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SOME THOUGHTS ON YOUSSEF NABIL’S 
"THE BEAUTIFUL VOYAGE” EXHIBITION 

 
Youssef Nabil is an Egyptian artist who lives and works between Paris and Harlem. His work 

encompasses the ancient wisdom of the Nile Valley, the opulent refinement of the City of Lights, and the 
high-voltage glamour of Black uptown Manhattan. It is serene and poetic, lush and sensuous, a mélange 
of complementary and competing elements, fusing and combining to create a quasi-divine 
contemplation of longing and desire. Like all great art it makes no sense and perfect sense, it surprises, 
haunts, and seduces.  
 

Its uniqueness lies first in its technique: the superimposition by the artist's hand of gorgeously 
saturated colors over impeccably composed silver gelatin prints - of painting over photography, the 
human over the machine, the timeless over the immediate. 
 

The works on view at The Third Line gallery in Dubai - cinematic landscapes and imaginary self-
portraits, as well as Nabil's fourth video, also called "The Beautiful Voyage", featuring the actress 
Charlotte Rampling - affirm and heighten his stature as an artist who both represents and transcends his 
times. A rather remarkable accomplishment in this hyper- politicized, all-or-nothing day and age. 
 

This is not to say these works are not relevant, or overly antique. Nabil had his first solo in 1999, 
at age 27, in Cairo. In 2001, on a trip to Egypt, the superstar British artist Tracey Emin discovered his work 
and, in a Harper's magazine article, predicted he would become one of the top artists of his generation. 
Over the past two decades he has done portraits of many of the most formidable figures in art, film and 
music. From Louise Bourgeois to Marina Abramović. DeNiro to Deneuve, Alicia Keys to Sting. His work 
hangs in the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, The British Museum, the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi, the 
Studio Museum in Harlem, the Francois Pinault Collection in Paris, the Louis Vuitton Foundation, also 
in Paris, and too many other international institutions to mention. This is all to say he is in the middle of 
everything au courant and cutting edge. 
 

Yet, a dreamy sense of memory, a sort of surrealist mist or veil, something Daliesque, a hint of 
Frida Kahlo, hangs over everything he does. And that only makes it more complex. Mysterious, 
compelling, richer. 
 

In its beauty and strength - and the sense that this will last - Nabil's work brings to mind Matisse's 
1904 Fauvist masterpiece, "Luxe, Calme et Volupté”. Matisse took his title from Baudelaire's 1857 book 
of poetry, “Les Fleurs du Mal”. Translated into English from the original French, the appropriated lines 
read: 
 

There, all is order and beauty, 
Luxury, peace and pleasure. 

 
The title of the particular poem that contains those lines is "L’invitation au voyage".  
 

Sail on... 
 
 

--- Bob Colacello — Southampton, New York, 2022  
 


