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‘the spaces in between’

‘….…When you are out on patro, even though you are
working with a body of men and you’re with your best mates
and you would put your life down for them, you know you’re
also very much alone in your own helmet and fear where the
enemy are and every step you take might be your last. That
is quite an intense thing to deal with. It’s quite a challenge to
paint as well.’

Arabella Dorman has already established a wide reputation
for her portrait paintings and landscapes but over the past
few years she has been studying British Troops out in Iraq
and Afghanistan. On her return from Helmand in October this
year Arabella kindly spent some time chatting with me about
her experiences on the frontline……..

The media interest into your war work has been quite
extensive. Articles have appeared in national press The
Telegraph, Guardian and Times and you’ve also given many
radio and television interviews. Have you been surprised by
the media interest?

I have been completely taken by surprise by that! It does
leave me feeling quite uncomfortable though in a way
because people focus on me as a female war artist.
What I want to do is focus on painting the men and bring
the focus back to them. It doesn’t rest easy with me but
on the other hand it works because it is raising
awareness of what they do and that’s what I am trying to
achieve in my paintings so the two go very much hand in
hand. But yes, surprised but in a way I am gratified and
humbled that there is so much awareness of what our
soldiers are going through or a desire to understand.
After my last exhibition I received hundreds of emails
and letters from members of the public, from mothers
and wives etc. just saying thank you, you have made
some sense of what my husband, son does out there. 

The conditions that you were working in must be quite
unique. Because you had already spent time in a warzone
during your time in Iraq were you more prepared for
Afghanistan? How did it compare?

It was, on a superficial level I guess, quite similar
because you are in the theatre of war with these
incredible soldiers, doing a very, very tough job and
they’re ordinary men doing extraordinary work. On a
deeper level which became quite apparent after my first
few days there, Afghanistan is a much, much more
insidious war in a physiological way because the enemy
is largely unseen and they are having to cope with the
roadside bombs and the IED’s
every single soldier that goes
out on patrol, it’s not when
they come back, it’s if they
come back and the stakes
are much higher so I think
that is the main difference,
although there are IED’s in
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Iraq and although they were terrible it was a more
straightforward kind of fighting.

In Afghanistan you have got high compound walls and
you have this very surreal claustrophobic sense of where
you are and you’ve got 12 foot high maize that you’re
fighting in. You cant see the enemy but they can see you
and I think that must play on the Soldiers nerves; well, it
certainly does, it’s a very dark place in that way.

The way in which you work and your focus is on the emotion
of your subjects, through the eyes and expressions. Is this
the approach you have always taken in your portraiture?

Well, primarily I am a portrait painter so that’s where my
interests lie, there’s much more in the human experience
and physiological aspects of conflict rather than just the
young men and their toys. I guess in terms of a gender

thing perhaps some of the male war artists are drawn
more to the amazing machinery, a tank

or a helicopter whereas I am much
more interested in what a soldiers

eyes or a little boys eyes can tell
me so it is definitely the

human cost of conflict
that I am interested in.

What is your method
of working out there?
Do you do lots of
quick sketches and
then bring them home

and work on them……?
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Yes, I do a lot of portraits, and charcoal sketches which
is a wonderful way of getting to know the Soldiers,
talking to them one on one and getting a bit below the
surface: likewise in Afghanistan I did a lot of portraits of
Afghan people.

I also do lots of watercolours as well which are the
colour notes really of the landscapes and then I take
photographs of the action that just happens too quickly.
You can get it in a sketch, in terms of my shorthand but
then photographs are a very useful reference to get all of
the kit right.

So when will you be exhibiting the work from your recent trip
to Helmand?

I have only really done the fieldwork out in Afghanistan,
which was for two and a half weeks and I still need to
work it up. But I am keen to get back to Afghanistan and
because I just need to re-address the balance so it’s not
just military. I also want to paint about what the Afghan
people are doing. I think just one more week in a
different region, maybe not Helmand would make for a
much more in depth body of work. So if I do go back out
then I will probably have an exhibition in about 18
months time. 

I have also been looking at the reporting that Ross Kemp and
his team have done on the frontline. He too seems humbled
and privileged to have had the experience and I think in both
cases what you have both done is to try and provide the
public with an honest insight into the realities of war which is
a positive thing? Does it make you angry sometimes to think
that the public may not be getting the full truth?

Yes, it can make you very angry but in that regard I am
no different to anyone that has been out there, whether
they are a serviceman or woman, medics, engineers or
even Journalists. The reality on the ground is obviously
‘by definition’ very different to that which is reported
because the Journalists, for whom I have immense
respect, are reporting on specific stories so alot gets lost
that’s peripheral and isn’t the main story. 

For me it’s all of the times of ‘the spaces in-between’,
that’s really what I am trying to focus on the moments of

reflections, of thinking about what the hell they’re doing
out there and their fear and isolation. Especially when
you are out on patrol and you know that even though
you are working with a body of men and you’re with your
best mates and you would put your life down for them,
you are also very much alone in your own helmet and
fear where the enemy are and that every step you take
might be your last; that is quite an intense thing to deal
with. It’s quite a challenge to paint as well!

I particularly like the pieces combining collage and type that
are quite graphic styles of working – using newsprint and
incorporating type. Are you consciously trying to display any
particular message? Is it hard to be neutral and not represent
your own feelings in your work?

Yes, I think you have to be aware not to. I think by
definition an artist is creating a subjective work, it is
obviously filtered through my ideas and subjectivity so it
goes without saying they are very much my vision or
take on things but I’m trying very hard not to politicise
things. I don’t want to take sides. History will be the
judge of the rights and wrongs of Iraq and Afghanistan. I
am not going to sit on my moral high horse and say this
is right and this is wrong. It’s a very important thing that
these soldiers are doing and I really want to focus on the
positive if that doesn’t sound too banal. I want to reveal
how extraordinary these Soldiers are and what
extraordinary jobs they do.

For more information on Arabella Dorman and her work visit:
www.arabelladorman.com

Interviewed by Jayne Creer, October 2009
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