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1999, serie of 13 drawings, ink and acrylic on paper, 21 x 29,7 cm.
Exhibition view from Blinding Light, Analix Forever, 2013, Geneva.
Courtesy of the artist.

Part of a series of acrylic drawings using the colors black,
white and red, the pieces grouped under the title “Face”

trace with just a few vigorous brush strokes the more or less
complete form of a face, sometimes focusing on certain
elements or anatomical details. The outline of a bearded face
appears in black on a white background, and vice versa. The
beard is progressively tinged with red. The character’s
sensory organs appear one after the other — nose, mouth,
ears, eyes — and tend to become indistinct as the background
grows darker.

In anatomy, the word “face” designates the frontal part of the
head. Its importance in social interactions is highlighted
through many expressions in various languages. The
etymology and the meaning of expressions such as “to lose
face” or “to save face” link the subject’'s anatomy to the
question of his safeguard and integrity. The drawings from
the “Face” series question identity, an essential theme in
Mounir Fatmi’s work, touched upon in many of his pieces
such as the performances “Border Sickness” and “Barman”
or the sculptures “Coma”, where the signs that compose the
artist’s identity are scrutinized, along with their perception by
the public. The “Face” drawings explore the mechanisms
that are part of the construction of an identity and its
perception by others. How many brush strokes do you need
to compose a face? On what elements is recognition based?

The mechanisms of recognition are illustrated through
portraits using a drastically reduced plastic vocabulary. The
drawings are halfway between minimalism and figuration and
experience the limits of cognitive and intellectual processes.
The choice of this type of representation is a litotes: it says
less in order to express more. Very few motifs comprise



mounir fatmi

these compositions, yet there is so much that could be said
about them. The motifs can be read and interpreted as
gender markers (the beard associated with masculinity),
ethnicity or social status. The radical scarcity of means used
for these representations reveals cognitive archetypes, primal
distinctive features. It is linked to the very origin of our
perceptions and mental representations. Ultimately, it says a
lot about our relation to our bodies, to identity as a concept
and to the question of gender. The brisk brush strokes and
the play on contrasts, between black and white and between
abstract and figurative, dramatize the question of identity and
reveal the dichotomies in our mental representations, but
also convey their violence. Indeed, questions related to
gender, social status and ethnicity are the root of tensions
and social conflict everywhere around the world. But the
portraits in the “Face” series remain sufficiently open to
interpretation by the viewer, enabling a reflection upon the
origin of these significations.

Studio Fatmi, May 2018.
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