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2014-2015, collage of prayer rugs on canvas, 100 x 70 cm.
Courtesy of the artist and Ceysson & Benetiere, Paris.

In many countries today homosexuality and LGBTQ rights,
including marriage and even the simple right to kiss in public,
remains bitterly forbidden and punishable by law, and there is
no help by the part of religious leaders or other officials, let
alone much in the way of a support network from which to
start a dialogue. Just last week two young girls in Morocco,
ages 16 and 17, were put in jail for kissing in public. In the
month of June 2015 alone, a popular Moroccan weekly
magazine featured a cover of two men with the headline,
“Should gays be burned?”, one man was sentenced to four
months of isolation in prison for being judged gay, and
another man was attacked on the streets of Fes by a large
group of men, while people looked on and did nothing to
help. And that is just in one country. Even this hard fought
freedom now finally accepted in countries like the United
States still remains vulnerable.

When researching different prayer rugs for a new series of
textile collages, Mounir Fatmi noticed that there were styles
made to appeal to women, with pinks and yellows, and others
geared towards men, made with darker hues of blues or
greens. By combining fragments of prayer rugs from both,
Fatmi constructed a series of five, rainbow hued collages
titled, Behind the Rainbow (Derriere I'arc en ciel). Made
between 2014-2015, the series shows the rainbow/ROYGBIV
gradation now universally linked to the flag and symbol for
LGBTQ rights, fused with a symbol of a religion that still
refuses to accept homosexuality.

In many ways, the Muslim prayer rug is sort of like a mobile
space of one’s own. If it's time to pray, out comes the
carpet, unrolled and laid out on the spot, giving the user a
feeling of privacy and intimacy in his prayers despite the rest
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of the world moving on around him. It's almost like a security
blanket in that sense, something likely comforting and
reliable, a space on which you can be yourself. But what to
do if you are not allowed that freedom, not allowed that space
to be who you want to be? Are not accepted for who you are?
Behind the Rainbow suggests the hopeful possibility of
having a “one rug for all”, these beautifully made collages full
of colors, patterns, and abstracted forms merging with
images of Muslim architecture, symbols, and decorative
motifs. They look good together.

In the vertical panels of carpet of Behind the Rainbow #6,
architectural elements sewn into the prayer rugs are carefully
cut out and re-constructed within the color fields so that the
buildings are rebuilt within this rainbow. Can religion, a
typically patriarchal structure, absorb those who have
different sexual orientations than what is deemed the norm?
Can religious and government leaders, as well as religious
believers, find peace within themselves to embrace
something different? In Behind the Rainbow #3, an image of
the Kaaba is set in the green slice of carpet, front and center.
It can almost be read like a new flag, taking this black, sober
form and reinserting into a new swath of colorful possibilities.

So many people continue to fight a battle without any form of
support or understanding, yet small outlets of hope can be
found. In 2015 Le Monde des Religions featured an article
about Ludovic-Mohamed Zahed, the first openly homosexual
imam in France and founder of the non-profit organizations
HM2F, for homosexual Muslims in France. He is married
himself and he recently married two Iranian women in
Sweden, but he is also using the Koran itself to educate
others about the real beliefs of the Prophet on this subject
and the misinformation about homosexuality which has gone
rampant in the religion. Small steps perhaps, but steps in a
positive direction.

Blaire Dessent, November 2016.

" Behind the Rainbow suggests
the hopeful possibility of having a

“one rug for all”. "
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