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Souad Abdelrasoul’s mesmerising canvases always trigger a period of self-reflection. 
The themes she explores, stemming from her own experience, are equally resonant 
for any person whose agency has been challenged. The force of her paintings 
prevents the viewer from remaining a detached observer and insists one to take 
account of their ethical and ideological boundaries. The work, seemingly serene, 
is demanding on the intellect and the conscience, and the entire experience, 
gratifying for those who have been fortunate enough to experience it.  

Born, raised, and working in Cairo, Souad has held a unique vantage point on 
the sociocultural developments of the last decades with an acutely perceptive 
intellect. She tackles the effects of societal pressures on women in a culture that 
has experienced a particularly turbulent period of change while proudly carrying 
the accumulated weight of thousands of years of culture and history.  

We are incredibly thankful to Souad for accepting our invitation to take part in 
this volume and for her generosity in sharing her thoughts, notes, archives and, 
indeed, her world with us. This publication would not have been possible without 
the wonderful Sahar Behairy’s editorial input. Alongside her text, she guided us 
in all aspects of the publication, from tackling the intricacies of Arabic to English 
translation to bringing together an outstanding team of writers in Dr Orabi and 

the art critic Fatima Ali, whose texts will allow the 
reader to inhabit Souad’s world. This volume is a special 
publication for Almas as it marks the first of our bilingual 
publications, being published in English and Arabic. This 
is a practice we wish to embed in our publications where 
possible, which we hope will increase our projects’ reach 
and preserve our contributors’ authentic voices.

Farah Jirdeh Fonkenell
Founder and CEO, Almas Art Foundation

FOREWORD

Untitled, 2020, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm
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Souad’s work champions her bold and liberal concepts, defying pervasive 
stereotypes about female aesthetics and challenging the patterns that depict 
women solely through their physical appearance. She transcends the body’s 
physical features, embarking on an artistic journey that delves into the essence 
and sentiments of being female. Manifestly, Souad’s work signifies her profound 
connection and alignment with the universe and the theories of nature. 

In an endeavour to redefine and restructure the portrayal of women from a distinct 
artistic standpoint, Souad’s paintings overflow with a new vocabulary for the female 
presence. She expresses womanhood through a body rooted in the notions of 
abundance, strength, and fertility, reminiscent of the primal form of the mother 
goddess and the physical strength of the women depicted by the Italian Baroque 
artist Artemisia Gentileschi. She takes a stance far removed from the standardised 
models of femininity in consumer culture, imprisoned by perfectionist standards. 
Instead, the women in Souad’s works rise to embody the idea of the body, rather 
than its material manifestation, with a perfect balance that challenges an oppressive 
reality. Their bodies can be resistant or sometimes submissive. In her works, the 
body participates as a concept that shapes, and mentally and sensually stimulates 
the intellect, whether through its individual or collective presence within the 
painting. The presence of women in Souad’s compositions dominates the entire 
canvas, merging without restriction or condition.

It may be said that Souad’s perception of issues faced by marginalised groups arose 
mostly as a natural response to personal experiences, and through the observation 
of unjust social practices against women both within her society and elsewhere 
in the world. Thanks to her research of art history, and investigations into the 
works of female artists who have been historically overlooked, Souad developed a 
much greater understanding of her role as a human firstly, and as an artist in the 
second place. Accordingly, such an understanding has enriched and formulated the 
elements of her visual language as a female artist.

Souad has often been struck by stories about women artists who did not get the 
recognition or appreciation they deserved, such as the French sculptor Camille 
Claudel, who could not make her name as a distinguished sculptor independently 
of the artistic shadow cast by August Rodin.

“I’m scared that I may not reap the fruit of my efforts one day, and that I may 
die in this absolute darkness.”  Camille Claudel

The first thing that comes to mind when examining Souad’s works is the question: 
“Where do the elements in Souad’s paintings come from?” Attempting to answer 
this question, it is necessary to thoroughly examine the facets of Souad’s character 

SOUAD 
SAHAR BEHAIRY

Gifts of Fear, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 180 x 180 cm
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and delve into her personal realm. Tackling a specific theme in an artistic work is 
not just concerned with the cognitive process, but is also related to the artist’s 
character, culture, and interaction with that theme. Given the fact that a female 
artist possesses a unique understanding of, and connection to the challenges 
encountered by women in society, Souad employs unconventional means to 
effectively highlight traditional issues that might otherwise remain unexplored. 
For example, Souad tackled the theme of fetuses in her early works in 2012-2014, 
depicting trapped fetuses, seemingly awaiting their moment of birth, searching for 
an identity within which to live after birth.

GETTING TO KNOW SOUAD

In 2020, I conducted a study on the impact of COVID-19 on the contemporary 
art market and the digitalisation of art exhibition activities. While researching 
the African scene, I stumbled upon Souad’s virtual exhibition titled Confusion, 
curated by her Kenyan gallery (Circle Art Gallery) and hosted on their website. 
This encounter sparked my astonishment and fascination with her works and 
visual philosophy. Subsequently, I had the opportunity to personally acquaint 
myself with her and to gradually embark on the journey of unravelling the enigmas 
encompassing her world. 

Untitled, 2014, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm Love and Fear, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 165 × 145 cm
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Souad Abdelrasoul is an Egyptian artist in her fourth decade of life. She was 
born and raised in the historic district of Shubra, which was once known for its 
cosmopolitan nature and diverse population of Egyptians, Greeks, Italians, and 
people of other nationalities, ethnicities, and religions. While the name Shubra 
comes from the Coptic word for green hill, the area today lacks the green spaces 
that were once prevalent. Nowadays, Shubra is overcrowded with people, and has 
at times witnessed conflict between the different traditions and cultures that once 
constituted the very identity of Shubra but came to intersect with some new radical 
ideologies that negatively impacted the daily lives of young women like Souad in 
the 90s.

THE NILE AND SOUAD
Symbolism of Water and Fear

The geographical location of Shubra has played a major role in the formation of 
Souad’s character. This neighbourhood is associated with many of her artistic works. 
Notably, the presence of the river Nile remained a constant companion throughout 

Love and Fear, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 165 × 145 cm
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her time there, as the neighbourhood itself is located on the bank of the river.  The 
Nile has been a part of her life since childhood, and even now, her home and studio 
are in Maadi close to it. The Nile was also near throughout her academic life at 
university since she studied at the Faculty of Fine Arts, Minia University, located on 
the western bank of the Nile River in the northern part of Upper Egypt. 

It may be asserted that Souad’s connection with the Nile profoundly impacts her. 
Souad’s works are reflective of the implications and connotations of that everflowing 
and ever-changing water of the river. While water may appear to flow serenely and 
peacefully on the surface, underneath, it hides numerous potentialities that may lead 
to countless outcomes. Most of the time, Souad’s artistic works present water as a 
figurative image. She utilises water in her works as a metaphor for the elements and 
contradictions of life that preoccupy her mind: birth and resurrection, violence and 
death, the forbidden and the permitted.  Water symbolises Souad’s spiritual journey 
of self-discovery, transformation, and inspirational regeneration associated with 
the river water, in a state of catharsis or purging. As much as water is never void of 

Souad 

Me, You and the Journey, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 90 cm
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symbolic purity, it also refers to the incapability to forecast the vagaries of nature. 
Such dualities present deep concerns for her: fear of the unknowns. Collectively, 
these elements infuse her artistic practices with a distinct and captivating essence. 

In many societies, women experience tremendous pressure that limits their freedom 
and instils in them a deep sense of fear from a young age, with the purpose of 
suppressing their abilities while enforcing their domestication. However, these fears 
are frequently baseless, mere illusions created as tools of control. Souad, having 
grown up with these fears, began to question their validity and took the decision to 
confront and conquer them. Souad realised that the journey of facing fears begins 
always with awareness and with comprehending the underlying reasons behind 
them. This realisation led her to a profound search for the essence of things rather 
than accepting imposed narratives or prescribed storylines. 

Driven by curiosity to explore the inner workings of things, from an early age Souad 
developed an interest in books on human, plant, and insect anatomy, enabling 
her to visualise the systems of the human body. Reading from various resources, 
Souad could construct her own world by further immersing herself in the pages 
of international literature. At age 13, she started reading Dostoevsky’s “Crime and 
Punishment” and the works of Constantine Cavafy. Later, she discovered and was 
deeply influenced by Franz Kafka, in whose writing she found a refuge for her vision 
and imagination.

Souad 

Me, You and the Journey, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 90 cm False Sensations, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 98 cm
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UNVEILING FREEDOM:  A JOURNEY TO INDEPENDENCE AND 
SELF-EMPOWERMENT

Throughout her academic life and early career, Souad sought to liberate herself of 
the restrictive patriarchal system that adopts different forms according to social 
and cultural class. However, in the end, it represents authority. In its authoritative 
character, patriarchy refuses any criticism and does not easily accept dialogue. Her 
family’s reservations about her choice to study in Minia were not borne out of a 
religious or radical point of view. Nonetheless, this marked the initial challenge faced 
by Souad, from where she triumphed in asserting her right to pursue her own path. 
This was the first struggle of Souad, who achieved a victory for her right to exist. 
Her family’s concerns were all about Souad’s movement out of the home to study in 
a distant city, away from their patriarchal authority. They feared she would lose the 
familiar care and control she had at home once she entered the new environment.

The first step towards independence for Souad was her decision to study in the 
Faculty of Fine Arts, Minia University, in one of the governorates of Upper Egypt. 
That decision set her off on a journey of self-discovery, through which she began to 
discover her inner strength. Upper Egypt is generally perceived as a conservative 
society, and during the 1990s, this region became a breeding ground for extremism. 
Consequently, this specific period of Souad’s academic journey presented 
significant challenges, particularly due to the difficulties faced by a young woman 
residing in such an environment. However, her academic experience in Minia 
marked a true genesis for Souad, as it provided her with the opportunity to attain 
personal freedom and intellectual independence.

The second step towards independence for Souad would be to gain financial 
independence from her family. Souad thought of the father’s capitalist authority 
over the family as another kind of restriction over her, her freedom and her ability to 
make decisions.

Subsequently, Souad embarked upon the most arduous phase of her life with the 
passing of her mother, a time riddled with doubt and skepticism.  Following this 
period, she immersed herself in her work, dedicating herself to completing her 
master’s degree and subsequently her PhD.

MY ART IS NOT ABOUT FEMINISM

It may be argued that Souad’s boldness in depicting the female human body 
challenges religious and social ideologies while aiming to dismantle negative 
stereotypes of women.  Although some may categorise her work as feminist, it 
is important to note that Souad does not intentionally label her art as such. The 
essence of the matter is that she addresses issues that occupy not only women but 

Souad



12 13

the whole of society, issues that are addressed by a human being who also happens 
to be an artist and a woman. Living in a society that imposes various degrees and 
types of restrictions on women’s freedoms, Souad experiences first-hand the 
pressures and limitations that hinder women’s creative potential. 

These constraints may vary across societies, regions, and cultures, but the 
suffering endured by women remains universal. It is worth mentioning that Souad 
implicitly represents womanhood, highlighting the inherent strength of women and 
emphasising that there is no need to apologise for the bodies we inhabit.  Through 
her work, she challenges traditional roles assigned to women in extraordinary and 
sometimes unsettling ways, provoking questions about the cultural traditions that 
hinder women’s growth and creative expression within their communities. 

Souad

The Laura Flower, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 178 x 178 cm
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WOMEN IN THE HISTORY OF ART

In 1971, art historian Linda Nochlin posed a thought-provoking question that 
reverberated throughout the art world: “Why have there been no great women 
artists?” Nochlin’s inquiry shed light on the social and institutional barriers that 
historically hindered women from pursuing artistic careers on an equal footing with 
their male counterparts. Limited access to training, education, opportunities for 
exhibition and recognition greatly disadvantaged women artists throughout history. 
These barriers not only affected their visibility but also shaped the subjects they 
were allowed to address and the artistic movements they could engage with.

Nochlin’s influential article sparked a paradigm shift in art criticism. The focus 
moved away from evaluating women’s art based on presumed neutral criteria and 
shifted towards dismantling cultural ideologies that marginalised women in the art 
world. Yet, despite this shift, many women artists continued to face challenges and 
limitations in expressing their artistic visions.

In this context, Souad’s artistic approach emerges as striking. She fearlessly insists 
that there are no bounds to the themes she explores in her works. For over two 
decades in the art world, Souad has channeled her emotions and profound inner 
voice into her art, defying the constraints imposed by an authoritative system that 
governs the art world. As both an artist and later as a mother, she has become 
acutely aware of the limitations imposed by this system, and she has chosen to 
work independently, unrestricted by any hindrances that may impede her artistic 
expression.

By examining the legacy of Linda Nochlin’s question and its subsequent impact 
on the art world, we can better appreciate the strides made by women artists 
like Souad, who continue to challenge and redefine traditional boundaries in their 
artistic practices. 

THE RISE OF WOMEN ARTISTS IN EGYPT: THE FADING OF THE 
GOLDEN AGE

Since the establishment of the first school of arts in Egypt and in the region in May 
1908 (The Egyptian School of Fine Arts - Madrassat al-Funun al-Jamila al-Misriyya), 
followed by the 1919 revolution targeted against the British presence in Egypt and 
which witnessed the emergence of feminist pioneers such as Huda Sharawi, women 
started to gain access to more jobs in the fields of economy, politics, and the arts. 
Since that time, the field of arts emerged as one of the prominent domains within 
which women could pursue careers in Egypt. By the second half of the 1930s, 
women had become activists in various modern art movements in the country. 
These groups influenced modern art in the Middle East and North Africa, particularly 

Souad
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“Art et Liberté” movement established by Georges Henein in 1938 and “Contemporary Art 
Group”, founded in 1946.

Furthermore, there were artistic movements and groups that comprises the pioneers 
of modern art in Egypt, including Mahmoud Said, Mahmoud Mukhtar, Youssef Kamel, 
Mohamed Nagy, the women pioneers, Effat Nagy, Marguerite Nakhla, and the famous 
trio Gazbia Sirry, Tahia Halim, and Inji Aflatoun, who inspired Souad Abdelrasoul and 
constituted an essential part of her artistic culture. Though there is no similarity between 
the works of Souad and that of those three pioneering women artists, Souad was inspired 
by their unparalleled experience, genuineness, and powerful artistic techniques that have 
ensured that their work remain resonant to date. Importantly, Souad has mostly been 
attracted by their rebellion, their spirit of resistance and the sincerity of their experience.

That golden age of the pioneering women artists and their vanguard thought continued 
into the 1970s and even into the beginning of the 1980s, at which time extremist Islamic 
movements started to disseminate a hail of extraneous ideas and customs in Egypt and 
in other countries. The radical ideology of those movements, coupled with their political 
ambitions and use of terrorism, mainly targeted culture and awareness. Oppressive 
methods were developed, which resulted in the suffocation of artistic creativity and 
production. Such practices have continued until recent times, and is still alive, but being 
implemented differently.

Souad witnessed such practices during her academic life in Minia, where studying art was 
no easy task given the prevailing atmosphere. The influence of extremist ideologies in such 
contexts can significantly impact the status and opportunities available to women in our 
societies, causing fluctuations in their roles over time. Subsequently, a period of creative 
chaos ensued with the eruption of the 25 January revolution in 2011. This marked a pivotal 
moment in the beginning of Souad’s career, as the upheaval brought about significant 
transformations in the Egyptian art scene. Once again, art emerged as the voice of the 
revolutionaries, providing a powerful platform to question authority and express dissent. 
Art became an eloquent realm within which to address and protest the role of authority. 
Regardless of the hopes or disappointments and the people’s rising and falling sentiments 
during the revolution and its aftermath, including for Souad, that period acted as a stage 
for the reformulation of her awareness and sentiments, and perhaps as a starting point 
from which to discover the real meaning of freedom.

BLACK AND WHITE: THE SOCIAL FABRIC OF EGYPT CHANGES

Souad was able to observe the changes in the social fabric of Egypt over the past four 
decades. Since childhood, she has been passionate about gathering family photos and 
images that encapsulate family gatherings, glamorous soirées, social occasions, bustling 
streets, fashion trends, and the movements and behaviours of people during those 
transformative times. 

Souad
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1.  Cairo University, Souad’s personal collection 
2.  Family Birthday Gathering, 1965
 3.  Summer, Ras El Br, 1960  
4.  Egyptian Intellectual Society, 1960s, Souad’s personal collection 
5.  Downtown Cairo, 1974, Souad’s personal collection 
6.  Summer, Alexandria, 1964 
7.  Image taken on a Beach Walk in 1957, Souad’s personal collection 
8.  Image taken on a Beach Walk in 1984, Souad’s personal collection
9. Hijab, 1985
10. Photograph of a lady
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This exploration led her to delve into the effects of the tide of Wahhabi ideology and 
the subsequent infiltration of extraneous ideas that have plagued Egyptian society. 
Additionally, she identified the appearance of rural manners and customs, termed 
tarayyof (i.e. ruralisation), that began a slow but inexorable infiltration of urban 
areas. Through her photographic archive, Souad also documented the multiple 
waves of Egyptians traveling to Gulf countries in search of employment, and the 
profound changes this caused within Egyptian society in the 1980s and 1990s.
During that period, as seen through Souad’s perspective, these phenomena 
contributed to diminishing women’s roles in society. Certain foreign ideologies 
also contributed to instilling feelings of guilt or shame concerning women’s bodies, 
regarding them as entities to be concealed. Nevertheless, Egypt has maintained a 
conservative stance without veering into extremism.

7 8

These photos are part of Souad’s personal collection of black and white photographs, 
collected over the years from the black and white photography market in Cairo.

9 10
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Souad highlights that some photographs serve as documentation of the evolving 
trends of veiling or hair-covering, showcasing a blend of religious and political 
motivations. Additionally, certain images approach veiling from a socio-economic 
standpoint. Anyone acquainted with wandering the streets of downtown Cairo or 
perusing photos and films from the past six decades can discern the progression 
of veiling in Egypt, an evolution that significantly impacted Souad’s own life for a 
certain period.

SOUAD’S ARTISTIC APPROACH 

Souad has that ability to capture a certain sentiment in a given moment and define 
this sentiment very precisely and consciously. She clearly visualises her drawings, 
the completed work in detail in her mind’s eye, and then she proceeds to transfer 
this vision directly onto the canvas. 

Souad’s unique perspective and understanding of innovative techniques have 
allowed her to create artworks that captivate the enigma of her characters. 
Through her paintings, she effortlessly communicates this enigma to the audience, 
transforming them from mere observers to active participants in the artistic 
experience.

First Date, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 113 x 73cm

Souad 
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Souad believes an artist’s mission is to explore new lands and subjects that raise 
questions, rather than give answers, thus striving to astonish the viewers. This 
astonishment always brings back to her mind that memory of how she felt when she 
saw the great works of artists who impressed her through her study of the history of 
modern art. When she travelled for the first time in 2011 to Paris, she was impressed 
by the masterpieces of Matisse and Francis Bacon. 

THREE PIVOTAL EXHIBITIONS
Virtual Garden, Behind the River, and Atlas 

Souad’s solo exhibition Virtual Garden in 2019, in the Mashrabia Gallery, Cairo is a 
pivotal one on a personal level, and a revelatory milestone in her creative journey 
as an artist. She sought to embody all that may be referred to as soft and socially 
blessed restrictions in a way that is totally transparent. Marriage, motherhood, and 
memories are all restrictions, but soft ones. 

Souad depicts such restrictions as roses, young, delicate climbing plants that creep 
up so slowly and smoothly to wrap themselves around our bodies. Although such 
plants are fragile, they can kill a big tree. Furthermore, Souad thinks of memory as 
another restriction, leading her to use old wooden frames around her paintings, 
maybe to remind us of the memories of our old beloved homes. Virtual Garden is an 
exhibition that examines and reveals the real emotions of fear as they are, without 
any confrontation or attempt at change. It is a revealing exhibition that unveils our 
feelings and perceptions. 

First Date, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 113 x 73cm The Rules, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 45 x 80 cm, Virtual Garden 

Souad 
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The following exhibition Behind the River in 2021, in the Circle Art Gallery, Nairobi 
was an examination of such restrictions and fears, confronting and even resisting 
them to the extent of controlling them. Her painting, Bull Eyes, powerfully expresses 
such a confrontation, the struggle, and the conquest of fear itself. In Nile Crocodiles, 
Souad reveals a state of constant lurking that evokes the objective of trapping the 
heroine of the painting. However, amidst this threat, she skillfully captures the 
resilience of women, their ability to elude such traps, and their defiance against 
oppressive forces.

Rabbits are prevalent symbols of fear and weakness in Souad’s works. Through 
these symbols, she conveys her perspective on the way women’s bodies are tied to 
childbirth and how their traditional roles in the family and society impose specific 
responsibilities and expectations on them. These burdens, carried by their bodies 
since childhood, can lead to anxiety towards their bodies. In many cultures, girls are 
taught from a young age to fear their bodies and perceive themselves as the weaker 
gender. This inevitably reinforces the sense of fear, which is deeply ingrained in the 
culture of the household and the community and manifests in different forms, both 
visual and auditory, serving different purposes, often as a means of protection and 
care or as a tool for exerting control and authority.

Left, The Fear Between My Legs, 2022, oil on canvas, 198 x 179 cm, Atlas
Right, Last Look at Fear, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 113 x 73 cm, Atlas
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Souad has always been aware of that method of intentional intimidation exercised 
by society and the family over females, whether young or mature, as a controlling 
authority imposing its unjust laws and restrictions. The Atlas exhibition in 2023, in 
Gallery Misr demonstrates the fallacy of these fears through works that confront 
and dispel such illusions. This is exemplified in her artwork titled ‘The Fear Between 
My Legs,’ in which Souad portrays the act of confronting and exerting control over 
fear. Through this work, she challenges the indoctrination of women in certain 
societies, specifically the notion that honour is linked to virginity, which she 
symbolizes as a sacred place between the legs. While this view remains prevalent, 
Souad redefines honour as a voice, a principle, self-commitment and free will. 

In her work Last Look at Fear, Souad reduces the significance of fear represented by 
the tiny rabbit, allowing the woman to recognise her own strength and capability in 
confronting her fears. At this moment, the woman overcomes her fears.

As the colour of fear fades and withers in this exhibition, we find in some of Atlas 
artworks a striving for peace, just as some people try to make peace with fear or 
reconcile with their torturers. In The Fig Tree, fear becomes manageable and the 
rabbit has become a friend and companion in a special scene of peaceful coexistence 
that reflects the maturing of Souad practice as an artist.

Fig Tree, 2022-2023, acrylic on canvas, 185 x 315 cm, Atlas
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In conclusion, Souad’s artistic journey stands as a testament to her unwavering 
dedication to expressing her free spirit and fearlessly challenging unjust societal 
norms. Through her unique perspective, she has redefined the portrayal of women 
in contemporary art, pushed boundaries and paved the way for new artistic horizons 
that can reshape the artistic landscape. 

“My face is a map and so is my body, my mouth which leaning toward the sea is 
never satiated, my nose is broken or elongated, split into two halves tracing some 
of the remaining scents left in my memory.

My eyes gazed at the sky after retracting from gathering the largest number 
of details.

And though the earth has scattered my features, nothing could contain my face 
but this same earth.”

“I love trees with their severed arms; they resemble me a lot. There’s something 
laid bare, got hurt, and adapted, but it has lost some of its dignity and remained 
exposed... No one consoles them.”

Sahar Behairy is a lecturer, art curator and art economist based between Cairo 
and Milan. She is a specialist in the art economy with a particular focus on African 
and Middle Eastern ecosystems and art markets.  For 26 years she has worked on 
leading charity and philanthropic projects in the fields of education, health and 
women’s empowerment. 

Page from Souad’s notebooks, 2018 
Page from Souad’s notebooks, 2019 
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26 27The River, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 105 x 200 cm
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Souad’s artistic vision, driven by her natural talent and intelligence, springs from 
her free-spirited nature and a passionate search for the essence of self. She depicts 
her internal reality including the psych-emotional dimensions and intellectual 
interactions within her cultural and life context. Her vision is based on a rare artistic 
experience combining a river’s simplicity, sweetness and fluidity with academic 
training in drawing and painting. Souad relies on a suggestive artistic style through 
modulation of shape, colour, and line. Souad’s fertile imagination and memory allow 
her to pick, in a very deliberate and precise manner, just a few of the signs and 
images that can convey, intensify, and condense the meaning she’s after.  As a result, 
her form appears to be full of an intense and captivating energy.

Confronting her works, we are surprised by the creatures that distantly look like 
human beings, which appear as well-elaborated organic constructions designed 
through an eye with insight into the body’s expressive energies. Despite being 
seemingly distorted from a simple, aesthetic perspective, these creatures are 
impressive and captivating. Her characters, hinting at some secrets, quickly evoke 
empathy, admiration and curiosity in the viewer. They raise aesthetic considerations 
concerning the clear-cut lines or the common aspects between beauty and ugliness, 
modulation and distortion, deconstruction and reconstruction, form and content, 
and between extreme formalism and functional formalism. With regards to these 
considerations, it may be appropriate to cite some lines written eloquently by 
Souad, who wonders: “Where do my smashed faces come from? My face is a map and 
so is my body, my mouth which is leaning toward the sea is never satiated, my nose 
is broken or elongated, split into two halves tracing some of the remaining scents left 
in my memory. My eyes are fixed on the sky, after they got proliferated to pick up as 
much details as possible. Roses have split my skin folds as if I were a fertile land.” She 
adds: “Though the earth has scattered my features, nothing could contain my face 
but this same earth.” 

Indeed, her figurative language gives clues to her aesthetic view, which is her 
constant quest for a visual equivalent for oneself that has been moulded by one’s life 
experience. Souad’s vision entails a degree of privacy, making her look for images 
reflecting her internal state that viewers cannot observe. One such connection is 
made through maps, where she associates the self – face and body – with the maps 
representing a visual equivalent of the earth that has simultaneously scattered and 
contained her features. She and the earth are similar regarding their fertility and 
ability to regenerate life. The nose may be elongated or split into two halves; the 
mouth may be leaning towards the sea – as she writes, the eyes multiplied; and the 
roses may split her earth crust or skin folds.  

METAPHYSICS AND VISUALISATION OF MEANING 
THE BODY BETWEEN FEMININE DELICACY AND AFRICAN 
PRIMITIVISM – DECONSTRUCTION OF THE HUMAN BODY AND 
REPRODUCTION OF ITS ORGANS – SUGGESTIVE FORMALISM
DR MOHAMED ORABI FAYAD 

Untitled XII, 2021, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm
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Thus, each visual sign or gesture has a symbolic meaning, and they all integrate to 
constitute a picture positioned under the umbrella of functional formalism. This 
symbolic representation refutes the claims of distortion or fragmentation, referring 
us to an aesthetic law based on a theory of deconstruction and construction at the 
same time, which requires virtuosity. These artistic images entail some fantasy, 
which is a prompt to connect them with surrealism. Yet, we tend to contextualise 
them in expressive symbolism because of the conditional association between 
her works and her self-consciousness. The artistic images come out of that tunnel 
connecting consciousness and unconsciousness. We can say that Souad presents a 
domain of magical psychological realism, providing visual access into the depth and 
essence of the human interior, represented in herself.

This aesthetic view and its artistic rules have been formulated across Souad’s 
practices of drawing on the surfaces of maps and anatomy books for more than 
twelve years. Starting from 2008, the signs on such surfaces were the visual cues 
that propelled her to imagine bizarre creatures derived from her psychological 
reality. During this astonishing phase, Souad focused on the face and body and their 
expressive implications. 

Untitled, 2019, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm
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Souad designed pure and unique characters in composition and shape. However, 
the transition from monochromatic aberration in drawing to painting techniques 
was not smooth. There is a difference between tackling surfaces that contain soft or 
visually and imaginatively stimulating signs, as in the maps and anatomy books, and 
tackling a blank canvas. It was a challenge for her to bring her crystallised artistic 
language into painting, using the colour and lines without any soft signs. Therefore, 
this required some intellectual struggle and technical experimentation until she 
mastered her individual painting style and presented what she refers to as the weird 
faces that look like her and the ones she knows. 

Perhaps, the similarity lies in such internal psychological features that have been 
developed – as mentioned above– across her life journey rather than the external 
features. She confirms that she’s not in need of an external inspiration. Her 
inspiration is very internal and self-motivated, springing from deep inside, from a 
distant point in her soul. She states that she never searched for the shape and that 
she has always been drawing her “self” even if she draws a man, cat, or a child. 

I have closely pursued the images presented by Souad in this transition phase from 
drawing to painting.  She has relied on her natural talent and academic experience 

Left, Big Ear, 2017, mixed media on paper, 20 x 16 cm
Right, Big Eye, 2017, mixed media on paper, 20 x 16 cm 
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in colour-based expression. In addition, she has counted on her experience gained 
from reading anatomy books and maps, through which colour has become the 
central element for portraying her symbolic representation. Her inspiration has 
become self-motivated, free from external effects, driven by her quest for answers 
to urging existential questions about the nature of the body and emotions. Her 
responses manifested as eloquent and exceptionally distinctive images. Souad 
possesses a self-directed intuition that guides her along carefully chosen paths, 
harmonizing strongly with her expressive objectives. In this regard, it cannot be 
denied that she was influenced by some of the aesthetics of African art, and the 
fundamental paradox between its aesthetic standards and logic compared to that 
of Western art.

By 2007, Souad had begun to go beyond the visible world, with its spatial and 
temporal elements, focusing on the naked human body, primarily the female.
The female body has become dominant in her works, with realistic anatomical 
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relations and proportions asserting the features of gender but without erotic 
connotations. As such, Souad seems to be a physiological researcher looking into 
the body to discover its internal elements and the secrets behind its living existence. 
In her research, she goes further to dissect the body and extract its vital organs and 
systems, such as the heart, the respiratory system, the reproductive organs, and 
other systems. Such systems constitute, alongside the exterior frame of the body, 
codes for new artistic representations of patriarchal social values that are dominant, 
freedom-restricting and intimidating.

These representations are characterised by formational relations emerging from 
suggestive symbolic motives related to her view of herself and her gender. This 
view is based on a philosophical ideology mingled with a psychological reality that 
is shaped by her life experience. Noticeably, this phase is considered a critical 
step towards the crystallisation of her artistic style with its innate imaginative 
features. She has attached her attention to the human psyche, focusing on the 
self that is engaged with cultural reality. She has adopted a vision based on 
psychological cognitive experience, combining the general with the specific and 
the philosophical with the sentimental to an extent that goes beyond the spatial, 
temporal, ideological, and cultural limits, or the temporary representations, to 
dive into more comprehensive human horizons, so that her visual discourse can be 
universally human.   

Left, Venus’ Rebirth, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 232 cm
Above, Cheerful Yellow Flowers, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 40 x 40 cm
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This new proposition in her artistic trajectory has parallels with drawing on the 
surfaces of old books, papers, maps, and books on animal, insect, and human 
anatomy. Souad’s study of the inherent visual signs in such publications has led 
her to create abnormal human shapes along with other supportive elements full of 
magical energy. She has filled her forms with internal motion and temporal depth. 
With their features that raise astonishment and curiosity, Souad’s subjects seem 
to come from a world as old as our universe. It appears that she deconstructs and 
reconstructs her female faces.  In this phase, Souad has adopted the technical 
aberration and found it enough to employ the descriptive potential and expressive 
energy of lines, values of dark and light, and genuine signs on the surfaces of maps 
and anatomy books – whether texts or illustrations – to portray her internal status. 
Thus, her artistic formulation has become convincing to the viewer’s eyes where her 
new organic creatures look as if they were so created, or as if they represent an old 
or future stage of the humankind, with no temporal or spatial limits. Her creatures 
look as if they were living on the border between the conscious and unconscious, 
between the visual and non-visual. In this regard, I recall the ancient Egyptians and 
their symbolic view of depicting concepts about the world and its elements. Such 
a view relied on a golden rule of drawing an element and its parts from various 

Untitled, 2019, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm 
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perspectives that assert its essential characteristics. Hence, the old Egyptian 
symbolic view features multiple perspectives to depict humans as well as many 
structures combining the elements of both animals and humans. 

Sometimes, transparency would be adopted to demonstrate the theme of the 
masterpiece. This may be correlated with Cubism, pioneered by Picasso, who 
asserted manifesting an element from various perspectives. Unquestionably, this 
concept has been engraved into Souad’s plastic consciousness and has been shaped 
across her artistic studies, which may be held as a conceptual justification for the 
multiple perspectives she employs. Still, her faces and bodies are dominated by 
expressive psychological sense.  At this point, it can be said that Souad, very early 
on, embarked on the approach of deconstruction and reconstruction, indicating the 

Untitled Organs 3, 2011, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 50 cm
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living mechanism and body’s vital systems, and reversing the perspective. Within 
such an approach, the body’s organs are reversed, and we can see that an adult 
female is split, hidden inside the bladder that takes the greater space to embrace 
the bodies of a female and her counterpart - or reflection - both as symmetrical and 
identical in the proportions and features.

The interpretations of the figure can be decisively confirmed by the caption of this 
work: “Inside me… on this crooked vein, within the soul, here I am leaning…my lungs 
are warmer, and my bladder is pure and cleaner than your sanitisers…the scent is 
fragrant inside…I don’t have to smile involuntarily.” These lines offer the clue for 
understanding the central issue in Souad’s art practice, the interpretation of oneself. 
She presents bitter criticism of her society, including its view of women and its 
concept of honour as limited to female virginity, in the context of the social system. 

Souad has sophisticated skills and academic experience in drawing, painting, and 
composition, tempting her to dive into the plastic world for the sake of shape.  
However, the power of her self-oriented content has had the upper hand in directing 
her visual research toward functional formalism. She utilises the form to portray her 
multi-layered ideas and associated implications. 

As for the project of drawing on the surfaces of maps and anatomy books, she 
takes a further daring step in rebellion against all the ideal and realistic aesthetics 
of the organic formation of a human body, especially of a female human body.  
Souad breaks through the journey of deconstruction and reconstruction, favouring 

Left, Untitled Organs 1, 2011, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 50 cm  
Right, Untitled Organs 2, 2011, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 50 cm  
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expressionism, symbolism, and the genuineness and uniqueness of form.  Moreover, 
she stresses that the form bears self-centred implications of multiple dimensions 
and layers throughout her visual interaction with the surface and its previously 
drawn or portrayed signs or captions. The viewer can trace the path of constructing 
the new form and developing its details, and through this journey, the expressive 
effect will be born to raise some questions about the form and its connotations. 

A SELF-REFLECTIVE VISION AND SEEKING HARBOURS 
OF LIBERTY

Souad is an authentic model of the cultural formation of a young Egyptian woman 
searching for the harbours of liberty and independence. Growing up in Cairo’s 
middle-class, she experienced a blend of conservative traditions and rustic-urban 
values, as well as an urban cultural scene that embraced global trends in various 
domains. Her studies in painting at Minia University’s Faculty of Fine Arts paved 
the way for her to become a significant figure in this scene. Moving to Minia, one of 
Upper Egypt’s governorates, allowed her to form independent opinions, embrace 
liberal thoughts, and gain new experiences that enriched her intellectual and 

Self, 2017, mixed media on paper, 26 x 20 cm
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creative journey. There, she faced the challenges of self-reliance in both her social 
and professional life, navigating a professional environment amidst conservative 
social values and an open, alluring cultural context that attracted visionaries like her.  

After graduating, Souad went through a crisis upon losing her mother, which 
prompted her to search for safety and security within a social and intellectual 
context. She approached the modern religious discourse, thinking she would be 
safe. She got immersed in a social community formed across mosques to realise 
utilitarian goals under the religious umbrella.  This experience led her to realise that 
her only safe haven lies in herself, seeing this social space was just a microcosm of 
society with all its contradictions and problems. Finally, she has realised that formal 
religiosity is merely a superficial cover.  From this perspective, we can understand 
her artistic and cultural journey, where her self-reliant tendencies are evident from 
her initial steps, culminating in her graduation project. 

In 1997, upon returning from the mission, I met Souad, a student then, for the first 
time in a seminar in one of the ceremonies in the Painting Department to evaluate 
her and her colleagues’ accomplishments as part of the academic syllabus.  While 
she was presenting fast-paced drawings of human movement poses, I was attracted 
by the swiftness of her lines and her strange selection of complicated movement 
poses of naked bodies, morally regarded as taboo. Talking to her, I was astonished 
by her thoughts and her artistic belief that rejected drawing the human body from 
photographs and educational books, believing in the importance of live studies 
of the naked body.  Since then, I have realised that she was a promising vanguard 
artist. She looks to be honest with herself, is confident and calm.  She has internal 
dynamism driven by a passion for knowledge and art, and sentiments imbued with 
life experiences. 

First year in Faculty of Fine Arts, Minia University, 1993, Souad second from right



40 41

Souad set off from her academic journey, rebelling against the traditional concepts, 
themes, and artistic formulas instructed in the academic venues. She started early 
to achieve milestones where she focused on the human being as a main theme, 
especially women, drawing them naked in realistic spatial contexts outside the 
framework of canonical aesthetics. 

Drawing a naked sitter was a great challenge, even at the university campus. The 
theme is usually rejected in terms of moral, social, and religious norms, especially 
after it was officially prohibited as an academic topic to be taught in the main faculty 
of fine arts in Cairo, in the 1970s. This was against the backdrop of the religious tide 
on the structure and philosophy of education and academic life at the time. Souad 
boldly tackled this theme, which prompted me to shoulder the responsibility with 
her, trusting the genuineness of her artistic project and her cognitive ambition so 
that her long-conceived ideas could come to light.

I was assigned to be the supervisor for the graduation project of the Painting 
Department in the year of her graduation. After exploring and experimenting 
with different prompts, Souad selected the public bathhouses in Mamluk Cairo. 
Orientalist painters had commonly portrayed this theme in Egypt, North Africa, 
and the Levant. Their works demonstrated women in bathhouses with aesthetic 
proportions that are very close to the aesthetics of the female body in classical 
arts.  Furthermore, these paintings featured a great deal of wealth and luxury which 
characterised the interior setting of the baths. In contrast, Souad tackled the theme 

Left, Graduation project 2, 1998, oil on canvas  
Right, Souad with Graduation Project 1, 1998, oil on canvas  
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from a different aesthetic perspective, paving the way to crystallise a suggestive, 
expressive vision.  Souad stuck to realistic representations of the women, selecting 
relatively atypical positions to portray a unique vision of the Egyptian woman in a 
spatial context that is poor, humid, and hazy. Her painting accomplishment in the 
graduation project was a testament to her naturally strong expressive sense, and 
her employment of lines and colours in the practical exercises throughout the study. 
She demonstrated her mastery of colour, adapting colours to bear her sentimental 
activity and emotions. 

To this end, Souad had exerted smart and great efforts. She had to experience 
this life with its spatial and temporal dimensions in the popular baths of Mamluk 
Cairo. She conducted field visits, which resulted in studies and life drawings, which 
enabled her to understand the characteristics, visual signs, and the old atmosphere 
of such a place. Afterwards, Souad stored this experience in her visual memory, 
infusing it with her emotions and sentimental interpretation of both the external and 
internal details of her theme as well as the related cultural values and psychological 
implications associated with her life experience and expressive purposes. According 
to Souad’s viewpoint, the body appears to be a malleable vessel that is shaped 
according to the self-centred expressive emotions instilled by her.  In her own 
words, she has “drawn poverty, exhaustion, surrender, and lost dreams.” 

With this goal in mind, Souad managed to convince some of her friends, by turn, 
to sit for her in her group studio in the faculty. It was necessary to establish a 
system for working in the group studio, to maintain the privacy of Souad and the 
sitters, in order to avoid situations of rejection of the theme, either on the part 
of the faculty community or the society surrounding the city of Minia. The social 
experience acquired by Souad in her graduation project was a real adventure and 
a great challenge. This matter required courage and unwavering faith from all the 
participants, especially Souad and her models, professors, and colleagues, in goals 
that are deeper than the surface of the experience. In my opinion, she represents a 
state of rebellion against the prevailing traditions, a visionary aspiring for change, 
and a quest, throughout art, for harbours of liberty.

COLOUR AND SYMBOLISM OF EXPRESSION

Colour is a significant painter’s tool for formulating visual equivalents of ideas, in 
terms of form and content, due to its limitless expressive energy and descriptive 
abilities.  To master dealing with colours, along with having a natural talent, a 
painter must engage in academic practices in a way similar to tackling an adventure 
and conducting systematic research to gain insight and reveal the mysteries of 
colour. Therefore, the painter should be able to cultivate a unique colour library 
encompassing their conceptual and emotional implications. By tracing the pathway 
of Souad since her academic beginnings, through the stages of her artistic project, 

Metaphysics and Visualisation of Meaning  
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up to its final station in her exhibition Atlas, one can recognise the correlation 
between the colours she uses and her themes and aesthetic research in a language 
of renewed form according to changes in her life and thoughts. 

Her colour memory has been delineated across the stages of her academic study, 
reaching maturity in her graduation project, where the colour’s character was 
demonstrated free from sharp transitions. In the general context, it is almost similar 
to the pastel atmosphere featuring soft tones. In Souad’s works, colour touches 
are born out of one another and overlapped like threads of various thicknesses, 
tangles, and tones to weave a multi-layered paint surface. Her paintings include a 
sense of her “self” and her theme. Therefore, the surface looks as if it were covered 
with a transparent coat, bringing together the elements of work.  As a result, 
objects appear to be equal to living beings through a colour performance emerging 
from the theory into symbolic horizons where colours can suggest emotional 
states. This stage is characterised by austerity in colour use that goes so far to the 
monochromatic scheme, especially in the project of maps and anatomy books, 
where the focus is on how just lines and the contrast between dark and light are 
capable of expressing and suggesting, within the framework of the aesthetics of 
drawing. With the growing presence of transparency, the contrast between dark 
and light has become a new trait in artistic formulation. Later, we will observe when 
colour has gained dominance over the other elements of painting. 

Despite the changes in colour palette across her artistic journey, we find that 
transparency, as artistic processing, is the principal factor in different stages 
of Souad’s artistic project.  Transparency is manifest in her works, articulating 
her desire to probe into the internal sphere of human beings. Since her quest 

Metaphysics and Visualisation of Meaning  

My Painting, 1997, oil on canvas
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into the human body began, Souad devoted much attention to transparency. 
This has been clear in the project of drawing on the paper of anatomy books and 
maps. Such a project was a wide window from which she delved into the space of 
imagination. Souad crystallised her painting style, where colour has become the 
prevailing element, with its expressive and descriptive energy for formulating her 
artistic images.  Transparency has been increasingly utilised as an effective artistic 
technique in designing the image in terms of form and its connotations.

Whoever studies her exhibitions Virtual Garden, Behind the River and Atlas, realises 
how the colour formulation can represent excessive feminine energy that endows 
the female human body with such living beauty surpassing the canonical standards.

Bodies with their organic components are vivid with energy, regardless of any 
other suggested connotations related to the theme of the artistic work, which is 
sometimes simply hinted at through the conceptual text or the caption. This can be 
taken as a clue to dive into the psychological and intellectual implications printed 
into the form, giving it an attractive magical power that takes us beyond the limits 
of the visible world. Through an interactive dialogue between the elements of the 

Dreamers, 2020, acrylic on canvas, 180 x 180 cm   
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form, in a colourful context inspired by the visual river culture, we can see ancient, 
strong bodies of hot clay-colour appearance, living in the heart of Mother Nature, 
as if they were the first creatures. These creatures are peculiarly manifested in the 
spacious river or sky scene. Notably, we observe that the green and blue colours 
are juxtaposed in harmony, where each asserts the other through unique artistic 
sensitivity with considered risks between them and the warm clay-like appearance 
of human bodies. 

Moreover, Souad’s painting features the colour of an animal whose shape, size, and 
position are determined according to its own connotation and role in the drama of 
the masterpiece.  Meanwhile, colour relations are organised by a symbolic design 
sense. On the one hand, the green colour appears in an old wild tree, whether leafy 
or truncated, hued with hot colour, and life is timidly growing in the form of vivid 
fresh buds. On the other hand, the hues of blue are manifested in a calmly flowing 
river and a sky full of clouds. In the opposite direction, we see tender climbing plants 
that are getting their stems and pointed leaves around parts of the human body, 
reminding us sometimes of the wreaths of thorns. Reflecting on the colours and 
their relations, we find that the painter is influenced by ancient Egyptian art in terms 
of her colour sensitivity. 

Her colours are limited to a few species, in integration between the warm and cold, 
suggesting some universal secrets that raise questions more than they provide 
answers. She also uses the contrast between the warm and cold and between the 
dark and light to assert the spatial relations between shapes. Therefore, the artistic 
formulation of her works calls the viewer to try to free themselves from learned 
aesthetic standards so that they can capture the essence of her works. 

Dr Mohamed Orabi Fayad is a photographer, a professor of photography philosophy, 
and the founder of the College of Fine Arts at ERU Cairo. He is also the former dean of 
the College of Fine Arts at Luxor University and the founder of the “Art from People-to-
People AFPP” art movement in Upper Egypt.

Metaphysics and Visualisation of Meaning  
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Left, Hunter Woman, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 190 x 105 cm, Behind the River 

Right, Single Narcissus Flower, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 113 x 78 cm, Behind the River
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As I write about the art of Souad Abdelrasoul, a sense of déjà vu envelopes me, as if 
these words were penned long ago. Similar to this sensation, I find myself immersed 
in her artistic realm, reconciling conflicting emotions. In art, as in life, events can 
echo across time and space. We and the characters in her artworks belong to one 
world, to African origins, a primal landscape where humanity originated. Whether 
within Africa or simply connected to it, you’re touched by an elemental purity, as if 
you are being pulled to the cradle of existence and the world. This is exactly what I 
sense within Abdelrasoul’s art.

Through the evolution of Souad’s paintings, I aim to discuss how she began her 
artistic career, devoting a purely critical and analytical mind, and dedicated years 
of practice to develop her intellectual stance. Her method resembles walking on 
a tightrope to evoke the metaphorical facilities in the nervous system, but with 
much more violence and intensity. Therefore, although her canvases are often filled 
with internal tension, their elements make us sense the existence of a space within 
which another is hidden. Both spaces are invisible as a result of prejudices by which 
women are controlled without room for negotiation. This state entails that our 
world historically would not be satisfied with all the physical shame and self-hatred 
that were arbitrarily thrown on women’s shoulders through thousands of years of 
human life. 

In her art, Souad raises many existential questions through her subjects that 
surrender to their absurdity, appearing almost metamorphosed, terrified and lost 
somewhere between being human and animal. Souad does not merely paint, she 
questions with her power as an artist, to reveal not just the scene of violence itself 
with its transgressor’s behavior, but the psychological effects of the acts of violence 
on women. 

Due to the violence, the eyes of her subjects in her paintings are glazed and 
carry the burden of unconsciousness and confusion, as if they are in an anatomy 
laboratory, which increases their brutality. Thus, I see that Souad’s paintings 
serve as a warning and an impetus to cross into a world that was deliberately shut 
before us. The sacrifice is still offered, even if it is disguised within a secret place 
in the painting. However, Souad attempts to reveal that hidden place. Despite all 
of this, the attempt is still colliding with a solid wall built out of the absence of 
societal awareness. 

I think that Souad’s approach to work through her artistic and intellectual tools is 
an attempt to unearth several levels of feeling, which can be perceived symbolically 
in her women’s portraits. For example, the whole contour of the face changes 
repeatedly. When the artist tries to depict a different level of feeling, the face 

WOMEN IMPRISONED 
BETWEEN ARTERIES OF THE PRIMITIVE MIND 
FATIMA ALI

Only Survival, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 190 x 105 cm
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appears to be another face, different, mysterious and surprising. Souad’s acute gaze 
creates a visual shock caused by sabotaging the normal anatomical representation 
of the faces, between reason and madness. Hence, neither beauty nor ugliness can 
be traced on such faces. Evidently, Souad’s art helps us understand the world as well 
as the soul’s transgressions in addition to a deliberate, psychological and physical 
oppression against women. The artist reveals the invisible, she surrounds her 
women’s bodies with transparent bandages, trying to hide scattered wounds. These 
concealing yet transparent white bandages seem to enhance the wounds’ depth. 

When encountering Souad’s artworks, there is a danger of reading them in a direct 
way, assuming they represent what is taken for granted that we know. Rather, 
they must be read in light of the artist’s conceptual world; her artworks represent 
unfair human representation, practiced through custom and dependency.  Souad’s 
masterpieces compel the viewer to see something they may have never encountered 
before. They reveal often unspoken and invisible conflicts between genders. She 
tries through her work to find new access points. 

THE NATURE OF THE HUMAN MIND 
And its Mind Maps

Early in her career, Souad, intuitively and creatively, began to explore the 
boundaries of painting that lie beyond the surface of the canvas. Before 2016, she 
began drawing her interpretation of male and female heads, going beneath the 
skin to reveal the invisible. Between 2018 and 2019, she began to draw over maps 
of the brain, using them as a guide, and used collage techniques to cover the head 
with these explanatory maps.  However, this approach did not fully interpret the 
labyrinthine geography of the human mind for Souad as her investigation continued. 
This raises the question: why does she attach such interest to the nature of the 
human mind, rather than simply representing it as a form?  She has completed 
hundreds of graphic paintings using inks, pens, printed maps, and collage painting. 
In her mid-career, she blended external cartography with internal organic 
geometry. I believe that her artistic study of what is contained within the brain 
inside the head is intellectually parallel to the significant work of Raoul Hausmann’s 
assemblage titled Spirit of Our Age (1919). In this work, the Dada artist represented 
the spirit of the era as a compound head with utilitarian tools attached to a wooden 
skull. This suggests that the head of his era was controlled by external brutal forces. 

If we look closely, we find “Souad” delving into the nature and structure of the 
primitive mind’s arteries within the context of the taboos residing in the genes, 
woven into the fabric of the mind since the beginning of mankind. She uses maps 
that are associated with geographical marks, like accumulated geological layers, in 
search of the source of the primitive within that protoplasmic soft mass. 

Women Imprisoned 
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Her research appears to be like someone searching for the source of sound 
inside a telephone or radio. Despite her knowledge of anatomical art, Souad does 
not find an answer to the issue of the forbidden. Instead, she draws from the 
personal experience of growing up in a society that besieges girls with taboos 
and restrictions, as shown in her artworks. The drawings violently penetrate the 
skull, in through the front sections towards the depths, removing and pulling 
the skin off areas on the face in search of the organic machine parts that lead the 
mind. The British writer and literary icon of the twentieth century, Virginia Woolf, 
preceded her in the quest for the mind, saying: “My own brain is to me the most 
unaccountable of machinery- always buzzing, humming, soaring roaring diving, and 
then buried in mud. And why? What’s this passion for?”

In Souad’s artworks, some organic elements of the body’s internal organs are 
displaced and reappear inside the head. On the outer surface, there are cavities, 
detachments and protrusions of the eyes, nose, mouth, and ears, and shapes out 

Faces (2), 2020, ink and acrylic on paper, 39 x 29 cm
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of place that all seem to organically move from one environment to another.  It is as if any 
organ has the ability to perform mental tasks at some point in time. In her images, she 
creates surreal human heads, using a graphic style of drawing.  This artistic style, with its 
intense pathways, searches for the mind in a scene of internal and external fluidity within 
a three-dimensional environment. As for her anatomical materials, the heart emerges 
as an iconic element accompanied by other organs such as the lungs, intestines, tissues, 
bronchi, and blood vessels in the form of illustrative drawings, as if she were establishing 
her version of a biology that inhabited the head, where the desire to survive is more than 
just an instinct. Finally, the maps reveal another connotation, appearing as networks to 
dominate the mind. More deeply, the maps point to the geography of Souad’s art as well 
as her orientation that leads to the next stages in her practice. The maps show how she 
boldly deals with the mind, although it is not an obedient organ, and consciousness and 
unconsciousness overlap in areas occupied by totem, taboo, dogma and the sacred.

Above, The Face of Truth, 2017, ink and acrylic on paper, 26 x 20 cm
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FROM DRAWING THE MIND’S DWELLING 
To Human Portraiture

Souad moved from the invisible to the visible. Therefore, the transparency-on-body 
technique was adopted in the paintings to reveal the underside. Previously, the head’s 
anatomy was used to show the inside. In time, she switched from painting the head and 
drawing its mysteries to painting the human body.  Perhaps, she realised that the mind has 
a mechanism that integrates and guides the physical body, understanding that the body 
and mind mutually lead each other. Sometimes if the body wants something, it tricks the 
mind into meeting its desires. That is why the artist moved on to a new theme about the 
nature of the body and how to manage it, raising the question: Is the body managed by 
its own mind or by another one?  She has perhaps realised that the female body has been 
governed by the mind of the other. Therefore, it has been left split between its own desires 
and the desires of others. Souad moved from the obscurity of the mind to the frustrations 
of the body, using the silent language of that split body.

Painting from several different angles to metaphorically reveal the topography of 
women’s features, Souad paints a transparency that helps to achieve a wider field of 
vision surrounding the body, as if there are double faces for reality and the physical 
body.  She became interested in searching for traces of taboo and the forbidden by which 
the women’s body has been torn up. In the beginning of her transition from drawing to 
painting, Souad’s artistic compositions seemed to bring together the experience she 
had gleaned from her heritage and its reflections on the matter and spirit of the female 
being. Her women emerge positively from this transition, venturing out into nature and 
experiencing physical and metaphysical harmony as two opposite horizons. However, 
I still see her women to be mere signs within nature that are difficult to explain. This is 
perhaps due to their long interaction with others who left them with a confused existence, 
confounding their direction and pathways. In her recent paintings, Souad’s women appear 
in a state of psychological fluidity, with many of them depicted in a watery environment 
that has deprived them of the ability to be independent entities. This was exemplified 
in Nora’s powerful dialogue with her husband Helmer, in the play A Doll’s House by the 
Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen, when she tells him powerfully and firmly, reclaiming 
her duties for the first time since their marriage: “I have other duties just as sacred... 
duties towards myself” and “I believe that before all else I am a reasonable human being, 
just as you are—or, at all events.” Thus, will this resurgence of Nora’s push Souad’s women 
towards independence? Will they respond to her?  Can they think about what Nora decides 
after they have become part of nature and join the company of her beings? Or are they still 
as Souad captured them; they appear to be a mere thin layer of life above a solitary rocky 
mass, isolated like In the Moonlight. In the painting Venus’ Rebirth (page 34), the artist 
presents a beautiful woman as a totem, proud of her femininity. However, this pride does 
not last long, in the following year, another woman is crucified in the Yellow Cross, and the 
body split apart in a harsh dualism. 
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Back in 2021, in Who Feels Me Now, Souad depicted a woman drowned in stagnant water, 
struggling between wateriness and lonely hibernation. After that in 2022, in The Labyrinth, 
Souad portrayed a group of women and men in intertwining positions. This leads us to 
recognise that the labyrinth is not only a physical place like the labyrinth of Daedalus in the 
myth, but it is the labyrinth of her women’s souls.  

They are not only surrounded by strangers, but they themselves are strangers to each 
other, and there is a gap between them despite the physical overlap. However, the idea 
of being lost dominates the women’s scene of the painting. In her portrait, Collective 
Survival, the artist depicted her group of women and men riding a wooden trunk in the 
water, struggling to survive with no strength or power. Perhaps, Souad means to always 
depict her women in challenging existential tests.  

Indeed, Souad’s women are her preoccupations and icons; she rejects the mythological 
punishment of being sacrificed previously inflicted upon them by ancient gods. But still, 
they are subject to punishment and oppression by society through its preconceived 
prejudices, as if they only exist to serve as bodies for punitive consumption inside invisible 
glass boxes. Souad wants them to be visible and aware of themselves. However, the legacy 
of oppression weighs heavily upon them; they are still trapped inside the paintings, staring 
out with split eyes, without being allowed to seek help and salvation. What is astonishing 
is that the women on the canvases are held inside their body’s restraints, just as the 
sculptor imprisons the body inside a memorial tomb, as if it is a forbidden, impure body. 
This accumulated oppression may push some of Souad’s women to resort to trickery as 
resistance in order to manage their lives secretly with a feminine skill overlooked by men’s 

Left, In The Moonlight , 2019, acrylic on canvas, 110 x 100 cm
Right, Who Feels Me Now?, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 60 x 60 cm
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arrogant egos. This can be seen in Amra’at Huna Litabqaa (A Woman Here to Stay, 
2021), where a woman resolves to remain independent despite being observed 
by the microscopic eyes of the men on the canvas.  The more the woman shines 
confidently, the more the men become arrogant, disdainful, and aggressive towards 
the woman, out of their great concern for their masculinity and their adherence 
to their ancestors’ ideas. I recall the truth once said by the philosopher Simone de 
Beauvoir: “Men are victimisers of themselves too.”

DUALITY AND VISUAL DISINTEGRATION

Souad’s women are constrained violently between spiritual and physical boundaries. 
But the artist works to heal them by wrapping their bodies in transparent veils, 
blurring the line between what is inside and what is on the surface. It is evident that 
she is skilled at revealing and concealing on the same surface and with the same 
faces and bodies. This physical disintegration is accompanied by facial disintegration 
that reveals distracted and confused identities; the unclarity in faces indicates a lack 
of comfort and contentment. Consequently, Souad largely succeeded in conveying 

Collective Survival, 2022-23, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 300 cm
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the sense of suffering souls through their faces, making the picture endless. We 
notice the places of split facial features that we do not realise as human flesh due to 
the turmoil they face in their external and internal worlds, within themselves as well. 
The concept of these split features becomes consistent with all the contradictions 
of duality and visible dualism between what is materialistic, ethereal, dark and 
transparent. According to the logic of duality, we can simply see any scene of her 
women from both sides, as if we have two minds, one observes while the other 
struggles to perceive what is observed. Souad’s faces represent a façade that does 
not fully reveal what is inside. Some faces are like dough mixtures with multiple 
eyes and cheeks mingled together, as if the face itself has been in a labyrinth and 
has lost its way. In contrast, other faces are in a constant state of transformation. 
Perhaps, the reason why she attempts to paint hybridised faces, from multiple 
angles with multiple indifferent gazes, is to capture them as if they are hovering 
between two intersecting and entangled paths. We recognise some faces as masks, 
gradually changing until we almost see the face divided into separate chambers, like 
a psychological fission leaving a part of consciousness behind. I believe that viewers 
enjoy such duality of feeling, even if it confuses them. Even if the faces lose their 
ability to express, their presence declares their own existence itself, in any form.  

A Woman Here to Stay, 2021, acrylic on Canvas, 190 x 145 cm
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Another dichotomy that appears in her paintings is the crow as a couple or partner 
for many women.  The crow appears next to the women in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream II and My Secret. Although this bird is thought by ancient people to be a 
harbinger of doom that carries souls of the dead to the land of death, we wonder 
about Souad’s crows: Are they bad omens? Or are they misunderstood? Does the 
presence of crows symbolise the vigilance to carry the souls of her women to the 
land of death? Or, are they meant as life-mates, offering branches of green for 
rebirth? Aesthetically, I think Souad links between two different creatures to further 
intensify the world of symbols populating her paintings, to the extent that her crows 
appear to replace men in evening or black mourning clothes.

PRIMITIVITY AND METAPHYSICS

There is nothing quite like the “ancients”. They embody past stages of human 
development and we all have roots in our early origins. I believe that the elements 
of this old memory persist in our minds. I see Souad’s wild, natural and aquatic 
paintings as a geographical context for the artist’s soul map, rather than a 
representation of a natural scene. Let us live within Souad’s paintings and admire 
the simplicity she captures within surreal or strange, mysterious atmospheres, 
which quench the viewer’s thirst for innocence. Let us try to understand why her 
women are present in this context, which belong to the artist’s feelings. This scene 
has been part of Souad’s vision from the beginning of her career. I think that she 
has passionately devoted herself to this metaphysical sense in previous stages to 
create an unrealistic world that feels tangible. Souad’s work stands out from other 

Left, My Secret, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 50 x 50 cm
Right, Let Me Talk, 2021, oil on canvas, 40 x 40 cm
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contemporary Egyptian and Arab art, which has been recycled among artists in 
recent years. Indeed, she works with feverish excitement and intense passion; she 
is one of a kind. Her unique artistic attitude shows freshness and the quality of 
her metaphysical soul is difficult to imitate. On the other hand, she almost draws 
a cosmological view rather than a natural landscape. Souad follows her distinct 
method to extend the almost disconnected thread after Henri Rousseau. In doing 
so, she opens new windows to a world that we have closed off, blocking innate 
nature with its excessive obsessions, isolation and metaphysics beyond our troubled 
reality. Through her paintings, Souad immerses herself in a parallel world, creating 
a captivating charm that reflects the magic of our planet. Her art captures the 
essence of the natural world, with lakes sparkling with cosmic blue hues that evoke 
a sense of impenetrability. Evidently, many of Souad’s women - in their pursuit for 
purity - resorted to the lakes to avoid penetrability and to satisfy their souls, which 
are organic parts of an earthly existence and its wild creatures. They have come to 
realise that there is no cosmic distinction between humans and animals.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream II, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 60 cm
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COSMIC LIGHT AND EARTH COLOUR

The brilliance of light in Souad’s paintings derives from the cosmic light, which 
creates a mesmerising interplay between a pale waving sunset and heavenly blue 
hues. Such dynamic and continuous intertwining of colours create a captivating 
scene, in which the light appears to be fading before our eyes. The light in her 
paintings shines while lacking warmth. Perhaps, she may have intended to 
suggest that her characters are trapped in a struggle between the coldness of 
their conscious and subconscious minds, utilising the sense of the pale and cold 
lighting at night and day. The paintings and their characters seem suspended in 
time between two lights that lie on the isthmuses of concealment and revelation. 
This pale light serves as a means of keeping viewers at a distance, from wholly 
comprehending the artist’s works, forcing us to perceive them piece by piece within 
the shades of light.

Many of her paintings are bathed in cold moonlight surrounded by a living human 
presence that cannot be separated from the primitive and symbolic nature of the 
forest. Her lunar light has imbued us all in kinship, as if every living being today is an 
organic and psychological extension of the first primitive creature that appeared 
on earth. The colour palette tends to be cold, earthy, reminiscent of watercolour. 
In some of her nocturnal paintings, colour variations of green, blue, and brown 
appear, and the atmosphere is tinged with a silvery grey colour as if it were time 
for colours’ transformation indicating their birth at dawn, where purple and gold 
shine. The farther the blue recedes into the background of the painting, the colder it 
becomes and appears like a dim light that brings together the cold and warm brown. 
Meanwhile, yellow still represents the rare energy of the painting in its early state. 
In Souad’s paintings, all colours are suffocating, shifting into the slowly moving light 
as we dig into the painting. The depth in her paintings appears as if there is another 
nocturnal, unhappy life that contrasts with its cold blue and translucent white. With 
such material transparency, I think that the artist completes the concept of her 
drawings’ initial phases by cutting the outer septum of the head to reveal the brain 
in anatomical scenes borrowed from the body that has occupied the head like the 
heart, lungs, and blood vessels. Consequently, the body appears to be scattered in 
her later paintings, such as the branching veins and arteries in the painting named 
Eubur Alnahr (Crossing the River, 2021). This painting reminds the viewer of the 
biological bond between our physical inner life and the external materialistic world 
that we live in, which the artist previously has presented by drawing on maps. 

Despite the presence of explicit colours in certain areas, this painting is heavily 
shrouded in darkness, both around and within its elements. Even the faces 
appear as dark grooves separated by black shadows along with the transparency. 
Psychologically and visually, the artist is particularly concerned with concealing and 
revealing at the same time, prompting the eye and mind to work in tandem. This 
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theme recurs in many paintings featuring lakes and human presence, for example, 
The Woman Who Loved the Yellow Crocodile and Nile Crocodiles. 

In Nile Crocodiles (page 21), the moonlight enhances the transparent quality of a 
woman’s white robe as she is sitting on a rock, amid water, surrounded by three 
male heads without bodies. This reminds us of the drawings of male heads in the 
artist’s early works. The water appears as a dying wave flanked by cacti, forming 
an uncomfortable gathering that contrasts with the moonlight. Through these 
metaphysical mediums of human, aquatic and vegetal composition, we can sense 
the atmosphere in The River (page 27).  In this painting, a woman lies in surrender, 
isolated inside the hollow of a small moving boat like an island within a slow-moving 
stream painted in cold blue and green tones, bathed in cold light, staring at nothing. 
It seems as though the woman’s soul, nature with its forests, and water are all one 
inseparable entity. This painting recalls Ophelia’s drowning in Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
and the idea of the journey from life to death inside the aquatic medium. In front of 
another scene of marine forests, we are surprised at the trees that have sprouted 
human heads, as in Men Tree. All heads and eyes are facing the viewers as if we are in 
front of a mysterious theatre stage. The crocodile reappears with the woman in the 
painting The Woman Who Loved the Yellow Crocodile.

Left, Crossing the River, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 113 x 73 cm, Behind the River
Right, The Woman Who Loved the Yellow Crocodile, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 95 x 95 cm
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COMMUNICATION BETWEEN PAINTINGS 
Code 

The Magician’s Eyes and The Bull Eyes

I believe that The Magician, one of the pieces in the collection of the Chazen 
Museum of Art, U.S.A is the most dazzling painting that leaves a deep emotional and 
mental impact on viewers. Souad commented: “For the third or the fourth time...I do 
not exactly know...all that matters is that I feel as if I am a body that has been skilfully 
anaesthetised except for the eyes - a body that has been slowly dismembered.” 
 
The eyes of the magician gaze at us viewers. This gaze is the same as the recurring 
gazes of the bull’s four eyes in her painting Bull Eyes (page 20).  They carry the 
same desire, the same mouth, which reflects the teeth in one shot and a tongue 
on the other. Through gestural representation, the magician appears to be lifting 
a transparent cloak to reveal a woman as if he is raising it to reveal a feast. The 
magician appears to have two mouths filled with teeth getting ready to gobble up 
his feast. On the other hand, the woman, or the meal, is exposed and shrunken in 
resignation close to the edge of a table that resembles an anatomy table. Looking 
at the viewers, not expecting any help, the woman is about to slip from the table. 
Similarly, Bull Eyes depicts a woman riding a bull in the water. The woman wears 
a white transparent dress and seems to be slipping off the bull’s back. Both the 
woman and bull are gazing at the viewer. Her face takes on the same features as the 
bull’s head, and the bull appears disturbed by its portrayal, making their relationship 

The Magician, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 189 x 144 cm 
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uncomfortable. The chaotic feeling reminds us of the mythical monster of the lake. I felt 
that the staring gazes of the Bull Eyes and The Magician communicate a shared language. 
By letting our imagination run wild, we guess what will happen when the magic begins at 
that very moment anticipated by the magician and the bull. We perceive that the violation 
of the woman’s permissible body in The Magician appears to be the result of magic and 
deception, while the violation in the Bull Eyes is much more physical and primal. It is as 
though the two paintings share one soul and communicate with each other through 
one code.   

CORRESPONDENCE
In the paintings Waiting and Who is this Woman?

In the painting Waiting, a man and a woman are seen sitting at a table, separated by a 
tree. Both are isolated in silence. They do not talk to each other as if they are aware that 
each of them has failed the other. They even avoid any eye contact, seeming to have lost 
any hope for mutual understanding. I think that the isolation is the shot that would kill the 
passion of that woman. She believes that if nobody speaks with her, she will never speak 
again. Hence, the ambiguity of this scene stems from its lack of energy, as if a television 
is left playing in a room - with no one to hear or watch it - conveying the impression of 
another world communicating with itself in isolation. This feeling of isolation is even more 
harshly manifested in Who is This Woman. Here, a woman sits in front of a mirror below 
a tree similar to the scene depicted in Waiting. Suddenly, she no longer recognises her 
own reflection in the mirror both representing a desperate reality and its implications. 
Her failure to recognise her reflection leads to her feeling isolated. However, her question, 
“Who is this woman?” is a result of her pursuit to find a reality that was absent in her mind 
before. Notably, her viewing angle in the mirror appears the same as the woman’s viewing 
angle in Waiting and in the same direction, as if they correspond across the paintings. 
This correspondence among paintings is common in Souad’s work. I have noticed this 
pattern across other different paintings. In every painting, the characters have waves and 
vibrations that send encrypted messages to communicate with characters in another 
painting. These paintings appear to be coded where each painting breaks the code of the 
other, as previously seen in The Magician and Bull Eyes.  

EXISTENTIAL FATE
Between Collective Survival and In the Moonlight 

Across the two paintings Collective Survival (page 58) and In the Moonlight (page 
94), there is a continuing idea of a desperate, postponed decision to preserve oneself 
regardless of the means. In Collective Survival, the artist throws the existential fate of 
a group of people into the water to decide whether their desire for salvation will be 
realised. The moving water’s symbolic fluidity highlights their cautious physical solidarity 
as they cling to a wooden trunk to stay afloat on the concave water surface, surrounded 
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Left, Waiting, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 235 cm, Behind the River
Right, Who is this Woman, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 190 x 145 cm
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by an eerie atmosphere that increases the sense of danger. In contrast, in the 
painting Moonlight, the self-preservation attempt appears to be embodied by the 
fateful presence of a lonely man perched on a rocky convex surface, surrounded 
by insufficient light, just like the sky surrounding the people of Collective Survival, 
due to the suffering they have witnessed. However, the light surrounding the 
lonely squatting man is distinguished by Souad’s light’s cosmic quality, which is 
being extinguished by darkness, and then both are putting each other out. The 
crouching man seems to possess a consciousness that is similar to the people in 
Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, symbolising the nature of the human consciousness as 
a prisoner of light and shadows, indicating the existence of another external world 
that they do not know how to find. It is about people who have been chained since 
childhood within a cave and only see the outside world as shadows reflected on the 
walls of their inner cave. The outside light turns into the cast shadows of reality, not 
reality itself. Similarly, the woman’s consciousness has stopped perceiving anything 
beyond her rocky spot. She is aware of nothing to aspire to or even escape from and 
her fate remains trapped in the shadows of her own existence. Whereas in Collective 
Survival, the characters realise what threatens their existence, but despair and 
submission dwells in their eyes as they face it. None of the seven characters try 
to look down at the wooden raft to be reassured about the chance of salvation. In 
fact, it’s possible that our conscious awareness ceases to perceive existence at the 
moment of our death. However, in Souad’s paintings, the conscious awareness has 
ceased while the characters are still alive. The concept of salvation has become as 
involuntary as the flow of water, and there is no desire to preserve their existential 
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Left, Waiting, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 200 x 235 cm, Behind the River
Right, Who is this Woman, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 190 x 145 cm
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fate. As viewers, we must recognise that these characters lack the will to be saved, 
similar to the characters in Théodore Géricault’s The Raft of the Medusa (1819).

In the Moonlight depicts a man who appears to be resigned to his fate, remaining 
stationary without taking any action. Despite the limited moonlight, his presence 
seems to exist within a dark and consistent space, echoing the sentiments of the 
ancient Chinese Tao which states that “existence or non-existence comes from 
the same earth, and this one earth is called darkness.” The man is depicted in a 
submissive posture towards the darkness, with his head thrown above his knees 
on top of a rock within a monochromatic dark space, highlighting the themes of 
solitude and isolation. This isolation is a personal experience for the man, one that 
he has chosen for himself. A perfect analogy can be drawn between this painting 
and Collective Survival, which portrays different existential scenes associated with 
the idea of collective or individual self-preservation. The man is a common element 
between the two paintings, and in both, he is acutely aware of his existence within a 
mortally dangerous environment. Despite this awareness, in both paintings, there is 
a sense of desperate surrender, as if the man has given up without even attempting 
to fight for his life.

CHAOTIC HYBRID
Forced Relationship 

Acting naturally can be challenging if an individual is unaware of their identity, just 
as it is impossible to understand one’s identity without knowledge of one’s origins. 
This message is embodied in two paintings featuring hybrid creatures. The first 
entitled Forced Relationship, (now in the collection of the Worcester Art Museum, 
U.S.A), portrays a man with an owl’s head gripping a woman whose palms are tied 
together. The other painting, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, depicts a man with 
a donkey’s head. In absurdity, he embraces a woman, wrapping his body around 
hers with closed eyes, trusting in his newfound animality. Perhaps he considered 
himself superior simply because he assumed he was a man, failing to realise that the 
donkey’s head was permanently attached to his body as a reminder of existence he 
cannot remove, despite its pitiful and confusing appearance. Forced Relationship 
reveals the chaos and confusion of thought and emotion caused by the presence 
of the owl’s head instead of a man’s head, reminiscent of Franz Kafka’s novel “The 
Metamorphosis,” in which the protagonist, Gregor Samsa, wakes up one morning 
transformed into a huge insect. However, unlike Gregor Samsa, the man with the 
owl head, despite the confusion of having a bird’s head, appears to be possessed 
with false arrogance, embracing the woman’s body with a sense of pride in his 
masculinity. These two paintings illustrate how complicated, confusing, and 
sometimes repulsive it can be when a human, unaware of their animalistic frame of 
mind, continues with their life while forcing others to accept their existence.

Left, Forced Relationship, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 100 x 100 cm
Right, A Midsummer Night’s Dream I, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 60 cm
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In Souad’s recent paintings, I see a striking multiplicity of different entities that are 
evenly matched with the complexity of her portrayal of women. From crows and 
birds to bulls, rabbits, crocodiles, fish, and even an octopus, the artist employs a 
diverse range of symbols to convey her ideas with harshness and honesty. By doing 
so, she seeks to capture multiple dimensions of her vision and to avoid easy or 
direct concepts that might be too readily understood by viewers. Instead, Souad is 
interested in the relationship between symbols and images, using this interplay to 
affirm her art and thought while encouraging viewers to engage with her ideas and 
push their thoughts beyond the surface of the canvas. Instead, she is deliberately 
determined to keep us questioning. 

As I conclude some of my previous attempts at analysis, I find myself faced with 
another challenge to comprehend the evident recent changes in the latest 
exhibition of Souad’s entitled Atlas, which began in early 2023 in Cairo. The 
exhibition’s main poster embodies this change clearly, as it relates to what I have 
read about ‘Stockholm Syndrome’ in psychology when a victim sympathises or 
becomes attached to those who have mistreated them.  I see this in Pink Cloud 
(2022). The poster shows signs of this syndrome distinctly, where the man is 
portrayed with the woman unified, to the extent that they are fused and intertwined, 
sharing their bodies and faces, detached from the materiality of the earth, as their 
yellow space encompasses them atop their colossal tree. The repetition of women’s 
eyes has vanished, and the divisions of the face have faded away, while one body 
turns towards the other in a position reminiscent of a fetus, seeking containment.

Left, Forced Relationship, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 100 x 100 cm
Right, A Midsummer Night’s Dream I, 2021, acrylic on canvas, 90 x 60 cm
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Fatima Ali is an Egyptian critic and writer. She specializes in visual arts criticism and 
supervises various dedicated art pages and platforms. She has authored numerous 
books and publications in the field of art criticism.

Pink Cloud, 2022, acrylic on canvas, 130 x 140 cm, Atlas
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Above, Souad aged six
Below, Embroidery on tablecloth 
done by Souad’s mother 

Opposite page, clockwise from 
top left:
Souad’s mother
Souad’s daughter Layla with Like a 
Single Pomegranate
Souad in her studio 2022
Souad’s daughter Layla with 
The Last Supper
Self-portrait, Souad
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Souad with Symphony, 2017, acrylic on canvas on old violin case, 95 x 30 cm
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