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Enlightment 1, 2009
Acrylic on canvas, 130 X 115 cm

















































Herein lies Oussama Baalbaki's originality. In some forty large size self-portraits
showing him in various activities, the first thing that impresses the viewer is that the
staging of the painter-actor manipulating domestic or familiar objects within the
banal setting of his studio relies on a leading principle contravening the tradition of
self-portraits. Instead of looking, so to speak, outside the canvas toward us, the model
deflects his gaze or dissimulates his eyes so as to shun any straightforward contact
with the viewer's eyes. The plain, bare narcissistic or critical face is out. What counts
here is the freeze frame of an attitude or gesture no longer conveying a state of being
through the mirror portrait, but rather a cut in the timeline of a sequence of actions in
progress in life's movie, a suspended fleeting moment, as if caught unawares.

A deft draughtsman, Oussama Baalbaki, working with photos and living models,
skillfully sketches his motives directly upon the canvas with charcoal sticks. Hence his
preference for black and white acrylic painting, although he demonstrates his virtuoso
mastery of color in a few pieces. The value tonalities and light effects over a usually
neutral grey background (the studio walls) respond to his mood, and perfectly suit the
quiet melancholy of the depicted scenes, corroborating the suspension effect.

As a result, most of the paintings show enigmatic, mysterious, unexplained acts in
contrast with the banality of the context, enhancing yet more their ambiguity. They
incite the viewer to go beyond simple contemplation towards analysis, interpretation,
and tentative comprehension, be it merely intuitive or emotional, of the scenes.

In traditional self-portraits, the mystery of being is essentially concentrated in the gaze.
In Oussama Baalbaki's works, it lies in the strange behavior of the artist. He invites
viewers to embark upon an open ended inquiry in search of the missing evidence
underlying his figures' uncanny antics. The peculiar strength of his works derives from
this staggering effect, this interpretative gap which continually defeats attempts to
close it up through clear-cut meanings.

In these pieces, there is a subdued qualitative leap beyond the pale of the quotidian,
without ever adventuring into fantastic or surrealist territory. This reserved leap is
the quality of Oussama Baalbaki's creative imagination. Through a simple gesture, an
inflection of the head, an object related to in an incongruous way, he manages to cross
to the other side of an invisible mirror into a world exclusively his own. His complex
self-portraits are and are not self-portraits, are less and more than self-portraits all
at once. They solicit viewers to enter this personal world and probe the arcana of a
complex artistic approach, all at once metaphoric and symbolic, facetious and serious,
masculine and feminine, free and rigorous, poetic and critical.

Oussama Baalbaki is not obsessed with his ego: rather, he uses it as a pretext to try and
fathom the mystery of our presence on this planet, echoing the perplexed questions
so many pondered upon before and after Gauguin: Where do we come from? What are
we? Where are we going?






























































