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Whenever we celebrate the creative momentum 

of one of our artists, I feel that flowing current

which laid the exciting foundation of our glow-

ing contemporary artistic movement. 

It is a feeling of pride and honor, and at the same 

time a feeling of gratitude and appreciation to-

ward the pioneers who created modern Egyptian 

heritage. One of them is Saroukhan, the Egyp-

tian artist of Armenian origin who represents a 

landmark in modern Egyptian caricature art that 

was the result of the Egyptian democratic move-

ments in times of war, invasions, feudalism and 

political, social and cultural vitality.

The BA Arts Center is grateful to the great artist’s 

family for their lending the BA these wonderful 

masterpieces, and grateful to the artists Mustafa 

El-Razzaz and Hrant Keshishian for their follow-

ing-up and choosing from the works of this great 

artist’s heritage. We also appreciate the role of the 

Armenian General Benevolent Union in establish-

ing this historical exhibition, which we hope to 

be a new start towards documenting the works 

of this artist and introducing him to the Egyptian 

generations of youth.

Maestro Sherif Mohie Eldin
Director of BA Arts Center
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Since the opening of Bibliotheca Alexandrina, there has been a cultural perspective with two 

facets; one pointing towards future horizons of creativity and the other carefully facing the Egyp-

tian art heritage in the Twentieth century under the motto “Panorama of Egyptian Art in the 20th 

Century”. Exhibitions were held encompassing the harvest of creativity of that period in which 

modern methods of Egyptian art were generated.

At the BA, the ceremony of the “Brush and the Pen” was held to present the achievements of 

Naguib Mahfouz and Salah Taher. An exhibition entitled “Panorama of Egyptian Graphic Art in the 

20th Century” was held to present one hundred works for one hundred Egyptian artists in one 

hundred years. 

In addition, three exhibitions were held: one for the best painters in portrait drawings since the 

pre-dynastic period of Ancient Egypt till the young generations of artists, a second for graphic artists 

and a third for ceramic artists of a rich era filled with interactions, events, cultural and artistic mobility.  

Individual exhibitions were held for the pioneers of this art starting from Samir Rafea passing 

by Mounir Kanaan then Hamed Oues, Ahmed Abd el-Wahab, Moustafa Abd el-Moety, Farouk Sha-

hata and Abd el-Salam Eid all Alexandrian artists who have won nation awards for art.

In this exhibition, the Arts Center celebrates one of the distinguished and unique pioneers in 

Egyptian caricature art, a personality that combined between living in and penetrating the po-

litical, social and media environment in Egypt throughout fifty years of his life and expressed the

issues of the Nation that he chose and that embraced him, Egypt. He also expressed the issues of 

the turbulent world, during world war II, from an international humanitarian perspective, while 

expressing Egyptian political and democratic circumstances before the July 1952 revolution, es-

pecially the period from 1946 till 1952, where his drawings reflected a spicy flavor in the political

criticism and bravery where he, himself, became the most important outcome of the democratic 

climate that he was violently and freely attacking.

The book he issued after the world war II, entitled “This War”, was considered a unique inter-

national document, reflecting the war, which its results he anticipated, and his enthusiasm for it

in his powerful drawings that held his opinions and visions in criticizing Fascism, Nazism and sup-

porting Allie leaders, especially in the Egyptian French–language humor magazine “La Caravan”. 

In addition to his bilateral expressions on international issues and the Nation’s state, his works rep-

resented other bilateral relationships, some related to casual daily issues and events, and others 

related to events that have cut extended paths in the Nation’s politics and personality.

The valuable introduction of the artist Hrant Keshishian, included an introduction to Sa-

roukhan’s personality, humanitarian and vocational career, viewpoints and achievements, based 

on his documents, his personal knowledge of the artist, and Saroukhan’s autobiography that was 

written in amazing accuracy, shedding light on a character fortified by life and travel. An Arme-

nian, a Russian, then an Egyptian who lived in all these countries; in Europe where he studied in 

Mekhitarian school in Istanbul, then studied graphics in Vienna until 1924, when he settled in 

Egypt, mastering four languages. 

In his memoirs, he referred to his fellowship with the caricature pioneer Abdel Moneim Rakha 

in “Akhbar El-Yom” paper and his creation of the character of “El Masri Efendi”, which represented 

the conscience of the cynical helpless Egyptian citizen. He also referred to his relation with Rose 

El-Yusuf and Mohamed El-Tabii. Mohamed Moukhtar and Mohamed Hassan adopted the art of 

caricature in modern Egypt, in the field of journalistic, linear and color drawings, and in the field of

satire sculpture. Mohamed Hassan’s contributions were particularly professional and strong. The 

Modern Egyptian Art Museum holds selections of his colored caricature drawings and some of his 

wonderful satirical and critical bronze sculptures. But Saroukhan dedicated his entire life to his 

message as a caricature artist, having abilities that made him one of the most important caricature 

artists in Egypt, by high international standards, addressing social, political and literary issues, and 

depicting the eyes of society, politics and arts.

Contemplating this artist’s creativity spontaneously takes us to an important era in Egyptian 

history, with the cynical Egyptian spirit by which the marginalized Egyptian resisted the unjust 

forces of domination, tyranny and power. His pen and brushes had amazing grace and ability, with 

a perceptive power of expression. His use of gouache colors added to his drawings a dramatic 

expressive highlight. He had a special ability to minimize issues and events into visual icons that 

reflect his summarization and opinions on them.  

He was a qualified uninhibited artist, with mood and solid opinions. We can see a common

style between the stylistic interface in Mohamed Hassan’s caricature drawings and Saroukhan’s 

drawings, and the direct illustrative paintings of Mounir Kanaan on the pages and covers of “Akher 

Saa” and “Akhbar El-Yom”, integrated by ability, strength of formation, color abundance, and focus 

on light as axial visual focal point.   

However, Saroukhan had expressive individuality and flow and an unprecedented symbolic liter-

ary sense. No one reached that status despite the abundance of the Egyptian caricature movement 

since the second half of the 1950s in the amazing genius diversity in talents, styles and techniques.   

At the BA, while we celebrate this wonderful exhibition of this Egyptian-Armenian international 

artist, Saroukhan, we open a new door to view the panorama of Egyptian creative art in the Twenti-

eth century within our ambitious and serious project to which we pointed out in this introduction.  

I am proud to have opened a comprehensive exhibition for the Great Saroukhan’s drawings in 

the great hall of Al-Ahram Press in 1998. 

Alexander Saroukhan’s works are precious Egyptian heritage that should have a museum to 

be collected in; to be researched, classified and documented by researchers and scholars.

I take this opportunity to introduce to the Egyptian culture and art public the artist Hrant Kes-

hishian who wrote this fabulous introduction about Saroukhan, whom I consider a trustworthy 

reference in theorizing the creativity of Egyptian artists of Armenian origin. He is an exceptional 

artist and great composer, as a result of profound studies, persistent training and flowing talents.

He is an Egyptian treasure that remains unexploited by cultural and creative fields, due to his im-

mense modesty, reluctance to publicity and self-honesty.

  

Dr. Mustafa El-Razzaz

Consultant to BA Arts Center

The Great  Saroukhan
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The Bibliotheca Alexandrina is organizing in cooperation with Armenian General Benevo-

lent Union-Cairo a retrospective exhibition, in the memory of the great cartoonist Alexander 

Saroukhan (1st of October 1898 – 1st of January 1977), to enrich cultural life in Egypt, as well as 

offer young generations of educated youth and the appreciators of fine arts, an opportunity to

discover one of the most famous cartoonists of Egypt and the World, who created his art during 

the second and third quarters of the twentieth century.

Saroukhan is considered a pioneer of political cartoon in Egypt. He gained fame in this kind 

of satire since 1928, when his first political cartoon was published on the front cover of Rose

Al Youssef magazine (whose editor-in-chief at that time was the great journalist Mohamed el-

Tabei). His last political cartoon appeared in al-Akhbar daily newspaper on the day of his death 

on 1st of January 1977. He had drawn it on the previous day.

After all these years following his decease and after having an exhaustive look over his huge 

artistic work, we discover that he was indeed a comprehensive artist. He has created social car-

toons, caricature portraits and descriptive cartoons for book illustration. He has also drawn car-

toons commenting in a sarcastic or humorous way on some aspects related to art and culture. 

All these in addition to the political cartoons, which he drew daily.

More than thirty years after his death, it is not difficult to notice that most of Saroukhan’s

political cartoons reflect transient political events of his time, which can now be of less interest.

However, some of his political drawings are considered classics (some of which are displayed in 

this exhibition), because they underline significant moments in history, thanks to the artist’s ex-

traordinary intelligence. Apart from the best of his political cartoons, most of his work in other 

fields of satire (especially in social cartoon) is considered today as outstanding works of art and

even some of them are regarded as all time masterpieces of cartoon.

Saroukhan was born of an Armenian Catholic family living in Ardanoush, a small town in 

Transcaucasia (near the Turkish frontier), which was a part of the Russian Empire.

In 1900, his father Hagop Saroukhanian moved with his family to Batumi, capital of the 

region. It was a flourishing port city, being the main outlet of Baku’s oil at that time. In 1909,

he moved to Constantinople with his family, hoping to establish a trade of Azerbaijani oil. He 

registered both his sons Alexander and Levon at the Armenian Catholic Clerics’ school. But after 

the failure of his trading project, the father returned with his family to Batumi, leaving both his 

sons in the boarding section of the school.

After the end of World War I for Turkey on 30th October 1918, both brothers came out of 

the school, but instead of returning to Batumi they stayed in Turkey during a period of turmoil. 

In September 1922, they decided to leave the country forever and they joined their uncle who 

Saroukhan Exhibition at
Bibliotheca Alexandrina

December 2009
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was living in Brussels, capital of Belgium. Thanks to this educated uncle’s support, 

young Alexander Saroukhan was able to study in the Graphic Arts Institute of 

Vienna. He studied art academically in this Institute from December 1922 to mid-

July 1924.

By a strange coincidence Saroukhan met in Vienna an educated Egyptian 

young man, called Abdel Kader El-Shinnawee, who was studying the art of print-

ing, hoping to establish later a printing house and a journal in Egypt. According 

to Saroukhan’s accurate biography, this significant encounter took place exactly

on 15th March 1924; when Abdel Kader convinced Saroukhan join him in Cairo in 

order to publish a humoristic magazine.

Unfortunately, this dream was not achieved because of critical circumstances 

in the life of Abdel Kader. However, this encounter was the reason for Saroukhan 

coming to Egypt. Embarking from the Italian port of Trieste, he reached Alexan-

dria by the “Helwan” ship, on the afternoon of Thursday July the 21st 1924.

After two weeks he went to Cairo. Following the failure of the first attempt to

publish a humoristic magazine with Abdel Kader el-Shinnawee, he approached the 

intelligentsia of the Armenian community in order to get acquainted with them. 

It was the golden era of this community. He succeeded in publishing a weekly 

humoristic magazine in Armenian called “The Armenian Cinema”. It continued to 

be published until its fiftieth issue (from January 1925 to March 1926). But his true

start was when he met in mid-November 1927 the great journalist Mohamed el-

Tabei, editor-in-chief of “Rosa El-Youssef” magazine at that time. Saroukhan’s star 

started to rise gradually when his first political cartoon was published in May 1928

on a front cover of that magazine.

In 1932, with Mohamed el-Tabei’s help and the personal support of Mrs. Rosa 

El-Youssef, Saroukhan created the character of “El Masry Effendi”, a cartoon-charac-

ter symbolizing the Egyptian people. In 1934, he moved to “Akher Saa” magazine, 

which was newly founded by Mohamed el-Tabei, who had resigned from “Rosa 

El-Youssef” because of a disagreement with its owner. In 1946, the artist joined 

“Akhbar El Yom” newspaper where he worked with his colleague and friend, the 

great cartoonist Abdel Moneim Rakha (1911-1989), until the last day of his life.

During World War II, Saroukhan published a weekly magazine in French called 

“La Caravane”, in which his political cartoons attacked with rare audacity and 

courage the Axis Leaders such as Hitler, Mussolini and Goebbels, supporting with 

enthusiasm the leaders of the Allied power as Stalin, Churchill and Roosevelt. The 

artist had predicted the Allies’ victory, thanks to his acute historical foresight (this 

is a feature that most of genius thinkers and artists enjoy).

After the end of World War II, Saroukhan published a book entitled “This War”. It contained 

his best political drawings executed during the years of the war. Today, this book is considered 

as one of the classics of political cartoon in the twentieth century. It is undoubtedly Saroukhan’s 

finest achievement.

From 1946 to 1952, the artist was engaged in criticizing the political life in Egypt. He rep-

resented in a sharp sarcastic and humorous way the clashes between political parties. Thus, 

his works in this period are seen as the most prestigious cartoons and are considered today as 

wonderful drawings characterized by rich and dynamic elements, depicting different personali-

ties presented with rich facial expressions, as well as body movements and hand gestures. They 

are also regarded as Egyptian historical records presented in the form of art works embedded 

with vitality.

The Revolution of 23rd July 1952 brought a complete alteration in Saroukhan’s life and art, 

as he was transformed like most of the artists and intelligentsia and began defending with 

enthusiasm the revolutionary government and its achievements, whereas before during the 

royal past, he attacked most of the governments. The reader may ask whether he had another 

choice?

I personally think that he truly believed in the ideals of the Revolution (as I personally knew 

him since 1956 and I have heard his political views on several occasions). If he was against the 

new republic and could not express himself freely, he would have immigrated with his family to 

any European country, especially that he was fluent in German, French and English languages

as well as Armenian and Russian (his knowledge of Arabic was less than average, as he did not 

study it at school). He could have emigrated to France or to Belgium, where his brother Levon 

lived. Without doubt, he would have succeeded as a talented cartoonist at the height of his ar-

tistic maturity.

Saroukhan lived in Egypt until his death. He loved Egypt and its great people. He gradually 

became Egyptian but without neglecting his Armenian origins. Thus he had a dual cultural in-

terest. In reality, his star as an international cartoonist shone on the pages of the Egyptian press. 

That is why he is considered a hundred percent Egyptian artist. 

Saroukhan was of short stature, hyperactive and always moving. His facial features and ex-

pressions were “caricature” themselves. He had a strong personality, vigorously defending his 

convictions and ideas. There was no limit to his sense of humor and extraordinary intelligence. 

He was also good-hearted, kind and friendly with everybody.

Finally, on this occasion I express my gratitude to the outstanding musician Maestro/ Sherif 

Mohei El-Din for his nice words, as well as the great artist Dr. Moustafa El-Razzaz for his accurate 

scientific article.

                                                                                                

Hrant Keshishian
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A selection of exhibited 
works by Saroukhan

Self-portrait, 1950, oil on canvas,

37x27.5 cm, Saroukhan Family Collection

Academic Works

Study of a model in 

movement, 1924

43.5x29 cm, charcoal on paper
Pipe smoker, 1924,

44.5x30.5 cm, pencil on paper
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Portrait of a young woman, 1924,

42.5x28 cm, pencil and watercolour on paper

Portraits

Mr. Cozzica, an Egyptian businessman of 

Greek Origin, 1935

Egyptian Writer Abbas el-Akkad
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Mussolini’s Suicide

Abd el-Fattah al-Osary, 

Comedian

Sheikh Mohamed Refaat

Political cartoons
from “This war” 1945

History’s tyrants hail their hero Hitler
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1946 - 19521952 - 1976

President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, Man  

of Peace

The political swimming pool

The Egyptian political circus
Egyptian-French friendship
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Social Cartoons

The scales

Peace in the face of the canon

Professional mourners

Last glance before 
the execution

Mother’s eye
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Cartoons about 
art and artists

The Abstract artist, “But my paintings are inside, 
this is wall paper...”

The opera singerThe prodigy

Nubar Printing House -  Shubra - Cairo


