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Before the Dawn is the latest exhibition by successful portrait painter, Arabella Dorman. She studied
at the Byam Shaw School of Art, at Edinburgh University and at Charles Cecil Atelier in Florence.
The paintings are the result of her experience of working with British Forces in Southern Iraq, and
British and Afghan forces in Afghanistan. I went to the exhibition opening, expecting to see
downbeat images of life in war-torn territories, but I was pleasantly surprised.

Before Arabella even spoke about how she created the images to evoke the optimism of life in
Afghanistan, I had already been struck by their extraordinary sweep, the beauty of the places
depicted and the hope of the people who live in them. If forced to choose a favourite, I would say
Recycling the Afghan Way, a picture of a man seated on a white donkey and clutching a piece of
metal. I asked Arabella what painting she felt the most personal connection with, and she pointed out
Taqalla Baraye Zenda Mandan (Struggle to Survive) a triptych she painted in 2014, portraying a
modern Afghan family.

Taqalla Baraye Zenda Mandan (Struggle to
Survive),
Triptych, Oil on Canvas, 30 x 52, 2014

A man holding a very young girl who is wearing a white robe, occupies the centre panel of the
triptych. On either side, are relatives seated on the ground. Two relatives are grieving, their hands
covering their faces. The other men are talking. Arabella says that the painting, particularly the child
in it, represents hope for the future of the country. The classical form of the painting, that is, its
tripartite construction and resemblance to a Nativity, stems from Arabella’s training in Italy.

Accompanying Arabella at the opening was her friend Mirwais Alizai, Afghan businessman and
sponsor of the exhibition. To sum up, the paintings are beautiful, scenes of everyday life under the
blue skies and semi-desert landscape of the country. But this is not a descent into Romanticism.
There are other, disturbing images of the conflict, most notably Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, a
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monochrome montage of nine images depicting sleeplessness. Arabella pointed out how the
arrangement of the paintings in the gallery works its way from fear and conflict to hope and repair,
and she briefed us on two charities that the sale of the works is supporting.

Before the Dawn is on view at La Galleria on Pall Mall until November 15.

(Editor, 2014)

 

 

About Mary Phelan

I am an art historian, magazine editor and design philosopher. In addition to editing Artyonline, I
have my own website, http://www.maryphelan.info/ and write a blog, Design Victim, on the pain and
pleasure of encountering designed objects in modern life. http://maryphelan.blogspot.com/ Readers
can also follow my latest Hub Pages article that provides directions on how to create Ray
Lichtenstein-type images using computer drawing software. http://hubpages.com/hub/Draw-Like-
Lichtenstein-Using-Computer-Graphic-Software
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