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The Bomb (detail), 2014 | oil on canvas | 300 x 225 cm

Marwan Sahmarani’s new works may appear to have
strong ties with art historical movements but their catalyst can be found in a seemingly unlikely place for an
artist from Beirut: nature. The first time he was alone
in a forest in Spain, he was terrified by the solitude,
the quiet, and the stillness. Surmounting this fear has
led to a change in his artistic practice. “It helped me
to liberate myself from trying to focus on an idea,”
Sahmarani has said. “Instead, I had to look and see.” He
began to work en plein air, concentrating on transcribing what he saw in the moment, and then returned to
Beirut to see this blossom in his studio. This transition
in practice, which Sahmarani finds more personal and
intense, has prompted a focus on the act of painting
itself, leading to what he described as a “fleshy” use of
thick layers of paint to depict an interplay of gesture,
movement, texture, and colour evoking the collective
unconsciousness.
What has persisted in Sahmarani’s practice is an expressive exploration of violence – of feeling, bodily
motion, nature and its human counterpart.The conflict
between inner and outer is central, but the real crux
of his inquiry is deceptively simple: how two people

can arrive at a point where they attempt to destroy
each other. This appetite for destruction spans human
history, and it is our failure to transcend this annihilating force that continues to haunt Sahmarani. These
new works attempt to interrogate this failure, while
also endeavouring to explore the raw emotions at the
heart of violence.
The dramatic emotional use of colour is in full effect in
The Funeral, where thick black brushstrokes, along with
a strong blurred yellow swipe, contrast with the motion of swirling, reaching hands carrying a casket. Thus,
stillness is held in tension with frenzied activity. Griefstricken faces and upheld impassioned hands signal a
unifying act of mourning. The dominant black strokes
seem to obfuscate any chance of metaphoric access
to the sky or heaven and create a physical barrier that
presses down, suggesting the impossibility of transcendence. Yet the mourners’ dynamism and splashes
of colour struggle against this menacing darkness. The
violence of emotions, threatening to overwhelm and
dissolve all, is held ominously on the edge of chaos.
While transnational experiences in Spain and Lebanon have impacted Sahmarani, all of these new works,

including the landscapes, were painted in Beirut. In Algarroba, as well as a series of small Spanish landscapes,
Sahmarani captures a memory of Mediterranean nature
awash with life, dissolving into symphonies of colour.
What emerges from the landscape work in this context is the connection between violence and expressivity: how the brutality of nature reveals a primal energy
of the elements, especially when compared to its manmade counterpart.
The Bomb is a record of one such man-made encounter. Rather than identifying any one specific act
of violence, it showcases the agony and ferocity of an
explosion, erupting in a series of thick, masterful brushstrokes to produce a viscerally potent experience. The
heart of the canvas depicts the burning epicentre of a
car bomb at the moment of detonation. Warped, expressively abstracted figures and car wheels, axles, and
debris fly in every direction, as thin, rigid lines of orange
clash with the thick downward motion of the swaths
of blue and the fiery blotted red core that spurts in
various directions: it seems as though the whole city
is exploding. Sahmarani weaves hope into this seemingly bleak vision in the way the work evokes the Big

Bang, the archetypal explosion in which the universe
was born, hinting at the possibility of rebirth in the
aftermath of such a deadly boom.
Sahmarani’s work has tended to focus on Middle
Eastern conflict, but The Bomb deliberately avoids this
specificity to suggest that the sheer chaos of conflicting ideologies leads to this moment, raising the question of social action whatever our subject position and
location. In a similar vein, the inspiration for Beggars in
the Rain was Syrian refugees, and yet this work also
speaks to general dislocations of people in every city
of the world. In this encounter between the specific
and the general, Sahmarani raises the question of ethical responsibility in the implicit hail from the distressed
(whether a whole people or an individual). His intervention, then, in the conflict between two that always
ends in the annihilation of one is the communication
between flesh and flesh, between subject and viewer.
This communication, grounded not in words but in
emotional gestures, does not offer a resolution to the
complexities of socio-political strife. It does, however,
promise a beginning.
– Jolaine Frizzell
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