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Ayyam Gallery is pleased to present Awake, a solo exhibition featuring Safwan Dahoul’s newest body of
work.

About the exhibition
Dahoul’s Dream series has explored the physical and psychological effects of alienation and solitude for
over three decades. The artist embraces his dreams in all their beauty, chaos, and nuances. Some are
disconcerting nightmares of unsettled beings, while others are dreams of a perpetual longing for Safwan’s
homeland. Dahoul talks about the gnawing pain of being in diaspora, so close yet so far, estranged. Partly
autobiographical, this seminal body of work encloses feelings and emotions within each canvas while
emanating through space nonetheless.

Taking his previous body Awakening further, Dahoul’s protagonist’s features haunt us with their presence,
looking straight into the void, and swallowing us through the darkness. Completely aware of life’s struggles,
conveying agony, loss, and chagrin. Meanwhile, Dahoul emphasizes that he is not a pessimist; he merely
documents the current state of affairs. Although initially subjective and internally stemming, Safwan thrives
on painting the world practically. While the faces may reference familiar fallen places and memories,
Dahoul emphasizes the universality of his artistic message, that human torment transcends time and
geography.

Dahoul expresses his wish to unite the eight canvases, creating a sixteen-meter long polyptych; this simply
highlights how holistic the artist’s work is. Humanity’s main concepts and themes flow elegantly through
his expressive style, unifying the narrative. Dahoul’s influence by the School of Symbolism is apparent, and
everything has deliberate meaning. Engulfed in black rain, or encompassing a human embryo signaling a
hint of long-lost hope.
About the artist
With a career spanning over three decades, Safwan Dahoul is now a household name both regionally and
internationally. As one of the foremost painters in the Arab world, the artist has repeatedly demonstrated
how contemporary modes of figuration can describe the psychic terrain of a region that is in constant flux.
Throughout his career, Dahoul has managed to include varying artistic styles while still keeping to his core
identity and style.

Dahoul is mostly known for his beautiful melancholic and monochromatic works that present influences from
the Cubist style of Picasso ranging to Assyrian and Pharaonic art. Since the late 1980s, the artist began an
ongoing body of work investigating the dream state. Simply entitled the Dream series, these works have
explored the physical and psychological effects of alienation, solitude, and longing that punctuate the
human experience at various stages in life.

Partly autobiographical, this seminal body of work uses the formal properties of painting to recreate the
subconscious sense of enclosure that surfaces during times of crisis, whether in the event of mourning,
estrangement, or political conflict. The artist’s recurring female protagonist facilitates this visceral experience

through her contorted body, often-vacant eyes, and minimised yet monumental physicality. Depicted in
the confinement of ambiguous settings, her presence is defined by the placement of various objects that
seem to deepen the state of her disaffection, as even the familiar becomes a trigger of distress.

Born in 1961 in Hama, Syria, Dahoul was initially trained by leading modernists at the Faculty of Fine
Arts, University of Damascus before travelling to Belgium, where he earned a doctorate from the Higher
Institute of Plastic Arts in Mons. Upon returning to Syria, he began teaching at the Faculty of Fine Arts and
was a prominent member of the Damascus art scene. In the span of a decade, Dahoul nurtured a new
generation of artists as an active mentor whose evolving aesthetic often ignited new directions in painting.
Given the trajectory and status of his painting style, Dahoul’s career is regarded as a crucial link between
modern and contemporary Arab art.

Dahoul’s paintings are held in numerous private and public collections, including the Institut du Monde
Arabe, Paris; Barjeel Art Foundation, Sharjah; National Museum, Damascus; The Samawi Collection, Dubai;
The Farjam Collection, Dubai; the Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, Kuwait. Recently, he
has participated in solo and group exhibitions at Ayyam Gallery DIFC and 11 Alserkal Avenue, Dubai (2018,
2017, 2016); Samsung Blue Square and Busan Museum of Art, South Korea (2014); Ayyam Gallery DIFC,
Dubai (2014, 2011); Ayyam Gallery Beirut (2014); Ayyam Gallery London (2013); Edge of Arabia, London
(2013); and Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris (2012).
About Ayyam Gallery
Founded in 2006, Ayyam Gallery is a leading arts organization that manages the careers of diverse
established and emerging artists. Blue-chip art space in Dubai, a series of collaborative projects in the
United States, Europe, Africa, and Asia, and a multinational non-profit arts program have furthered the
gallery’s mandate of expanding the parameters of international art. With its widely respected multilingual
publishing division and a custodianship program that manages the estates of pioneering artists, Ayyam
Gallery has also contributed to recent efforts that document underrepresented facets of global art
history.
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