THE CITY IS A SCENERY**
BY LAYLA HAWI CHAMOUN*
The figuration of a woman, not of the woman, is present in Chaouki CHAMOUN’S work. This work’s originality lies in the fact that the woman is not considered as an end by itself but rather as a research element, a form from which other forms see the light, a color constellation which produces abstract patterns that spread throughout his work. Indeed, C. Chamoun goes off the beaten track, as he exploits this figuration as a research object that is equivalent to geometrical shapes or sceneries. Despite its strong presence as a sign of femininity, the figure is juxtaposed to geometrical shapes; squares and diamonds produce a curious syntax by their contiguity; sometimes these shapes come closer until they overlap the figure and produce an equivalence that is far from degrading to women. Indeed, the essence of women itself is captured, in all its aspects. However, the valorization of women as a form leads to the fact that women do not self-designate themselves anymore, but rather designate the pictorial rhetoric.

Likewise, this pictorial valorization takes the shape of a production. Hence, based on this figure, there are colored patterns, metonymies (parts of a whole) that take shape and spread throughout the page. For instance, the pattern of a blouse is repeated in a juxtaposed abstract surface or penetrating the figure. Sometimes, the pose is repeated according to a repetitive decomposition that sets the reading modality from left to right, from the bottom up, thus producing an intrinsic rhythm. The figure is constructed then deconstructed in the other parts of the painting. This exploitation turns the figure into a rich irradiation center. 

It is clear and dominant at the beginning, before becoming diluted, interiorizing itself in the painting and disappearing in the abstract surface. This liberation introduces the perspective of depths. The path to the inside is as marked as the one that sets the left/right, right/left, bottom/up or vice-versa reading modality in some paintings.

Hence, this index function of the figure is multiple. After having indicated that the painting is a work of art rather than a referential production (that designates a reality), it considers the painting as a text to be read, a text that depends on the viewer.

The sparse lines that cross the painting from one side to the other are motivated by opposition. They are explained by reference to the painting itself. They abandon their status of shapeless scrawling and are structured as balancing elements among the various parts – as connection or transition elements. Simultaneously, the informal gives meaning to the formal. Therefor, the hieroglyphs resemble an unknown language that must be reconstructed. The letters that are lost in the painting and the abstract parts are the order that balances the disorder, the shapes that organize what is shapeless and give it meaning, just like the figure rightly establishes order by introducing an element of recognition amidst this world of lines and colors.

_____________________________________________________________________________

Translation from French: Marilyn Chbeir  

The female figure does not tell a story, but rather leaves the story to the viewer, who, by force of habit, attempts to construct this absence as a security effect. However, the story is absent and the reading modality of the painting is a high-reaching rhetoric, and the responsibility of the onlooker.

From another point of view, the figure here is a construction of a space – a closed space that has a direction and carries us towards the inside. The fence does not need to be demonstrated. It takes many shapes: it is created by lines, by bars that serve as a frame. It is created by the movement towards the inside that makes the figure “in”, “under”, “against” an abstract surface. It is inside, and the screen that separates it from the viewer is a filter of lines and colors.

The first fence form can produce a space and the information can be referential. Therefore, even if  it is closed, the space is a gateway from the outside to the inside. Like windows, narrow openings make you see, recognize, and reconstruct. The general construction gives the impression of urban scenery where buildings and apartments with lit crevices (mostly windows) reveal a presence, a shape, and colors. In its positive sense, voyeurism here is a transcription of urban scenery, of a look at the cities where vertical and horizontal lines are nothing but the barriers of our modern walls (in opposition to the curves and archaic arcades), our angular rooms, our smooth buildings, our televisions that both show and hide. 
In this painting, we can affirm that the city is a scenery, or that the essence of the scenery shown is the city, through the transcription of this modern nature composed of lines, screens, and rectangular or square slits, whether lit or unlit, open or closed.

The second fence form is that of the painting on itself. It designates another space, one of rhetoric, artistic research – a pictorial space that leads to self-representation. This writing requires learning. It shocks because it breaks off predefined codes.  Even the elements of syntax are absent (the syntax that directs the perspective representation). An intertext with each drawing is like a self-quote: “I’m a work of art” rather than: “I’m a woman” or “I’m an abstract pattern”.

The richness of this creation lies in its polymorphism: the layering, juxtaposition, and superposition of the figurative and abstract elements produce a variety of infinite composition that is supported by the titles of different types: descriptive, dialogues highlighting the citational aspect (a painting does not tell itself, it is told), everyday signs that are highlighted; such as the daily positions of the figure when seated, lying down, half-lying, reading, knitting, talking…

Arranged in text form, the titles palliate the absence of a definite significance of the painting, as the latter does not reveal a habitual writing form of signs: writing versus absence of writing. The juxtaposition of the titles is an important factor that favors the semantic fields which help create the situation of a context. Through this pragmatic function, the titles create a reference, a story, a time, a space. Pronouns, personal pronouns, and spatiotemporal indicators are shifters of meaning. They simultaneously introduce and suspend the meaning, like the pictorial work they support. Their complementary function is hence an important support, an opening that balances the fence, a breakaway of meaning just like the figure is a breakaway towards the inside of the drawing. The titles have a largely poetic function, despite their seemingly close aspect by their simplicity – thus creating poetry on a daily basis. However, if the painting is self-designated if it is surrounded by a fence, it is also an opening through the elements of continuity that frame the drawings and create a syntax that sends to another painting.

A second frame often appears in addition to the initial one. The first one is made of lines; the second is also made of colors. We sometimes have the impression that the painting stops and is continued at its extremities. This continuation remains suspended as if taken in charge by another absent drawing and is always pushed elsewhere, farther. The resulting incomplete aspect makes the modernity of the search. This tendency is so pronounced that the drawing is often made up of two paintings (warm blue I and II, and time to go home/I miss you in the fall), and even four paintings (the fifth season I, II, III, IV). However, this excess is not surprising. If we consider the whole work, we notice that each drawing is in itself a sum of paintings with multiple formats and treatments.      
This combination is a mise en abyme of the painting, which thus shows variable frames and sends us back to the citational process of the work itself, which is at the same time an opening and a fence, a poetic metalanguage and pictorial prose that is crossed by a unifying colored filter.  
________________________________________________________________________

**On an Art exhibit at Etoile Art Gallery, Rimal-Zouk, November 1985

