
STEVE SABELLA

EXODUS
AND BACK





153

Facing page: Cécile Elise 
Sabella. 2008. Lambda matt 
print hand stitched on primed 
cotton canvas. Print size: 49.5 
x 100 cm; Canvas size: 60 x 
110 x 3 cm. Image courtesy 
Metroquadro Gallery, Turin. 

All images courtesy the artist 
unless otherwise specified.

and embodies Sabella’s attempt at ‘picking up 

the pieces’ of his self. Featuring spliced windows, 

In Exile’s subject matter metaphorically takes on 

themes of entry and exit, openings and closings, 

inside and outside. He was relieved, happy even, 

but unaware of what would come next until a 

chance discussion with a friend in Dubai in 2010 

became the proverbial Pandora’s Box and BOOM! 

In Transition came next, stemming from an aware-

ness that, “there is no need to create art just from 

depression.” Sabella’s hands shook as he shot 

trees and grass in London – elements chosen for 

their organic quality and their allusion to growth, 

movement and change. Some areas of the imag-

es are heavily blurred, while others are distinctly 

clear – an intentional pictorial definition of the 

series’ name. One cannot dispute that the work 

suggests a phase-like, in-limbo, quality. 

In the same year, Sabella was commissioned 

to create a work for one of Doha’s Mathaf: Arab 

Museum of Modern Art’s opening shows – the 

fantastic Told/Untold/Retold. Settlement: Six Israelis 

and One Palestinian, (now acquired by Mathaf ) 

sought to address the basics: by getting six Israe-

lis and himself to strip down to their underwear 

with Sabella on one wall and the others facing 

him, his provocative installation addresses the 

need to go back to the roots of the Palestinian-

Israeli conflict. There are a number of facets to this 

work – the ratio of six Israelis to one Palestinian 

reflects the demographics of Israel and, as Sabella 

explains, has many connotations. It signals, for 

example, “very charged numbers in the history of 

the Palestinian-Israeli conflict and how the Israe-

lis are always threatened by the ‘one’ Palestinian 

who might set things off.” There is the idea of a  

collective that shapes the region, in which nations 

are treated collectively rather than taking into 

account the individuality of people. The installa-

tion thereby creates a visual unresolved tension,  

especially as there is no indication of who is win-

ning – the one or the many. “The spectator who 

stands in the middle of the installation cannot 

see both sides simultaneously and must make a  

critical choice,” explains Sabella. 

It then seems as though Sabella’s In Transition 

hit the nail right on the head and snowballed into 

a mental ecstasy. In the same week that he shot 

images for In Transition, came Euphoria, “like an  

explosion!” Here, the images take on a chromo-

somal quality; the apparent veins and arteries 

clearly connect to one another and Sabella’s 

DNA is unmistakably lucid. He realised that there 

must be other “galaxies”, that his mental ascen-

sion couldn’t stop there – “I wanted to reach a 

supreme state of aesthetics” – and incidentally, as 

Beyond Euphoria began to take shape, the Arab 

Spring exploded into life. “I think the Arabs under-

stood that in order to break free, you need to go 

through a process of introspection and deal with 

yourself first and foremost to become liberated,” 

he says; “They realised they need to deal with 

themselves as individuals and not as masses.” 

In the same way that Sabella’s fury rose in 

parallel to tensions during the First and Second 

Intifada, his euphoria augmented with each 

event that contributed to the Arab Spring. “The 

spark that ignited in me, ignited in the Arab 

world,” he says. In always being true to himself 

and his work, Sabella sought to mirror his self 

and that of the region’s uprising so that they  

appear one and the same. Initial pieces from  

Beyond Euphoria were destroyed and the re-

sulting images reflect a freedom, a boundless  

energy never before seen in his oeuvre. The  

inevitable question is where to from here? 

Sabella grins mischievously. “Ah, see, I’m beyond 

euphoria, catch me if you can!”  

For more information visit www.stevesabella.com 
and www.theemptyquarter.com       
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“[The Arabs] realised they 
need to deal with themselves 
as individuals and not  
as masses.”


