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Ali Ahmed
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Dr. Hassan Musa

This text was first published on Sudan-forall.org in
early Janaury 2006.

Sudan For All, known as the Sudanese Society for
Studies and Research in Literature, Arts and
Humanities, a non-profit organisation founded in
Janaury 2005 and headquarted in Paris.

The society is known for contributing to the
research movement in the arts, literature, and
humanitites, and aims to contribute to the intro-
duction of Sudanese writers, thinkers and artists
in various fields of creativity, both locally and
internationally, by working to educate and devel-
op the means of publishing and sharing their
works.

The society is supervised by Nagat Mohammed
Ali, Dr. Abdullah Bulla, and Dr. Hassan Musa.

The website is still availabe for viewing, but
the work on the society and all its publications
have been discontinued.
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Dr. Hassan Musa (1951) is a renowned contemporary artist
whose works have been showcased globally, including at
the Venice Biennale and the Smithsonian. A graduate of the
College of Fine Art in Khartoum, he holds a doctorate in Art
History from the University of Montpellier and is also an art
critic.
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Two decades ago, | wrote an introduction about
the work of my friend, the artist Hassan Ali
Ahmed. I'm sharing a brief excerpt of that text to
highlight a lesser-known facet of Hassan's many
creative faces—I| mean, the face of a children's
book illustrator. The renowned artist Hassan, who
exhibits in major cities worldwide, overshadows
Hassan, the children's book illustrator, with the
patience and dedication to work with simple
materials—inks, paper, and scraperboard—to
craft a visual narrative that complements the liter-
ary story. Hassan approaches his work with a free-
dom that disregards inherited artistic conven-
tions, especially those rooted in the European
tradition typically associated with children's art.
For him, the beauty itself is paramount, regardless
of the viewer's age or identity.

After leaving Sudan for France in the late 1970s, |
lost contact with Hassan, who had relocated to
Cairo, where he painted, illustrated, and earned
his living as a craftsman at Afro Wingi Studio. But
fate—more steadfast than any prom-
ise—brought us together one April afternoon in
1999.

Patricia, the children, and | entered the main hall
of the International Children's Book Fair in Bolo-
gna, Italy, wandering among the crowds gathered
for the main event: The Exhibition of African Chil-
dren's Book lllustrators. Before we even began
exploring the exhibits, | spotted Hassan far down
the hall, carrying a large portfolio like many other
attendees, likely filled with publishing projects.
The Bologna Fair is a true marketplace, where
publishers, writers, illustrators, and educators
passionate about children's culture converge.

| said to Patricia, "That man standing over there is
Sudanese, and | know him.! She looked at me
skeptically and replied, "Every time you see
someone African, you say they're Sudanese."
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| explained that Sudanese people have a distinct
way of moving or even standing still that sets
them apart from others. (This is a topic on body
language I'll set aside for now as | focus on
Hassan's story.) | then called out loudly, "Hassan!"
He turned, surprised, and his face lit up with a
smile. We hugged right there in the middle of the
hall, exchanged greetings, and caught up in
Arabic amid the hum of different languages
around us, oblivious to everything else—after all,
we hadn'’t seen each other in nearly twenty years.

| learned from him that he had arrived a day earli-
er to join the exhibition, which featured 176
African illustrators who had published children's
books in Africa, Europe, and America. We toured
the exhibition together, and afterward, | suggest-
ed that we present his works to Les Editions
Grandir, the publisher of my books, who was also
attending the fair. We introduced Hassan to Aline
and Ronnie Turk, dear friends and respected
colleagues. Aline remarked, "His work in the
exhibit caught our attention, and when we saw he
was from Sudan, we wondered if you knew him."

Aline's comment reminded me of those days in
the early seventies when circles of young men
and women interested in the arts intersected
across various institutions: the College of Fine
Arts, the Music and Drama Institute, the National
Theater, the University of Khartoum, the Cinema
Club, and numerous art exhibitions. These inter-
sections of interests and sensitivities shaped the
entire cultural landscape. At the College of Fine
Arts, we focused on visual art as our main activity
yet remained deeply engaged in theater, music,
philosophy, and more. Friends from the Music and
Drama Institute—such as Mohamed Balla, Al-Sun-
ni, Tamadur, Al-Sir, Osman Ali Al-Faki, Khairi
Al-Khair Akud, and others—contributed effort-
lessly to our visual and theatrical discussions, with
no one feeling the need to point out the formal
boundaries between creative spaces.
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14 chercherent dans la forét tout ce qui pourrait leur étre utile

pour faire ces balles. Comme le danger ¢tait immense,

persanne ne ménagea ses efforts. Chacun déploya ses talents.

Le savezsvous, méme les oiseaux et les poissons disposent de talents ?
Bref, tous s'affairérent, travaillérent sans compter ot finirent

par confectionner des centaines de milliers de balles bondissantes.

Vint le moment od ils en eurent assez. Alors, de nuit, ils les déposérent
dans tous Jes recoins de la fordt

Au matin, lorsgue & mornste les attaqua ot vomit sur eux ses fliches
cmpoisonnées, ensomble, les animaux lancérent leurs balles.

Et co quiils avaient imaginé arriva : Ies fléches frapperent le bouclier
de cautchouc et nicochérent vers le monstee, Fatteignant mortellement.
Alors, 3 1a terreur succdda la joie et 1a fordt vibra des gazouillis

et sutres bruits du bonheur retrouve,
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During that period, we came to know Hassan as a
part of a group of University of Khartoum
students, including Mohamed Omar Bushara,
Salah Hassan Ahmed, Al-Shiglini (Picasso), Salah
Hassan Al-Jerrig, and others, who were involved
in visual arts alongside other intellectual and
cultural pursuits. We participated in group exhibi-
tions, seminars, theatrical performances, and film
screenings, creating a wide network of individu-
als committed to preserving the essence of
cultural modernity as a form of political opposi-
tion.

Hassan wasn’t a graduate of the College of Fine
Arts, but that never mattered to us. We had
encountered many "good folks" who spent years
at the college without making a noticeable
impact while other artists were dismissed for arbi-
trary political reasons, like Hashem M. Salah and
Alaa Al-Jazouli—who then became even more
dedicated to their art.

In essence, Hassan was a visual artist among us
above all else, even though he held a bachelor's
degree in economics from the University of Khar-
toum (1976) and a postgraduate diploma from
the Cairo Institute of National Planning (1986). His
art speaks of a rich aesthetic, exploring materials,
tools, and canvas. As he once putitin an interview
with Al Khartoum newspaper: "As | see it, paint-
ing is a deeply personal experience, closely
tied to life's concerns. It is a dialogue, a strug-
gle between what | observe and what | feel—a
dialectical process between my knowledge
and the way | express it. My work doesn’t
begin with preconceived notions but rather
with images. It may begin with spaces, color
blocks, or intertwining lines and evolve into a
form through contesting with the material and
surface.”

(See Hassan Ali Ahmed Catalog, 1980-1996).
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The phrase "contesting with the material" is key to
Hassan's artistic practice. His pieces reflect both
relentless and passionate interaction with materi-
als, exploring their possibilities and the inherent
limits of his tools, bending them to serve the
goals of design and grounding imagination in the
material world. Hassan is fully aware of the histori-
cal weight that materials carry, shaped by centu-
ries of artistic experimentation across various
schools, which imposes both aesthetic and tech-
nical responsibility. He embraces this responsibili-
ty with a persistent, exhaustive approach, leaving
no stone unturned in enriching his artistic expres-
sion.

Hassan's experience in visual art—as a researcher
and a self-made artist driven by independent
inquiry—guides his approach to children's book
illustration. Self-taught scholars embark on their
work with a singular purpose. Such methodologi-
cal freedom often develops an intensity border-
ing on obsession. Unlike formal scholars, they
operate without the constraints of academic
programs. Umberto Eco, in his collection of essays
under the title La Guerre du Faux, or "The War of
the Fake" (1985), pointed out the distinctive
advantage of self-taught scholars in the digital
age, where technology grants them access to
knowledge once restricted to academic institu-
tions. This access places before them all the possi-
bilities their research could explore, including the
potential to reinvent the wheel.

However, this freedom poses a threat to standard-
ized education, potentially unraveling the collec-
tive experience that sustains shared cultural
values. Eco characterizes the self-taught research-
er, working outside the formal educational frame-
works, as a kind of "bogeyman," unchecked by
any authority and capable of devising ideas that
might threaten the cohesion and consistency of
the standardized collective culture inherited
through institutional education over many centu-
ries.
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LE REVE DU PAPILLON

HASSAAN ALI
GRANDIR

The Dream of the Butterfly, Text and artworks by Hassan Ali wde Yl roqu) 9 uagni dublpQll roda

Ahmed Aol
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In the end, the self-taught condition seems to be
an inevitable fate, even for those who graduate
from systematic educational institutions. Inde-
pendent scholars are both isolated and pioneer-
ing figures, venturing into uncharted territories,
often accompanied by a profound sense of loneli-
ness—one that is alleviated by their trust in
methodical tools and deep faith in the righteous-
ness of their goals. Perhaps this "lonely" destiny
partially explains why most academic researchers
retreat from research once they complete their
formal studies, obtain their degrees, and achieve
social status.

From this, | conclude that every unique researcher
is, in essence, a self-taught loner, existing on a
brink between what was and what will be. As the
Quran states, "But it may be that you hate some-
thing while it is good for you and it may be that
you love something while it is bad for you. Allah
knows, and you do not know" (2:216).

Hassan's artistic independence has granted him
the esteemed position that allows him to com-
fortably navigate the realm of European
children's book illustration. His works have been
published by Les Editions Grandir and Lirabelle,
with some titles translated into Italian by Jaca
Book.

Publications:

Le Réve du Papillon. Texte et images de Hassan Ali
Ahmed. Les Editions Grandir, 2000. Traduction de
I'Arabe par Patricia Musa. ISBN 2-84166-131-8.
[The Dream of the Butterfly]

Le Monstre de la Jungle. Images de Hassan Ali
Ahmed; texte (Arabe) de Samir Abdelbagi.
Traduction Francaise de Patricia Musa. Les
Editions Grandir, 2004. ISBN 2-84166-227-6. [The
Monster of the Jungle]

20

WoJa LJl Ay L) Ul U jgiaill ode Jalédh GuLAll
Ll ouwy) rod VAl AUl uA Ul ELL o] Cayl
ol psuiy ouan coab JA Eun w@liag.ayanl
V] Waio <lje U .@ils Wjsug Glai ¥ duitngy Al
Wiloy] LO9 Aaadio 8:Q5 LW Ciall 48T Lo
Hnolllaa uo J=lg.lalgang aijle eMng (Odsal)
wlel Uy sl &slgl jundill yas) "uiingoll”
Ao Wl e YgnAi) Yuuwjaell (uialll
éalauivl Jug duolAall Guwln)l Gilgiw o laviil
(Log .(Wlauag .dudinll doall d5oll) duosalalll
dQlaill 6 ga 3)Qio Cinl JA Ul uJl ualallaa
Log ULA Lo U«eji ude oulo witngiuio polne

MGl lgapai glowuce"q gh

dio Ainio Yuun ale pJlonl Ublasiwyl Ay
Wloqu) LA 6 i (Jo Aiiho oldoll dyle duio
"1ailps " jla A Gpiio Juuy gyl Jleall Liis
169 ©¥)jqunoll Linll o degono "Ju I " Jlag
"y Lala" it jla dawlgy dual Lo =) oy

:ljgilio

Le Réve du Papillon

Text & Image de Hassan Ali Ahmed

Les Editions Grandir,

traduction de I' Arabe par Patricia Musa
Isbn M—AEN=IFI=A

(dublyelirodn)

Le Monstre de la Jungle

Images de Hassan Ali Ahmed
Texte(Arabe) de Samir Abdelbagi
Traduction Francais de Patricia Musa
Les Editions Grandir,/.€

Isbn r—AENM—=V-)

(sl yitngll)

La Ruse du Liévre

Texte de Jihad darwiche

«Inspiré de «Kalila et Dimna

Images de Hassan Ali Ahmed

Editions Lirabelle, Editions Classique, (&€
Isbn r—alerN—-ro—-¢

(LUl dyn)



La Ruse du Lievre. Texte de Jihad Darwiche,
inspiré de « Kalila et Dimna »; images de Hassan
Ali Ahmed. Editions Lirabelle, Editions Classique,
2004.ISBN 2-914216-25-4. [The Trick of the Hare]

Years ago, | asked Hassan to write about his work
for Jahannam, a limited-distribution magazine
shared among visual artists. He declined, saying,
"I don’t know how to write!" His response puzzled
me, as | had expected an artist's account detailing
the how, what, where, and when of his illustration
process. However, | soon realized that his hesita-
tion stemmed from a certain rural modesty, a
reluctance common among many Sudanese to
speak about themselves. They might even "crawl
into their own shells" out of embarrassment when
placed in the spotlight.

Over time, | came to understand Hassan's rich
artistic journey would require an exceptional
degree of skill and ample time—both of which, |
realized, would likely detract from his own crea-
tive pursuits. To summarize, as Hassan himself
said in an interview with my friend Ahmed Abd
Al-Makram for Al Khartoum newspaper,

"Painting is an endless process, a search for
the unseen. | engage with heritage, but I reject
its clumsy, uninspired appropriation. Nothing
defines or governs me except my vision, expe-
rience, and experimentation. The fusion of
heritage, symbol, and color in my work is com-
plex, transparent, and hard to define... At
times, | wonder, Am | creating the painting, or
is the painting creating itself?"

Hassan Musa
7/1/2006
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