
SKIN: What’s it all about?
Youssef Nabil: I have been inspired by cinema in Egypt since my childhood. I 
remember when I was a kid and watching old Egyptian movies, I used to ask my 
mother about all the actors and where they were. Most of the time the answer 
was that they were all dead. It was a strange idea for me to watch and love all 
these beautiful dead people. I think it did something to my subconscious. Later 
on in my work, when photographing people, I always thought of how to make 
those moments eternal, before they died or before I died. Later, when I moved 
from Cairo to Paris, I spent a lot of time with myself and I started asking questions 
about my life and existence. I decided to talk about them in my self portraits. 

SKIN: What attracts you to people?
YN: I love people. I love meeting them, but I also love watching them. What 
attracts me could be their work, the character of their face or simply because  
I liked them when we first met. 

SKIN: What repels you?
YN: I think I can always find something beautiful in everyone… but I would say 
that I don’t enjoy meeting someone who doesn’t have a certain sense of humour 
about things.

SKIN: Do you have a favourite person you’ve shot and coloured?
YN: Each portrait is different and tells a different story. I can’t think of a favourite really.

SKIN: What person, living, would you like do a portrait of that you haven’t already?
YN: Elizabeth Taylor, who recently saw my work in Los Angeles.

SKIN: What person, not living, would you like to do a portrait of?
YN: Frida Kahlo, Um Kulthum, Ana Mendieta, Bette Davis, Nefertiti.

SKIN: What compels you to hand-colour portraits?
YN: I grew up looking at old Technicolor movies, old hand-painted movie posters 
and hand-coloured family portraits; the technique was common in Egypt in the 
70s until I started my career in beginning of the 90s. I had it around me so much 
that I decided to keep in my work.

SKIN: You say in your biography “My relationship to my whole life is the same, for 
me it’s about coming to a place which is not yours, then having to go.” Is it still?
YN: Yes, that’s the way I’ve always felt.

SKIN: Do you have a favourite place in the world?
YN: I have several favourites. Alexandria in the winter… I like walking around the 
Pyramids. For some reason I miss Havana – I became attached to it. I love most 
Mediterranean cities.

SKIN: Where in the world would you like to do a self-portrait that you haven’t yet?
YN: I never thought of it that way. Self-portraits come to me… they are long projects.

SKIN: What do you believe?
YN: I believe in everything. For now I would like to believe that one day, during 
my lifetime, I would see peace in the Middle East.

SKIN: If you had the attention of the entire world for 60 seconds, what’s the one 
thing you would most like to say?
YN: Global warming. Global warming. Global warming.

SKIN: Any other thoughts/feelings/words you’d like to express?
YN: Right now, while answering these questions, I’m listening to Jackie 
DeShannon’s song “What the World Needs Now is Love”. I think I would like to 
pass this message to politicians all around the world.
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Lebanese painter Nayla Karam may be playing a role in changing the way people view 
sexuality in Lebanon. Her explicit and detailed sexual paintings of the female form have 
fascinated many and created a stir in Beirut. Receiving a lot of mostly positive feedback, 
Nayla has cracked open the forbidden door of sexuality and the secret lives of women.

“Erotica”, her most recent exhibition in Lebanon, took place in April of this year. The  
idea behind the artist’s collection is simple: “It started with my final project at university. 
I wanted to have an impact on my teachers and really touch them deep down inside 
their hearts. I knew I was best at nudity, but the whole issue turned out to be quite a 
vast flight of endless research about human beings and their deepest desires.”

The exhibition is very personal to Nayla. Each painting has its own story, its own 
experience, its own emotion – but each share the same soul. From a technical 
perspective, the composition is dynamic and strong. Every colour and each 
geometrical figure refers to a fragile desire in the mind of women. “It’s fascinating 
to see people’s reactions,” she says, “I believe everyone imagines the painting 
depending on their needs and personal experiences.”

Rather than superficially focusing on the naked form, Nayla’s work conveys a deeper 
meaning. “The composition, the angles, the positions that my models are displayed 
in is a pure message of eroticism, but the spirit and beliefs hold a strong concept for 
humanity,” explains the young artist, who has been studying the female form for over 
five years. “The woman is a beautiful symbol in life. The lines, the curves, and the circles 
she has been shaped in are all an expression of beauty. This beauty completes the 
sexuality and the desires hidden in the human mind.”

Although Lebanese society is still very conservative, particularly with regards to sex 
and sexuality, Nayla believes it is akin to the air we breathe – something that can never 
be locked away. “Sexuality is something that has been a part of history. It has passed 
through difficulties and obstacles, just as any issue has. But nowadays, humans have 
stronger personalities, more exposure to culture and education, which can fight 
negative labels. Sexuality is a must in each and every person,” she says. 
 
But there is consolation. “Art is everything that makes the world a better place,” 
she enthuses. “It is my source in life and what keeps me going. I was told that my 
pieces were very interesting… I didn’t receive any criticism, except for one negative 
comment by a religious person who obviously came to the wrong place at the wrong 
time. I would never expect these people to understand because they need to learn 
a lot about humans before religion. I don’t blame them, as everyone has the right 
to believe as they choose. I am a believer, but a smart one. God created a brain for 
humans to use and not to follow, be hypnotised, and unaware of the world we are in.” 
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