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‘ONE CAN SRY VERY MUCH BY
SAYING VERY LITTLE, Thus, Safwan

Dahoul succinctly sums up his art.
His large monochromatic paintings
are executed with a fierce economy
of forms and colours that belies a
complexity of visual and formal
references and a deft layering of
meaning on the personal, social and
political levels.

“'ON PEUT DIRE BERUCOUP EN
- ul
DISANT TRES FE“ C’est ainsi que

Safwan Dahoul résume succinctement
son art. Ses peintures monochromes
de grand format sont réalisées avec
une intense économie de formes et de
couleurs que dément une complexité
de références visuelles et formelles
et une superposition habile de
significations aux niveaux personnel,
social et politique.




Safwan Dahoul is a Syrian artist born in 1961 in
Hama, a town north of the Syrian capital. Despite his
parents’ reservations, he enrolled in, and graduated
from the Faculty of Fine Arts in Damascus in 1983.
In the early 1990s he moved to Belgium to pursue
post graduate studies, eventually leading up to a
doctorate from the Higher Institute of Plastic Arts in
Mons. During his undergraduate studies, Dahoul had
developed a fascination with the works of Flemish
masters, particularly Hieronymus Bosch (c.1450-
1516) and Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c. 1525-1569),
and his tenure in Belgium gave him the opportunity
to deepen his understanding of their work. Painting
scenes from rural life, these masters used their work
to question the social norms of the time making
strong social and political statements. It is their
philosophy of exploring universal human themes
in visually accessible form that underpins Dahoul’s
style. However, Dahoul’s work cannot be subjected
to simple categorization. While he draws upon the
philosophy of the Flemish masters, his work does
not visually resemble theirs. Elements of Cubism,
Modernism, Russian and Byzantine iconography as
well as hints of Picasso’s Blue Period, Assyrian and
Pharaonic art are visible in his paintings. His style
is intensely personal drawing inspiration from, but
never replicating the art of any particular artist or
school.

Begun in the early 1990s, Dream is Dahoul’s most
well-known body of work featuring an anonymous
woman often alone but sometimes with a male or a
female companion. Each painting is part of a serial
narrative, with two paintings sometimes appearing
to show the same woman at different times in the
same day. While a few of the earlier works were
in cool blue hues, most of the series is painted in a
dark, earthy grisaille. Initially, the woman appears
to be lost in thought to the point that she is almost
unaware of her surroundings leaving the viewer
feeling shut out. As time progresses, she seems to sink
into an impenetrable melancholy and she becomes
completely secluded from the rest of the world. The
colours of the paintings grow darker and earthier
and the figure of the woman grows to fill the canvas,
at times contorting to fit within the confines set for her
by the artist.

In Dream 30, the enigmatic subject of Dahoul’s
paintings lies naked, immersed in fluid within a coffin-
like bath supported by a dark base, the lower half
of which is decorated with two rows of diamonds.
Her body is contorted to fit into a space too small
to accommodate her comfortably. She appears
oblivious to her discomfort, her hollowed eyes staring
unfocused in passive resignation. The composition is
disconcertingly voyeuristic with the bath resembling
a television screen. Adding to the general feeling
of unease are the decorative diamonds in the lower
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half of the base with their sharp corners pointing
menacingly upwards towards the woman’s body.
The same woman appears again in Dream 31. Here
she is curled up in the foetal position on a tiled floor.
Her head is pulled inwards painfully and her arms
cover her chest protectively as if from a very real
threat. Her loneliness and sadness are palpable.
They are compounded by the coldness of the tiles on
which she lies, pulling herself inwards as if to take
up as little space as possible. Her clothing exposes
her pregnancy and the eerie replica of herself that
she carries. The mother fears that her child will share
the same fate when she is born. The child appears to
sense it and echoes its mother’s contorted protective
position. In Dream 32, she is in the foetal position
again but no longer pregnant. It is unclear whether
she has lost the pregnancy or has delivered but she is
in deep despair. Her grief is more abject than that in
the preceding painting. With her back to the viewer,
she is oblivious to any audience that may intrude on
her privacy and to her friend’s attempt to comfort
her. The space around her is tight and dark, echoing
her claustrophobia and grief. The discomfort of the
hard floor from the Dream 31 has been replaced by
that of the hard tabletop. Dream 35 shows the same
woman, this time fully clothed in a long black dress,
with her female companion. Their bodies are bent
under the painting’s low ceiling. The first rests her
head passively on a wall. She has Dahoul’s hallmark
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hollowed out Pharaonic eyes. The other turns her head
to look directly at the viewer. Her gaze is gentle and
sad but does not appear to be soliciting help for
her predicament and that of her companion, whose
hand she touches lightly with her own in an attempt
to comfort. The two tiny wings on her shoulders hint of
an angelic element or perhaps a desire for flight or
escape for herself and her friend. Their size, however,
renders them sadly ineffectual.

ARE THE PRINTINGS part of the artist’s ongoing

narrative, glimpses into an imaginary woman'’s life, or
are they Dahoul’s scathing commentary on the plight
of women: their confinement within unrealistic social
roles; their loneliness and their need to escape? Is it
the entrapment of women or is it the entrapment of
a people? Like all of Dahoul’s work, this is open to
interpretation.
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