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Exhibition view from Peripheral Vision, Tokyo.
Courtesy of the artist and Art Front Gallery, Tokyo.
Ed. of 5+ 2 A.P.

A black & white photographic self-portrait, « The Blind Man »
features mounir fatmi wearing a white shirt and a black vest,
holding at eye level, like a pair of binoculars, a stromatolite
from the Moroccan desert, purchased in an auction sale. The
work is part of a series of self-portraits in which the artist
photographs various objects related to Moroccan identity that
he systematically places in front of his face. Stromatolites are
one of the oldest forms of fossils; they appeared 3.5 billion
years ago and take us back to the origins of life on Earth.
Their structure, generally made of limestone, originated
underwater; the fossils, commonly found in the Moroccan
desert, are frequently sold to tourists on the black market.

The photographs from the series « The Blind Man » question
the role of historical heritage. They explore the relation of
individuals to their cultural heritage and history. They try to
define the artist’s relation to the question of identity and
express the choice to distance himself from it. The
photographs highlight the intrinsic ambivalence of cultural
and identity markers. The fossil is linked to the idea of death
and to the origin of life. The mentioned object is supposed to
be both typical of the identity of a country and of the
represented subject, and his discourse has to do with the
general as much as the particular. Yet the object remains
silent. Furthermore, it tends to dissimulate the subject, to
make him disappear behind too obvious significations. If
cultural markers play a part in founding one’s identity, they
also represent an almost endless source of social and
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cultural stereotypes that prevent the subject from being fully
himself. They prevent him from being perceived as a full-
fledged individual, free to make his own choices, as
something else than the simple reflection or product of his
environment. For the individual who carries them, these
markers of identity turn out being blinding: they condition his
perception of the world, his tastes and choices.

Combining figurativeness and abstraction with their set of
concentric circles whose esthetic refers the artist's numerous
geometric experimentations, the « Blind Man » self-portraits
associate distance and proximity with the represented
subject. Their heterogeneous and hybrid representation
offers itself as a format open to various observations and
interpretations. In this way, the fossil replaces the ID photo
with a play with masks where the subject recovers his
freedom by playing with stereotypes and externalizing them,
thus annihilating their conditioning power.

In all of mounir fatmi’s self-portraits, from « Calligraphy of
Fire » to « Peripheral Vision » and « Border Sickness »,
figurative authority and the submission of the individual to
social clichés, history, education and culture are contested.
They formulate an esthetic choice to create distance and
hybridization by elaborating strategies founded on
connections and artistic and cultural correspondences.
Finally, the series « The Blind Man » suggests that the
artist’s perceptions go way beyond mere appearances and
the visible universe. Like a modern-day Tiresias, he
demonstrates a visual acuity that enables him to see far into
the past without keeping him from projecting himself into the
future.

Studio Fatmi, February 2018.

" In his self-portrait, The Blind
Man, mounir holds a stromatolite
rock from the Moroccan desert,
one of the oldest fossil forms that

he purchased at auction,
up to his eyes like a pair of

binoculars. Besides blocking his




sight, this prevents the visitor

from looking at him, suppressing
part of his identity
while disrupting the notion of

portraiture as being about the
face and the eyes. "

Anna Sansom, Damn Magazine, 2017
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