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Two years after his first solo show at Galleria Continua, the Egyptian artist Moataz Nasr is returning to San Gimignano with A Memory Fills With Holes, a new body of works produced especially for the occasion.

In the critical essay that accompanies the show, Simon Njami grasps the essence of Nasr’s work, commenting on the title of the show as follows: “How long does it take to paint a canvas or to conceive an installation? Sometimes it takes a whole lifetime. And the final product cannot be in line with a fleeting moment in time. The creative and reproductive elements of the artistic process alter the length of time. In his recent works, Moataz Nasr gives us a striking example of this. He digs up memories, that sometimes blend in with ours, of things that no longer make headline news, things we forget as soon as they disappear off the television screen.” The artist uses these as primary material for his work: “This is a personal exercise, an attempt to make some sense of things, to decipher the tremors that perturb life and make up, what from then on, was commonly called ‘collective memory’[…] The Middle East, Iraq, personality loss, mixed feelings are only symptoms of what Freud called “The Uneasiness in Culture” (1929). Nasr does not want to make us feel guilty. He just wants us to remember that we must not be alienated by things that overwhelm us. We are their cause and consequence.”

The Islamic world is animated by a vein of incredible vitality, argues Gaia Serena Simionati in her forthcoming book AISH - pane e vita - Un altro Islam (Skira Editore). Writing about the work of Nasr, she comments: “Then, in a dense way, there is Moataz Nasr (1961), whose surname in Arabic means ‘victory’, and this, in the light of his works and following the criteria that names are significant, is undoubtedly no coincidence. The artist, who was born in Alexandria, explores the silence of details. In the evidence of unseen things, he brings to life the corollary of the culture of tradition, explicating the ancient in modern technology, like, for instance, in his video installation An Ear of Mud, Another of Dough. This wonderful work, consisting of a video and a wall dotted with small ears made from bread dough and clay, references the Egyptian tale of Goha. It is no accident that it ‘victoriously’ won the Grand Prize at the 8th Cairo Biennale.”

Moataz Nasr is, then, one of the leading exponents of contemporary pan-Arab art. Bearing witness to the complex cultural process that the Islamic world is currently going through, the objective of his work is to overcome particularism and geographic boundaries, and to speak on behalf of the whole African continent, voicing its principal concerns and issues. The artist claims that his artistic activity only really began in 2002, when he participated in the 5th Dakar Biennial, because this was the first time he truly felt he was an African artist. Tabla, showed at the Venice Biennale in 2003, marked the beginning of this new direction in his art. The installation, consisting of resounding drums that follow the rhythm of the big ‘mother drum’ of the video, is a metaphor of the relationship between government and governed. “Here Nasr brings the drama of power back to centre stage. As I write these words, with Eastern and Western nations vying in the clamorous rhetoric that presages war, it is impossible not to project oneself beyond the national frontiers of Egypt” (Simon Njami)

One of the central themes of Nasr’s poetics is the incapacity of human beings to act, or rather, to react. In the artist’s view, indolence and passiveness prevent any possibility of real social or political change or of a shift in thought and attitudes. In A Memory Fills With Holes, the artist pursues this theme further, looking beyond the albeit necessary question of political and personal awareness. Political fragility, the inability to develop an existential project have altered the African situation, and a sense of instability has percolated down to the level of the individual identity. One of the videos in the show, Two Faces of a Coin, is particularly emblematic in this respect: a man in the middle of a room tries repeatedly to put on a T-shirt the neck of which has been sewn up. His inability to accomplish this simple action provokes profound rage and frustration in the man and in everyone who tries to do the same thing after him.

In Propaganda, another new work produced for this show, Nasr dwells on the traditional tribal handicraft of textile embroidery in order to consider American propaganda in the lead-up to the invasion of Iraq. “It is a very ancient technique,” explains the artist. “It was used to decorate the tents of pharaohs before they went off to war or on a hunting expedition. Subsequently, it started to be used for special wedding or funeral tents. And now it is just used for tents when one of our own loved ones dies!! It’s an incredible story…” And so the faint shadow of a past grandeur impresses itself in fabric thanks to gestures that are thousands of years old, positioning the work within the contrast between opposing visions. Both are acted upon by a memory that needs to remember but is continually losing fragments.

The narrative thread of the exhibition is further developed through dialogue and references, which, echoing from one work to the next, result in an authoritative idiom that links stories, origins, feelings and cultures.

Moataz Nasr was born in Alexandria in 1961. He lives and works in Egypt.

The need to belong to a specific geopolitical and cultural context, and to maintain a strong tie with his place of origin, are of fundamental importance in both the life and work of Moataz Nasr. The media he uses most commonly are the installation and the video installation. He has taken part in many international-level art events, including the Venice Biennale (2003), the Seoul Biennale (2004), the São Paulo Biennial (2004), the Yokohama Triennial (2005), Arte all’Arte (San Gimignano, 2004), Le Opere e i Giorni (Certosa di Padula, 2004), Africa Remix (Dusseldorf, Kunst Palast, 2004; Hayward Gallery, London, 2005; Centre Pompidou, Paris, 2005; Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, 2006; Johannesburg Art Gallery, Johannesburg, 2007), Ghosts of Self and State, Monash University Museum of Art, Melbourne (2006) and, last but not least, a personal show at The Khalid Shoman Foundation, Darat al Funun, Amman, Jordan (2006). Recent group shows include: Machine-RAUM, Vejle Art Museum and Spinning Factory, Vejle, Denmark (2007); 11 artists from Africa Remix, Maseru, Lesotho; Durban, South Africa; Cape Town, South Africa, (2007); Traversées (Crossings), Grand Palais, Paris, France (2008); Les Recontres Internationales de la Poto, Centre Cervantes, Fes, Morocco (2008). 
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A Memory Fills with Holes

What does our memory consist of? This is not something we can ask scientists or something we can answer in terms of neurones and the nervous system. It is an ontological, metaphysical and a political matter.  It questions all historical truths and perceived facts. It is more about perception and how things are told. It is not really about memory but more about souvenirs. This is because memory can be independent. It can withold information, which our conscious hides until we can no longer remember. 

What can we remember? In a world where information changes rapidly, where news causes such a sensation only to be forgotten once something newer comes along, how can we rely on such little, deliberately bity information, which we then manage to register? What do we remember? Who actually remembers Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin? Except for those who have experienced it first hand, who could actually talk about apartheid in Africa? Who recalls the fall of the Berlin wall, which we like to describe as the first year of the new world? Who remembers the first Gulf war? Who remembers the day the World Trade Centre’s twin towers fell? 

The reality is no one actually remembers. We have kept a far off recollection of these events, which have been blurred by ideology and by a variety of specialist jargon and analyses. We have forgotten the truth. This is where all of mankind’s glory and misery lies. We forget. We can’t remember very well. Ever since the industrial revolutions, when history plunged us into a mad era, we have lost the ability to give things meaning.  Artists are probably the only ones who have not been carried away by time.

How long does it take to paint a canvas or to conceive an installation? Sometimes it takes a whole lifetime.  And the final product cannot be in line with a fleeting moment in time. The creative and reproductive elements of the artistic process alter the length of time. In his recent works, Moataz Nasr gives us a striking example of this. He digs up memories, that sometimes blend in with ours, of things that no longer make headline news, things we forget as soon as they disappear off the Television screen. From some of these events, which we forget about as soon as they vanish from our TV screens, a political discourse will be discerned. All this, in my view, is without sense.
This is a personal excercise, an attempt to make some sense of things, to dechiper the tremors that perturb life and make up, what from then on, was commonly called « collective memory ». Then this persistent question pops up : what is memory? So long as it comes alive after reinventing itself, it pretends to be a pyschoanalytical excercise. It interprets our will to curb and restrict everything to a group psychodrama, to look deep within ourselves and to reread history through an individual prism. The Middle East, Iraq, personality loss, mixed feelings are only symptoms of what Freud called « The Uneasiness in Culture » (1929). Nasr does not want to make us feel guilty.  He just wants us to remember that we must not be alienated by things that overwhelm us. We are their cause and consequence. 

Then, suddenly, right in the middle of these gestures which could usher us into a tricky geopolitical landscape, a strange car, which by chance or fate, shares the artist’s name appears like a throne.  It is a Fiat. I will not unveil the meaning of this mysterious object. Each and everyone of us should take the personal liberty to get involved, by using our own fantasies.  The object stands before us as if to remind us that all these objects strewn along this path, which could take us to the Middle East, are being unveiled, bare and naked.  Above all, they talk to us about what these conceived products have unearthed from the artist’s memory. They situate us in front of a man, a human being, a fleeting space, inviting us to partake in their memory, so that, whoever we are and wherever we come from, we might be able to use his secrets to retain unfaltering elements of our own memory. 

Simon Njami 
