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SOWAT
1978 - Lives and works in Paris

Although born and raised between France and America, Sowat be-
longs to the second generation of French graffiti artists. A genera-
tion that grew on the heels of the American pioneers of the 1980s, 
forging their legend throughout the 1990s. A generation that 
traced its path in the 2000s, far from institutions and the eye of the 
media but that has been making its ways in exhibitions, arts centres 
and biennials in recent years, breaking new grounds on the fringes 
of contemporary art by bringing the patterns, signs and textures of 
the streets to the world of painting.

While traveling through Europe and the world with the Da Mental 
Vaporz crew, searching for increasingly large-scale murals to ex-
press their passion for exquisite corpse frescoes, Sowat left tradi-
tional graffiti to experiment with calligraphy and more particularly, 
Cholo Writing, a hand style created by Californian Latino gangs to 
mark their territory. From then on, Sowat focused on appropriating 
this unique style, enriching it with influences brought back from his 
various trips: Chinese, Indian and Arabic calligraphies, abstract pain-
tings from the western post-war period, hence developing his own 
visual langage.

As it is often the case in this art of exchange and extension that 
is graffiti, a decisive encounter triggered the rest of his journey. 
In 2010, Sowat and Lek cross path and thanks to their mutual love 
for urban exploration and the search of abandoned buildings, both 
artists decided to work together. Combining their skills and crafts-
manships, the duo developed an original approach, blending abs-
tract paintings with ephemeral installations, serial photography, 
video and self-taught archaeology.
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That is how the Mausolée project was born in 2012. 

For a whole year, night and day, Lek & Sowat secretly squatted a disused supermarket in Aubervilliers, in the north of Paris, bringing back to life this abandoned 
site alongside several key figures of the French graffiti scene. This project offered graffiti culture an unprecedented underground showcase in France, with a 
result both dark and sumptuous.

After spending a year beneath earth level, in the darkness of a cesspool, they resurfaced into the light with a video, an exhibition, a book and more importantly 
an urban legend that is still spreading. Intrigued,  the Palais de Tokyo opened its doors to the duo, who then spent countless months taking possession of the 
entrails of the building, surrounded by their artist friends and curator Hugo Vitrani, looking for new and creative ways to blur the lines between the legal and 
the clandestine, the visible and the invisible, the institution and its fringes. 

Taking advantage of the occasion, they launched a collaboration with legendary pioneers of their culture such as Futura, Mode2 or, more surprisingly, Jacques 
Villeglé, the artist of Situationist inspiration, whom they consider to be one of the precursors of street art thanks to his ripped advertising posters in the 1950s 
and his socio-political writings. It was with him and 20 major French Graffiti artists that they created the Tracés Directs project, the first Graffiti piece to enter 
the permanent collection of the Centre Pompidou.

In the latest step of this journey, Lek & Sowat took part in the 2015-2016 artistic residency program at the prestigious Villa Médicis. A fact that both highlights 
the newly found respectability and visibility of their culture as well as rewards the artists’ work, brought together by a common artistic vision both raw but com-
posed, minimal and sophisticated, abstract yet sensitive.
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TEMPUS FUGIT
one year at the Villa Médicis

From September 2015 to August 2016, Lek & Sowat were the first 
Graffiti writers to become artists-in-residence at the prestigious 
Academy of France in Rome, the Villa Médicis. A mark of recogni-
tion for this atypical duo whose path has led them from the urban 
wastelands of the Mausolée project to the underground ventilation 
shafts of the Palais de Tokyo and the permanent collections of the 
Centre Pompidou. More over, it ment a fresh start for the artists: 
the discovery of working every day inside a studio, both on two or 
four hands pieces.

During these 12 months spent on top of the Pincian Hill, sharing 
the strange comfort of Ingres’ former studio with Lek, Sowat took 
advantage of this Roman retreat and fleeting time to create a se-
ries of pieces currently exhibited at the Galerie Le Feuvre. Thir-
ty-nine large-sized works, scrupulously composed and staged in the 
gardens of the Villa. Thirty-nine paintings that pursue his research 
into calligraphy, lines and movement, drawing as much inspiration 
from the engraved marble slabs of the Roman Codex as from Cholo 
Writing, the Latino gangs’ art from the Los Angeles of his youth, 
thus creating a tension between the primitive aspect of his work 
and the stone and plaster of antique statues.

What can one see in these paintings? Above all, a saturation of signs 
that leave no breathing space or breaks to the compositions. The 
eye is lost in a maze of scriptures, some of which are clear, while 
others are barely sketched or covered. Although some patterns 
fade, leaning towards abstraction, the lines remain, with the variety 
of reactions allowed by mixing china ink with chemical substances. 
A fine balance between geometry and alchemy.



Each work has its own strong impact while offering a sens of 
repetition. We know thanks to Kierkegaard that this repetition 
is the movement through which one can grasp the truth of time. 
On Sowat’s paintings, the repetition of signs enables the artist 
to confine space. What matters here is speed, the sensation of 
sliding, of continuity in the movement, just like tags, pushed 
towards their most ornamental dimension. 

The colors, all vibrant, give a highly emotional impact to the 
works, depending on the combinations chosen by the artist. 
Blood and light, blue and steel, purple and gold, coal and fire, 
each canvas evokes a universe, references, an invitation to 
dream, and seeks to revive the ancient alchemical myth of trans-
forming lead into something else.

The staging in the gardens and galleries of the Villa Médicis 
shows what these paintings owe to their environment, to these 
ghosts moulded in plaster, sometimes limbless or scalped, who 
rise up in every nook and crane of the Palace and are its real 
pensionnaires. At times, the paintings play on contrast, and at 
other times they blend into the landscape, extending a line or a 
shade. It is a way of reassessing the value of these works, most 
of which were created in the shadow of the Italian Renaissance, 
by interacting with them, highlighting the power and richness 
of artifice rather than naturalness, and of the copy rather than 
the original. Therefore, in a world where, as Guy Debord, the 
French Marxist writer said, “truth is a moment of falsehood”, it 
is a way of being contemporary. A contemporary artist.
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Dura Lex Sed Lex
inks on canvas, 195 x 130 cm

2016



Cum Laude
inks on canvas, 130 x 97 cm

2016
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