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ounir Fatm
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G
öteborgs Konsthall recently hosted “180° Behind M

e”, M
oroccan-born artist M

ounir Fat-
m

i’s first solo exhibition in Sw
eden.

Through installation, video, sculpture, text and philosophy, M
ounir Fatm

i surveys the m
yriad tensions 

betw
een analogue tradition and accelerated contem

poraneity.

M
ounir Fatm

i com
pares his recent exhibition at Sw

eden’s G
öteborgs Konsthall to a book. Like the m

eandering 
storylines of a novel, like the contem

plative notes of a poem
, his projects evoke a beauty, violence and fragility that 

takes tim
e and w

illingness to digest. Titled “180° Behind M
e”, the solo show

 – w
hich so happens to be the artist’s 

first in Sw
eden – integrated literary allusions w

herever possible: several of the w
orks incorporate Arabic calligraphy, 

selected both for its historical and contextual references and for its intricate patterning. The beauty of w
ords, and 

their pow
er to w

eave together and shatter, is consistently present in Fatm
i’s practice, his w

ork exposing the layers 
of interpretation and reinterpretation that construct certain histories.
of interpretation and reinterpretation that construct certain histories.

C
urated by the Konsthall’s Artistic D

irector Stina Edblom
 and Liv Stoltz, “180° Behind M

e” presented a series of “lin-
guistic gam

es” in order to reveal oppressive social and political structures. As such, the exhibition explored the ur-
gency of free speech and seeks to deconstruct dogm

atic religion and ideology in critique of an “increasingly volatile 
and precarious w

orld”. The m
aterials that he selects – old VH

S tapes, w
ires and outdated copy m

achines – are not 
only dictionaries of inform

ation, but also function as archives in and of them
selves. H

is w
orks appear as m

onum
en-

ts to the utopias of contem
poraneity and to the nebulous narratives w

hich are gradually erased from
 m

em
ory.

In celebration of the m
om

entous exhibition, Art R
adar got in touch w

ith Fatm
i to discuss his exhaustive breadth of 

w
ork, w

hich w
as on view

 at the G
öteborg institution until 16 Septem

ber 2018.

Y
o

u
r
 s

o
lo

 s
h

o
w

 “
1

8
0

°
 B

e
h

in
d

 M
e

”
 a

t G
ö

te
b

o
r
g

s
 K

o
n

s
th

a
ll w

a
s

 p
r
e

fa
c

e
d

 w
ith

 th
e

 fo
llo

w
in

g
 q

u
o

te
 b

y
 H

a
n

n
a

h
 

A
r
e

n
d

t: “
T

h
e

r
e

 a
r
e

 n
o

 d
a

n
g

e
r
o

u
s

 th
o

u
g

h
ts

, th
in

k
in

g
 its

e
lf is

 d
a

n
g

e
r
o

u
s

.”
 H

o
w

 h
a

s
 th

is
 s

ta
te

m
e

n
t in

flu
e

n
c

e
d

 

th
e

 e
x

h
ib

itio
n

 a
n

d
 h

o
w

 h
a

s
 it b

e
e

n
 im

p
o

r
ta

n
t to

 u
tilis

e
 A

r
e

n
d

t’s
 w

o
r
d

s
 in

 S
w

e
d

e
n

, in
 2

0
1

8
?

There
There are often phrases and w

ords in m
y exhibitions. Som

etim
es they are sentences of thinkers, philosophers or 

poets and som
etim

es they are sentences that com
e from

 m
y m

anifesto “C
om

a” that I started w
riting in the 1990s. The 

first sentence of this m
anifesto states: ‘M

y father has lost all these teeth, now
 I can bite him

’. I rem
em

ber using it 
during m

y first group show
 at the C

entre Pom
pidou in Paris.

H
annah

H
annah Arendt’s sentence is about thought and its dangerousness quickly becam

e one of the keys to understanding 
this exhibition. The idea that there is no such thing as a dangerous thought, but that the act itself is dangerous, sends 
us back to ourselves. H

ow
 do w

e think about this w
orld today? O

r, how
 to think about the w

orld in tim
es of crisis? This 

system
 of thinking or creating in tim

es of crisis, and the radical change of societies, is a fundam
ental issue in all of m

y 
w

ork: how
 can one be an artist in a society that’s in full collapse?
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Since
Since the beginning of m

y career and m
y artistic research, I have been interested in objects that have reached the end 

of their lifespan. It surely com
es from

 m
y place of birth in Tangier. I grew

 up in the district of C
asabarata, w

hich w
as 

know
n for being the flea m

arket of the city. There, m
y m

other w
as selling children’s clothing and I w

as often her m
odel. 

I spent hours and hours observing all the things that happened in this m
arket. In the 1970s, given the scarcity of hou-

sehold products and their exorbitant prices, m
any M

oroccans bought them
 in flea m

arkets. M
ost of these products ar-

rived from
 Europe via Tangier, brought by M

oroccans living abroad w
ho collected them

 in garbage cans in France, 
Spain or the N

etherlands.

I understood then that objects, like us, like all things, have a lifespan. Everything is part of a duration, a cycle. There 
is also this notion of the archive. M

ost of m
y installations include the m

edium
 and the m

essage [w
ithin them

]. It’s a kind 
of an archaeology of the m

edia. In the near future, a young audience w
ho did not experience the im

age revolution w
ith 

the creation of the VH
S cassettes around 1970, or the antenna cable or the large photocopying m

achines, w
ill surely 

ask questions about the m
aterials that I am

 using now. M
y w

ork revolves around these questions, this precise m
om

ent 
w

hen there is a crisis, w
here the end of a period coincides w

ith the birth of another.



The title of the exhibition “180° B
ehind M

e” com
es from

 your photographic series Peripheral Vision. It expres-
ses that w

e all, regardless of w
here w

e com
e from

, suffer from
 lim

ited and/or one-sided visibility. You also di-
scuss “otherness” and how

 disparities in education “m
ake us see but also m

ake us blind”. C
ould you elabo-

rate on this?
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C
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C
ould you speak m

ore about the im
portance of text and textual objects – or should I say linguistic gam

es – 
in your w

ork? A
s m

any of your projects integrate w
ords, phrases and A

rabic scripts into your installations, 
and keeping in m

ind W
illiam

 B
urroughs’ suggestion that “language is a virus”, how

 do you suggest audien-
ces interact w

ith the exhibition?
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To com
e back to youe question, it is from

 reading W
illiam

 Burroughs and his idea of language as a virus that I started 
a real critique of the m

edium
 “language”, these flaw

s, w
eakness and its lim

itations. In m
y exhibition, language is used 

as a m
edium

 in crisis, alm
ost at the end of life. It’s a changing m

edium
, facing a new

 visual language of em
ojis, portrai-

ture and self-portraits. W
e can speak here of a new

 visual Babel announcing the collapse of language.
Everything is a visual trap, even a phrase that w

e can read and understand. The audience then has the choice to accept 
this trap and to fall deliberately into it or to leave the exhibition by being satisfied w

ith its aesthetic aspect.
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II have alw
ays been interested in the m

edium
 of language and com

m
unication, because I com

e m
ainly from

 a private 
face culture. For m

e, w
ords have played the role of concept as w

ell as im
age. In m

y book The Pretext, I often talk about 
the difficulty of using w

ords to say w
hat w

e feel and the obligation w
e feel to do so, to think through deconstruction. O

n 
this subject, the reading of Jacques D

errida and his general idea of   ”deconstruction” visited throughout his philosophy 
helped m

e to understand how
 W

estern culture is locked in a conceptual fram
ew

ork of duality – sign / m
eaning, spirit / 

bod
body, inside / outside – and that it is absolutely necessary to deconstruct them

. I also think that the w
ork on this decon-

struction can start w
ith the language, w

hich is itself a “pretext” of com
m

unication since m
ore than eighty percent of our 

com
m

unication is nonverbal. It is bodily and therefore does not com
e from

 language.
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M
y w

ork often asks this question: how
 does one create an artw

ork w
ithin a society in crisis? H

ow
 should one continue 

to claim
 the status of ‘artist’ in a w

orld destined to a program
m

ed collapse? This unease that w
e are experiencing w

ith 
this return of fundam

entalists and this rise in radicalisation com
es first and forem

ost from
 this feeling, [w

hich is so-
m

ething] that w
e cannot express w

ith w
ords. It should be know

n that our industrial civilisation (as w
e know

 it until now
) 

based on fossil and m
ining energy is collapsing and w

e w
ill surely fight for the last drop of oil. W

ill our dem
ocracy survi-

ve this energy shortage? I am
 not sure. All these political, religious, econom

ic and societal issues, of course, influence 
m

y w
ork and m

y w
ay of thinking. As you know, I w

ork on the m
edia, but not in the im

m
ediate future. I am

 lucky to be an 
artist and it gives m

e the opportunity to take tim
e to think about the w

orld. It is a privilege to be able to express m
yself 

freely and for w
hich I w

ill fight to the end in order to continue to enjoy it.




