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20186, collages of prayer rugs on canvas, 80 x 80 cm.
Courtesy of the artist and Ceysson & Bénétiere, Paris.

Piece by piece.

Around the Square is a series of textile collages entirely
constructed with fragments of Muslim prayer rugs. In earlier
collage works of the same medium, such as Compositions or
Mechanization, the circle is one of the dominant forms across
the canvas, serving as a symbol of movement, machinery,
and cohesion, but in this body of work, the only form used is
the square. In the first four pieces of the series, each canvas
measures 80 x 80 cm and consists of 60 square pieces of
carpet measuring 10 cm each, with a central square of 20 x
20 cm.

In each canvas, the center square is an image of the Kaaba,
the most holy of squares in Muslim culture. The gradation of
color and patterning of the individual fragments leads us to
this core form, and yet, despite the clear geometry of the
square in each canvas, our eye moves in a circular motion,
around the squares, bringing to mind the circular movements
of religious pilgrims walking around “the Square” of Mecca.
A sort of mental circle to offset the rigidity of the square, a bit
like a bird’s eye view on the movement below.

This series of collages is very painterly, with each piece
pushing color to build form and depth. Looking through
hundreds of prayer rugs to find the right shades and tones,
each is piece carefully cut and re-organized to generate a
strong optical effect. One piece is a study in orange and red,
from bright orange to burnt sienna, and ruby-reds to muddy
reds, before arriving at a barrier of green, their perfect
contrast, which protects the central square, a blend of orange
and red, and repeated motifs.
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Another works is a gradient of greens, starting with dark,
forest greens at the outer edge and moving inwards to a light,
sea foam green, offset by the inner square, a flat orange
piece of carpet with a bright pink cube. Each piece builds
upon the next, and the entire canvas seems to alternately
expand and contract. There is a part of one canvas that feels
like a study into the twilight skies, with deep blue carpet
fragments embroidered with gold that rhythmically moves
around the edges.

There is a visual game going on in Around the Square, which
resembles the sliding square puzzle known as the “jeu de
taquin,” literally translated from the French as, “the teasing
game,” in which small squares are moved up and down to
form a specific sequence of numbers. Rather than numbers,
here we have an urge to want to line up the disconnected
shapes and colors to try to form a completed pattern. Is Fatmi
linking the idea of pilgrimage and prayer to a game, or is it
religion itself that is the game and we pilgrims its individual
parts? This subtly implied connection underscores Fatmi’'s
interest pushing the limits in what an image can be and
reminding the viewer how even minute manipulations can
alter meaning and intention.

Blaire Dessent, January 2017.
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pushing color to build form and
depth. Looking through hundreds
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