
Pea; Red Admiral, Small Skipper, Grasshopper, Ladybugs, baby Slug.

August: Wonder عجب
Digital collage with Oak and Beech leaves, Cherry
Plums, Sloes, Blackberries, Acorns, Fairy Ring mushrooms, Poppy pods; Buff-tip Moth caterpillars, Silverstudded Blue butterfly.

September: Humility طاعة
Digital collage with fallen leaves of Oak, Ash, Brambles, Hawthorn; Acorns, Crab apples, Haws, Ivy, Rose
hips, Bittersweet; Oak galls, Snail shells, Gall wasp.

October: Relationship عالقة
Digital collage with fallen leaves of Oak, Maple, Birch,
Beech, Brambles; Common Puffball, Shaggy Parasol;
Crab apples, Conkers, Horse chestnuts, Buckthorn
berries; Crow feather.

November: Responsibility قبالة
Digital collage with fallen leaves of Oak, Maple, Maidenhair and other; Yew berries, Cherry apples; Pheasant and Wagtail feathers, unhatched Woodpigeon
egg.

December: Stewardship وصاية
Digital collage with dry leaves of Oak, Beech, Maple,
Horse Chestnut and other; Holly, Mistletoe, Rose hips,
Catkins, Snowberry; Tree stump; Pheasant feather,
Ladybird.

FIRST GeNeRaTION

Early works in acrylic or
watercolour with metal leaf
(where applicable), on paper, in a
50x50 cm format.

Dread

Surrender

Jealousy

Majesty

Jinn

Service

Concealed

Despair

Poverty of the Heart

Sorrow

