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Driven by a de-hierarchization of cultural categories, Nadjib Ben 
Ali’s painting explores the intersection between human emotion, 
dramatic archetypes and their 21st-century visual expressions. 
Tapping into both popular, counter-cultural references and the 
dramatic choreography of historical painting, his compositions 
draw inspiration from soccer, rap videos, horror films, and 
B-movie slashers. 

Ben Ali selects and manipulates his images digitally using 
computer and smartphone screens as tools. Pushed to their 
chromatic and luminous extremes, these digital creations serve 
as starting points for his paintings. He reimagines and distorts 
epic and affective moments from soccer games, adding a 
visceral, dramatic intensity. Imbued with a universal sense of 
drama, his works echo themes from the arenas of ancient games 
to epic narratives harking back to Greek and Shakespearean 
tragedies. Soccer players are transformed into spectral figures, 
their faces fragmented into vibrant, acidic hues that evoke a 
haunting, sepulchral quality—where sports imagery collides with 
the macabre world of horror films.

Figures are isolated, their facial features obscured by thick, 
solid colors, creating a sense of confinement and tension. 
Faces, dazed or taut with nervous energy, and bodies, slumped 
in exhaustion or contemplation, recall a vast iconographic 
tradition. These works span narratives from classical tragedies 
to the everyday struggles of existence, laced with a touch of 
absurdity—the hallmark of contemporary tragedy. His choice 
of counterbalanced titles underscores this complexity. In Ben 
Ali’s paintings, whether referencing rap videos, monstrous horror 
film imagery, or fallen sports heroes, tragedy resides in subtle 

interstices, between the hyper-saturated colors and the raw 
emotional weight of the scenes. His art is a theatrical, almost 
apocalyptic playing out of human drama, where every element 
contributes to a vivid, tragic sensibility.

Nadjib Ben Ali (b. 1994) graduated with honors from the École 
Supérieure d’Art et Design de Saint-Etienne in 2019. His recent 
solo exhibitions were held at The Cabin, Los Angeles (2023, 
U.S.) and Le POCTB, Orléans (2022, France). His work has 
been shown as part of institutional group shows such as Voir en 
peinture, MASC, Les Sables d’Olonne, Musée Estrine, Saint-
Rémy de Provence and Musée des Beaux-Arts de Dole (2023, 
France); Glad to take height and see the slow motion world, 
Jeune Création, Romainville (2021, France); Novembre à Vitry, 
Galerie municipale Jean Collet, Vitry sur Seine (2019, France); 
Le jour suivant, Cité du Design, Saint-Étienne (2019, France).



Nadjib Ben Ali
B. 1994, lives and works in Paris. 
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Nadjib Ben Ali
NO PARTY, 2024
Acrylic on canvas

33 x 46 cm



Exhibition view, No Party, The Pill, Paris, 2025



Nadjib Ben Ali
TOURBILLON - LA GUITARE, 2024
Acrylic on canvas
38 x 55 cm



Exhibition view, No Party, The Pill, Paris, 2025



Nadjib Ben Ali
WELCOME TO CHOUINEVILLE, 2022

Acrylic on canvas
116 x 89 cm



Exhibition view, No Party, The Pill, Paris, 2025



Nadjib Ben Ali
“Kinda Blurry”, 2024
Acrylic on canvas
160 x 120 cm



Nadjib Ben Ali
Are U Ready, 2024

Acrylic on canvas
261 x 160 cm



Exhibition view, No Party, The Pill, Paris, 2025



Nadjib Ben Ali, MAIS-QU’EST CE QU’UN REDFLAG (PHANTOM), 2024



Exhibition view, No Party, The Pill, Paris, 2025



Les Enfants Terribles, Centre Culturel Jean Cocteau, Les Lilas, 2025



Nadjib Ben Ali
HAZMATIK,

Acrylic on canvas
116 x 89 cm





Nadjib Ben Ali
OSBORN EFFECT III (AUTOTUNE), 2024

Acrylic on canvas
61 x 50 cm



Nadjib Ben Ali, White kinto’un, 2024



Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tete, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023



Nadjib Ben Ali, VITEVITEVITE, 2021



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tête, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tete, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023
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Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tete, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tête, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023



Les Pieds... Mais Surtout La Tete, The Cabin LA, Los Angeles, 2023



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.DRAMADRAMA, Le POCTB, Orleans, 2022



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.DRAMADRAMA, Le POCTB, Orleans, 2022



Exhibition view, A Los Heroes, Manifesto of Fragility, 16th Lyon Bienale, Usines Fagor, Lyon, 2022.DRAMADRAMA, Le POCTB, Orleans, 2022



S e l e c t e d  p r e s s  a n d  t e x t s



Le football et la télévision sont de ces choses qui fédèrent universelle-
ment. Nadjib Ben Ali, né en 1994 à Paris, diplômé de l’École supérieure 
d’art et design de Saint-Étienne en 2019, peint l’un et l’autre, et se 
place ainsi à l’exacte intersection entre les émotions humaines de tou-
jours et leur reproduction médiatique au 21e siècle.

L’artiste réalise des captures d’écran de matchs de football profession-
nel, alimentant ainsi une bibliothèque de plans. Il utilise ensuite une 
technique singulière pour en retranscrire l’aspect moiré : des crayons 
de peinture, créés en entourant des bâtons de pistolet à colle de tissu 
synthétique, sont plongés dans des pigments acryliques. En résulte sa 
patte caractéristique, semblable à des coups de feutre fluo rose, jaune, 
violet ou vert. 
Au fil de grands formats qui engloutissent le·la regardeur·euse, Nadjib 
Ben Ali traduit la chorégraphie épique des joueurs ou isole un détail 

poignant, comme une nuque tendue ou un visage enfoui dans les 
mains. L’artiste accorde la même attention à la signalétique qui, parfois, 
absorbe la figure, à l’instar des maillots floqués ou des chaussures 
siglées.

Sa peinture déhiérarchisée rappelle aussi bien les icônes rock de 
Nina Childress, les portraits évanescents de Marlene Dumas et les 
abstractions géométriques de Sarah Morris. Chez Nadjib Ben Ali, tout 
est exacerbé car tout doit pouvoir être retransmis. De la gestuelle 
dramatique à la colorimétrie acide, une folle course à la visibilité 
s’enclenche. Cependant, celle-ci n’étouffe jamais tout à fait une 
humanité à fleur de peau : l’artiste nous en fournit les indices iridescents.

Crédits : Nadjib Ben Ali est représenté par The Pill (Istanbul, Paris).

Ingrid Luquet-Gad est une critique d’art et une doctorante basée à Paris. Elle enseigne la philosophie de 
l’art à l’université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne.

Publié le 6 janvier 2025.









In love with the images produced by the screen, Nadjib Ben Ali 
presses pause and selects the choice pieces that summon painting, 
admitting silhouettes and football settings for their primitive qualities, 
shapes and colors. The painter adopts the posture of Craig Feldspar, 
character of the TV series Malcolm in the Middle. Caressing the 
ambition to become the best viewer in the world, he compiles the 
2018 World Cup in 64 drawings, one per match.

Here, the shots have the materiality of large felt-tip pen strokes. 
Sponges and tape, Nadjib Ben Ali tinkers with his own brushes to 
rediscover the gestures of these drawings, television landscapes. 
4k Ultra HD TV, for 110 inches of pure pleasure. Mega zoomed 
proposition. Calves squeezed into their bright socks, the fabrics of the 
shorts brush against each other in the colorful melee. Surpassing their 
author, these larger-than-life formats grab us where the dramaturgy of 
sport is confused with soap opera.

Totally distorted by emotions, color is about to dominate the game. The 
atmosphere of Love, Glory and Beauty: a decisive penalty shootout, a 
surprise wedding in Vegas, an exit from the field, an illegitimate child, 
a player rolling on the grass, the awakening of this character after four 
seasons in a coma… Dramadrama. Football is neither more nor less 
than a tense soap opera of emotions, an ideal pretext for painting.

If Nadjib Ben Ali has accustomed us to the use of flashy colors, 
this use of red as mood lighting bathing the entire canvas marks an 
evolution in his practice. Color is psychological resonance. In cinema, 
the change in chromatic atmosphere marks a moment of narrative 
shift. Somewhere between immeasurable joy and deep pain, the 
fluorescent carmine face in the POCTB window announces the 
sequel, the outcome of the match is not yet determined…

Mathilda Portoghese



NO PARTY
Jean-Charles Vergne

Nadjib Ben Ali belongs to a generation of painters whose cultural 
sources are drawn from the margins of the history of painting. 
While the masters of past centuries provide a soil, Fauvism and 
bad painting infuse the surfaces, and his large-scale compositions 
evoke historical painting, his work is also nourished by a counter-
culture (notably embodied by the American painter Ed Paschke) 
and references drawn from the most popular registers of a 
supposedly low culture. The mask of the serial killer in Halloween 
(John Carpenter, 1978), videos by Puerto Rican rapper Bad 
Bunny, French duo PNL, Spanish pop star Rosalía, the iridescent 
lights of screenshots of soccer matches, are all manifestations of 
an uninhibited practice, driven by a de-hierarchization of cultural 
categories and a movement of capillarity by which so-called “minor” 
culture rises to the level of culture described as “dominant”. 

Nadjib Ben Ali watches soccer matches, plays video games, 
feeds on rap and hip-hop videos, and is a fan of gore films and 
B-movie slashers. He uses his computer and smartphone screens 
to select, crop and Photoshop his images. All this takes place on 
computer or smartphone screens, which he uses to select, crop 
and reprocess his images. Pushed to their luminous and chromatic 
extremes, images are meant to be withdrawn, to become impulses 
for painting, not for the purpose of reproduction - a vain fascination 
with technological imagery - but to invert and ruin them, just as 
Hubert Robert ruined the picture of Le Louvre by extrapolating its 
decrepitude in a dystopian painting  (La Grande Galerie du Louvre 
en ruines, 1796). After meticulously selecting and manipulating his 
images, Nadjib Ben Ali overflows them, pulverizes them and gives 

them a sensitive, powerful, strident dimension, based on a universal 
dramaturgy that belongs as much to the games of the antique 
stadium as to the great Greek or Shakespearean tragedies. The 
soccer players are “played off”, turned into ghosts, and their very 
heads sometimes have more to do with Caravaggio’s Decollation 
of St. John the Baptist (1608) than with any attempt at glorification 
or heroism. The ghostly future of the soccer players can be read 
on their fatally marked necks (Welcome to Chouineville, 2022), 
haloed by a tragedy, itself supported by the solitude emanating 
from their faces, which are radiant with color, even when they’re 
in the midst of a group. Their faces, decomposed by iridescent, 
acidic colors, evoke the most sepulchral of representations, where 
the soccer image collides with that of a horror film (Ô Dodo, 2024 
or WHITE KINTO’unzz, 2022). 

From the very beginning, his works have formed an organic 
corpus under the generic name REDMIXTAPE, emphasizing both 
a compilation principle and an intonation carried by the evocative 
power of the color red. Originating in hip-hop and R&B culture, 
mixtapes appeared in the 1970s with DJs such as Grandmaster 
Flash or Afrika Bambaataa and the Soulsonic Force, in the form 
of audio cassette recordings of mixes using techniques such as 
beatmatching and scratching. Following a similar process, Nadjib 
Ben Ali’s paintings are developed at the crossroads of disparate 
cultural registers and fields. They provoke friction - scratching, one 
might say - between the history of painting, soccer imagery, video 
games, rap and hip-hop, and implode style through injections 
of self-mockery. As for red, whose claimed influences are Alfred 
Hitchcock’s  Marnie (1964) and rapper Cacahouete’s video, 357. 
Python #3 (2021), sets the tone for this mixtape. The fact that 
red can be dominant in works such as No Party (2024) or totally 
absent from the paintings doesn’t change a thing: everything is 



held together by the idea of red and its highly symbolic, tragic, 
twilight or violent function.

Nadjib Ben Ali stands here, at a particular moment when so-called 
“low” culture infiltrates so-called “high” culture, against the flow, like a 
disreputable salmon swimming upstream where it wasn’t expected. 
Irreconcilable subjects intermingle and infiltrate his paintings: the 
Miskinamenté series uses the mask of the Halloween killer or of 
Jason in Friday the 13th (Sean Cunningham, 1980), while referring 
to its use in the video clip for 357. Python #3 or in the video for 
PNL’s Simba; the footballers’ necks become analogous to those of 
the central figure in Géricault’s Raft of the Medusa (No Party, 2024), 
the failing bodies of athletes, collapsed or prostrated by failure, 
echo Manet’s Dead Man (Tourbillon, 2024 or VITEVITEVITE, 2021), 
their twilight faces evoke Léon Spilliaert’s self-portraits (CCTVision, 
2024). The surface of the painting overplays the idea of surface, 
it is a “penalty area”, in the most literal and punitive sense of the 
word: isolating figures, sequestering facial orifices by filling them in 
with thick solid colors (CATARACTATTACK, 2024 or Hybrid Birthday 
(Bluecut Mix), 2024). Occasionally, Nadjib Ben Ali uses mixtures 
of impure agglomerates of beige/orange/yellowish/bluish colors, 
coarsely brushed on and called “butter” or “margarine”, a kind of 
repellent binder, an unholy pictorial cartilage that joins motifs and 
bodies in a pulsating organicity that goes as far as to provoke 
repulsion. 

The OSBORN EFFECT (Autotune) series plunges the faces of 
footballers into a bath of tawny colors corroded by an acid green 
evoking the transformation and madness of Norman Osborn into 
the Green Goblin in Spiderman. Nadjib Ben Ali applies an Osborn 
effect to these faces in the same way one would apply Photoshop 
to an image, or autotune to a voice, to mask false notes and give 

it an artificial harmony. The series carries the tragedy of these 
famous sportsmen’s faces towards their inevitable disappearance, 
a new celebrity driving out the previous one in a fatal mechanism 
of replacement and polishing. The dazed faces, in recollection or 
nervously tense, the bodies lying or slumped with exhaustion carry 
a vast iconographic history that stretches from the great founding 
narratives to the most current and human scenes of compunction, 
interiority and existence, without however abandoning a form 
of absurdity - another side of contemporary tragedy - through 
the choice of counter-weighted titles. Such is the case with 
AARGHHH (Margarine edit), or Chouineville, a contraction of the 
verb “chouiner” (whine, moan) and “ville” (city) to describe the 
complacent lamentation of soccer players collapsed and grimacing 
on the ground to simulate an opponent’s foul.

Whether in figures borrowed from rap clips, monstrous faces from 
horror films or fallen heroic sports figures, the tragic is hidden 
surreptitiously in the interstices, between the boosted colors, 
recalling Zinedine Zidane’s confidences in the film dedicated to him 
by Philippe Parreno and Douglas Gordon (Zidane, a portrait of the 
21st century, 2006): “Sometimes when you arrive in the stadium, 
you feel that everything has already been decided”. In Nadjib Ben 
Ali’s paintings, everything seems played out – in the tragic as well 
as theatrical sense of the term – and in his pictures we see “that 
part of theater, illusion and chance that cannot be taken away from 
life without mutilating it.1» 

1	 Jean-Marie Domenach, Le Retour du tragique, Paris, Seuil, 1967, p.285.
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