








The Middle-East has seen the first human settlements 
complex enough to be called civilizations. Beer was first 
made and drunk in the Middle-East. Innovative technology 
was first used in the Middle-East to foster trade and 
exchange in the form of the first sailing boats on Earth.  

If western post-industrial society’s value system is based 
on millennium long religious dominance, the struggle to 
break free from its dogma while treasuring its inherent 
ethical core, then the Middle-East is also the birthplace of 
what constitutes western ethics.

Today’s Middle-East is the melting pot of its rich and 
innovative history, stark religious heritage, a fiercely fought 
battleground for the struggle of a new identity and economic 
survival, a war-zone and the kicked soil on which western 
economic and political interests are battled out remotely.

It is also home to a tremendous richness and diversity of 
cultural heritage, powerful thinkers, determined workers, 
creative minds, scientists, believers and artists.
Art matters. Art from the Middle-East is an inspiring, 
fascinating, chronically actual and potentially painful 
reminder of where we all stand and may go to.

Beirut Contemporary bases its activities on this rich heritage 
and inspiring cultural diversity and depth, set out to build a 
reference for contemporary Middle-Eastern Art in Europe.

Art matters: Beirut Contemporary is an art space exhibiting 
contemporary artists from the Middle East, backed by 
cultural events and side exhibitions, conducting festivals 
as well as art and culture projects.

Culture matters: Beirut Contemporary consults in 
organizational culture and positive scenario building. 
Culture is who we are and who we will be.

Foreword



The exhibition “Extimacy” displays Shawki Youssef’s most 
recent expressionistic contemporary work. The term, 
shaped by psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan in the mid-20th 
century, challenges the traditional psychological distinction 
between exteriority and psychic interiority or intimacy. 
Hypothetically, instead of this fundamental distinction, 
“extimacy” indicates the identity between the dual poles, 
joining the outer world with the intimate inner subjectivity.

Joachim Liebscher
Co-Founder and Director, Beirut Contemporary, Lisbon

Director’s note



“I am a mixer”, says Shawki Youssef. This not only 
describes the title of the exhibition most aptly, but also the 
dynamic, deep, wild, angry, violent, multifaceted character 
of his compositions, while joining it with the inner softness 
of the soul, the joy, longing, searching, fearing and loving. 
Or, vice versa, meeting the outer violence and chaos with 
the inner discipline of thought and intention. 

Rasha Salah
Co-Founder and Curator, Beirut Contemporary, Lisbon

Curator’s note



Isn’t it strange to talk about Love in a moment, in which 
words and concepts seem more scattered then ever, a 
moment we share without yet knowing the full extent on 
how it will affect us. 

A moment that I try, like I always did, to react to. 
The intranquility is a main drive in my work that is based on 
a raw emotional response. This langage I use, drawing and 
painting, always  were a manifestation of time passing by. 

Yes it is love, yes she is “the object of love” with all what 
love brings. 

Object is presence, appearance and energy. 

Not knowing where to go in painting was always a 
prerequisite in the way I understand painting. My process is 
“not to find a style but search continuously for it. Painting 
is not about to find, it’s about to search. The work finds 
difficulties in “clarifying” itself. The lines are just tensed 
in scribing a feeling towards a thigh, a river, or those voids 
between humans. Working with a blade on a white paper, 
seeing less using a harder tool to manipulate protects me 
from the seduction of my previous work, from my knowledge. 

Yes it is the object of love, yes it is scattered, violent, 
delicate, waiting for washes to reveal noisy, agitated 
spaces frequently interrupted by silence.

Artist’s statement











When describing his artistic process, Shawki Youssef 
asserts that his work is relational. “I’ve never felt the need 
to work from a studio. I love to work on the floor, in nature, 
or wherever I feel something is calling me, I just sit and 
start working,” explains Youssef. The moment a connection 
is established between the artist and a space, a place, a 
model, or even a feeling, the first layer settles. 

Drawing inspiration from the spaces and places he finds 
himself in, Youssef then translates the textures of his 
surroundings onto the paper by fluctuating between 
techniques. Whether this is through expressive strokes, 
rubbing or dripping techniques, amongst others, what 
matters to the artist is materiality. “I am seduced by 
materials. A lot of painters have the image they want to 
create in their mind before translating it on the canvas. 
I rarely know where I am going with the work. I like the 
materials to guide me rather than me dictating to them how 
to behave. To me painting is a language,” says Youssef.

To create his works, when he is not drawing with charcoal, 
he often uses a cutter to outline a shape, a body or just to 
create pronounced strokes on the surface of the paper. 
Much like the major figurative painter from the 20th 
century, Shawki Youssef’s work exudes tension. “When I 
first discovered the work of Egon Schiele, my arm started 
to hurt me, I felt like I was amputated,” says Youssef, then 
passionately adds: “How was he able to put all of this 
feeling in one line? But since then I grew arms, and maybe 
not just arms”.

Zalfa Halabi, Art Writer & Curator, Beirut, Lebanon

Between Repulsion 
& Seduction 
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All is allowed, all is permeable.

By placing humans at the center of all things, monotheistic 
religions have given mankind absolute power over the world. 
Then, by exiling God into the depth of heaven, they excluded 
any form of horizontal spirituality: Suddenly, animals and 
plants had become nothing more than either domestic or 
edible, with all objects “abolished of sonorous inanity”.

First, to break this unnecessary verticality that leads to 
the God of Heaven, the one who abandoned us on Earth by 
entrusting us with keys that do not open any lock down here.

“I met someone who ‘was somebody’, much more 
than I was myself: Someone who heralded the future, 
the platypus nursing the offspring emerging from 
the egg, the scrawny giraffe in the midst of the still 
low vegetation; or someone who bore witness to an 
outdated past, a dinosaur surviving the beginning of 
the Cenozoic era, or else - the crocodile - a being from 
the past who had found a way to stand as it does over 
the centuries. They all had something, I know that, that 
in some way made them superior to me, sublime.”
Italo Calvino, in Cosmicomics. 1968.

Neither entomologist, botanist, nor zoologist, but Seth 
Brundle (The Fly, 1987, David Cronenberg). A fly slipped 
into the cabin during a teleportation operation causing a 
genetic modification, the fusion between two organisms.
Approaching the being ontologically: Does every organized 
living being have a soul?

Horizontal Spirituality



“Mankind, we said, was made of cells and blood. But 
in reality, humans are like foliage. Not tightly bundled 
but composed of images scattered like leaves in the 
branches of trees, through which the wind must pass 
for them to sing.”
Jean Giono, in “Que ma joie demeure”, 1935.

Cultivate horizontality. Dissolve one’s microcosmic ego 
in the amniotic fluid of the macrocosm. No longer go 
upwards, but melt, blend and merge. To be plural, to 
inhabit time ...

“This turtle was a fantasy that came to Des Esseintes 
some time before leaving Paris. Looking, one day, at an 
oriental carpet, following the silvery, reflecting lights 
which ran on the weft of the wool, aladdin yellow and 
plum purple, he said to himself: it would be good to 
place something on this carpet. something that stirred 
and the dark tone of which sharpened the liveliness of 
this complexion.
Possessed by this idea, he wandered through the 
streets, arrived at the Palais-Royal, and in front 
of Chevet’s window, he slapped his forehead: An 
enormous turtle was there, in a basin. He bought it: 
Then, once left on the carpet, he sat down in front of it 
and stared at it for a long time, winking.”
Joris-Karl Huysmans, in “A Rebours”, 1884.

Rabih Haddad, Author, Beirut, Lebanon
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The blade, which Shawki Youssef uses in his work, is a 
time killer: Scratching the surface of a canvas by any other 
means may take a long time before it becomes a trace of a 
person or a tree or a wall. The blade in Youssef’s work does 
what revolution leaders may aim to do: Speed up time. 

The artist’s recent work does not, however, follow the 
endeavor of revolutionary leaders in their quest to engineer 
the world the way they think it would be better. Youssef’s 
blade is, on the contrary, a defiance of this specific 
aim. Generally speaking, it is an objection towards the 
perceived inability of engineering and structuring to admit 
the imperfection of its hustle for perfection.

Painting, photography, architecture, construction and even 
smart devices that never stop promising us the complete 
product, always display only the exterior. They hide their 
faces, their lenses and their brushes on the back doors of 
the towers, the narrow corridors between the buildings and 
the young bodies in moments of fatigue and exhaustion. The 
art models that emerge from darkness to the light of the 
lens or the brush, and then return to the darkness as soon 
as the photographer or painter finishes constructing them. 

All these art pieces are of real beings, who get tired, hurt 
and fall asleep due to exhaustion. Meanwhile, the art of 
modernity and its construction wants to suggest that 
everything that has been created is complete or close to 
perfection and eternity.

Drawing traces of fluid 
Life with a blade



What Youssef paints are traces. The traces of bodies on 
lived-in bedsheets, the trace of a wounded hand, the trace of 
wind and rain, the trace of successive lives on a dining table, 
the traces of tired appearances resting on an abandoned 
back wall, unattended by modernity with its obsession for 
polishing and cleaning. This is what Youssef draws with a 
blade. These occurrences are spontaneous, chaotic, random 
and cannot be controlled by rulers and measurements. 

In his most recent work, Youssef no longer paints bodies 
or remainders of bodies that have been destroyed by the 
harsh reality of time. He paints the traces left by these 
bodies after they left. 

But their absences definitively take them out of the field 
of vision, so we no longer have any luck in recognizing 
their faces or identities. This is also one of the acts of 
Death, and perhaps one of the most terrible acts of Death 
ever. Those bodies that we no longer see in his paintings 
seemed to be liquid bodies, not in the sense in which 
Francis Bacon’s bodies are liquid, nor in the sense in which 
Zygmunt Baumann describes our present-day modernity, 
but in the sense that flow is a melting of flesh and not 
a flow of water. It is more likely that the paintings he 
displays today are what remains of those bodies after their 
flesh has melted in the smelter of this engineered world 
beyond our ability to bear.

Bilal Khebiz, Cultural Writer, Washington, USA. 
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Acrylic on Paper
mounted on textile
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2020



Extimacy # 04 

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
120x75cm
2020







Extimacy # 05

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
120x75cm
2020



Extimacy # 06

Cutter and watercolor
on paper
120x75cm
2020







Extimacy # 07

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
120x75cm
2020



Extimacy # 08

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
60x38cm
2020







Extimacy # 09

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
60x38cm
2020



Extimacy # 10

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
60x38cm
2020







Extimacy #11

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
37x30cm
2021



Extimacy - Diptych #1

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
74x30cm
2021





Extimacy - Diptych #2

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
74x30cm
2021





Extimacy - Diptych #3

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
74x30cm
2021





Extimacy - Diptych #4

Cutter and watercolor 
on paper
74x30cm
2021





SHAWKI YOUSSEF

Artist Biography

Shawki Youssef is is an 
established, mid-career 
contemporary artist. He was 
born 1973 in Beirut, lives and 
works in Lebanon. He studied 
fine arts and cultural sciences. 
After receiving a BFA at the 
Lebanese University of Beirut 
in painting and drawing, 
1994, he completed his MSc 
at St. Joseph’s University in 
intercultural mediation in 2007.

Both fields of interest jointly 
feed into his work, exploring 
the conditions of Lebanese 
contemporary society and their 
effects on human beings. His 
work mainly consists of painting 
and drawing, also working with 
various media such as video, 
performance and text. The 
tense and tormented bodies 

that often appear in Shawki 
Youssef’s artwork bring to 
mind the effects of emotional 
trauma and oppression on 
the human body. Anonymous 
representations and dislocated 
figures typify the collective 
human struggle and form 
an animated observation 
of societies under constant 
pressure of violence, war and 
loss of humanity.

His most recent solo-show at 
Beirut Contemporary in Lisbon 
2021 shows a selection of less 
figurative work, reflecting 
on the traces, which the 
relationship of the outer other 
with the inner self may leave, 
questioning, stretching and 
combining these two polarities 
in a fusional mental space. 



Exhibitions

2021 Gallerie Bessières, 
Chatou, France, Collective 
Show, Drawings
2021 Gallerie Yellow Cube,   
Paris, France, Collective Show, 
“on borders”, Drawings
 ,Beirut ,”بدون تهذيب“ 2020
Lebanon, Collective Painting 
Experience, Paintings 
2019 Agial Art Gallery, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “9 Mornings and 13 
Goodnights”, Paintings
and Drawings 
2018 Saleh Barakat Gallery, 
Beirut, Lebanon,  Collective 
Show, Drawings
2014 Tanit Art Gallery, Beirut, 
Lebanon, Collective Work 
Exhibition with 
Walid Sadek, JackoRestikian, 
Bassam Kahwaji, Aissa Dibé, 
Ghaith al-Amine 
2013 Green Art Gallery, Dubai, 
UAE, “Fluid Being and Acid 
Fields, Paintings and
Drawings
2012 Beirut Exhibition Center, 
Beirut, Lebanon, “Rebirth“ and 
“Journeys through
our Heritage“, Drawings and 
Videos          
2012 Institut du Monde Arabe, 
Paris, France, “Le Corps 
Découvert “, Drawings 
2011 Agial Art Gallery, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “Hollow Flesh“, 
Paintings and Drawings 

2008  LAA Gallery, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “Construct Lebanon“, 
New Media Art Show,
Web Game
2007 The Crypt, St Josef Church, 
Beirut, Lebanon, “Skin Side“, 
Interactive Installation
2007 Art Lounge, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “Three“, Paintings 
2007 Goethe Institute, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “Japanese Jump“, 
Video Installation
2006 Gallery B-312, Montréal, 
Canada, “Vues de Beyrouth“, 
Video Installation
2004 Al-Jazeera TV, “New media 
in Lebanon“ Documentary, 
Writing and Direction
2004 Cinema Empire, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “One of These Days 
People Went Out“,  Festival 
International de Vidéo et 
Création, Lecture & Video
2004 Sursock Museum, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “Pickled Book“, Collage 
2005 Espace SD, Beirut, 
Lebanon, Iconography, Still 
Images, Installation 
2004  1ère Biennale de Paris, 
Paris, France, “Virtual Space“, Text
2003 Unesco, Paris, France, 
Design Show
1999 Espace sd Beirut, Beirut, 
Lebanon, “About the Other”, 
Collaboration with Jacko 
Restikian







info@beirutcontemporary.com
beirutcontemporary.com

@beirut.contemporary

Rua Ferragial, 3, 1200-182 Lisbon


