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Galleria Continua is pleased to present Holy Land, the first solo exhibition in San Gimignano by the French-Algerian artist Kader Attia.
Internationally regarded as one of the most significant young artists on the contemporary art scene, Attia has already showed his work in important art institutions in Spain, Germany, Mexico, Sweden, America, England and, in France, at the Palais de Tokyo and the Musée d'art contemporain de Lyon and the Centre Georges Pompidou.
Attia has always been interested in the dynamics governing relations between the East and West of the world, and the conflicts of identity arising from a multiethnic and globalized world. Taking the plurality of his own cultural background as a point of departure, Attia focuses on the complex relationship between Europe and immigration, analysing a series of historic and contemporary issues, ranging from French colonial policies to a comparison between North African culture – uprooted from its context of origin – and the seductive consumer culture embraced by the West. Completely grounded in this duality, the artist’s work reflects the difficulties and sense of failure stemming from the lack of integration.

Attia affirms the value of difference. Employing various media – photography, video, installation, often rendered with a symbolic language and a minimal aesthetics – the artist investigates the concept of diversity, whether cultural or religious, sexual or socio-political. His works explore the tensions, traumas and fears inherent to our society. 

At the Galleria Continua Attia is showing an installation in the garden – Holy Land, which is also the title of the exhibition – and a new work, Open your Eyes, a double projection of slides installed in the gallery’s tower space.
Produced in 2006, Holy Land first went on public display at the Canary Islands Biennale: Attia positioned 45 mirrors along a stretch of beach on the island of Fureventura. The outlines of the mirrors, which recall certain kinds of Gothic window and Islamic or Byzantine architecture, created a dissonance of form and meaning with respect to the landscape in which they were situated. In the natural context of the beach, these artificial elements also alluded to human vanity and the desire to dominate nature. The mirrors facing each other produce an effect that Attia describes as follows: “From a distance the mirrors shine brightly but the closer you get the less attractive they become because they reflect reality.” If on the one hand the reference to the sad phenomenon of illegal immigration coming from the African coasts is extremely clear – after all, the Spanish coastline is one of the first possible landing points for illegal immigrants in search of their El Dorado in Europe – on the other the artist’s reflection transcends the historical, geographic and social context and operates on the plane of the individual consciousness: the mirror forces us to engage with our ego, “staying 5 minutes in front of the mirrow looking at yourself consciously, without lying, is somentihig impossibile”. Migrating is part of the collective unconscious, it is a historic legacy, it is the survival instinct engaging with nature. Problems arise when immigration turns into a cultural phenomenon: the would-be exile, who is also supported by a series of false media messages, dreams of a world that only exists in his or her imagination, and inevitably runs up against a much less rosy reality. 

Holy Land has been installed in the gallery’s garden: 21 mirrors looking out onto the Tuscan countryside, transforming the space into an “ephemeral architecture”, into a place that invites us to dwell upon memory and history. Attia comments: “This work is a reflection, from a political, philosophical and psychoanalytic point of view, on the real desire to immigrate.” The artist’s mirrors, the form of which ultimately also recall gravestones, reflect the image of a globalized world that has lost its cultural identity, and in which the identity of the individual is subjected to the laws of consumption and standardization. Attia often quotes ironically René Descartes in his: "I consume so I am".
Open your Eyes (2010) lies somewhere between the story of a personal experience and history. The installation consists of a series of archive images projected one after another, and taken by the artist during a sojourn in Congo, and subsequently in the gallery spaces of museums in America and Belgium. The work gives artistic expression to an urgency that Attia considers to be of primary importance – the need for cultural reappropriation. What the artist creates is a comparison between two different ways of conceiving of aesthetics and ethics: that of the Western world, based on the myth of perfection and symmetry, and that of the non-Western worlds, such as Africa, but also India and Latin America, which uphold the idea of functionality and from which another aesthics could be read. “I have created this slide show with the aim of separating, repairing, reappropriating… the goal is to reveal that in the cultural gap  between the North and South of the world there exists the possibility/impossibility of a dialogue, on the one hand, between Modernity and tradition, and on the other hand, between the legacy of “the Age of Reason” and the archeology of the language of the repaired body. Far from the myth of perfection, art is perhaps the only thing capable of giving sense to the non-sense of the relation between the perfection of aesthetic surgery and broken objects of everyday life. Maybe this space between these two opposite sides will be, one day, defined and considered by the Human mind. This act of considering this space between the Occidental Thought and the Non-Occidental one, will work, for both sides, as reappropriation. Reappropriation is actually an endless process of exchanges bewteen cultures, as a loop...”.
Kader Attia was born into an Algerian family in 1970, in the Paris suburbs of Seine-Saint-Denis. He currently lives and works in Berlin. Attia spent his childhood between France and Algeria, growing up in the cultural melting pot of the Parisian neighbourhood in which he lived, the Muslim Maghreb and the world of the Algerian Sephardic Jews. The multicultural outlook that informs the artist’s work is rooted in his personal background: the intercultural conflicts experienced when he was a child, and likewise the years spent in Congo, Venezuela and Algeria are all elements that appear constantly in his work. Attia’s debut solo exhibition was in the Republic of Congo in 1996, and his career has been on the rise ever since, earning him international acclaim in the art world. He first showed in Italy at the 50th Venice Biennale, curated by Francesco Bonami. In 2005, he was invited to contribute to the 8th Biennale of Lyons, where he exhibited one of his most celebrated works, Flying Rats, a cage containing 150 pigeons that devour children sculpted from bird seed. In 2007 he had his first personal show in the United States, entitled Momentum, at The Institute of Contemporary Art (ICA) in Boston. Recent projects include the solo shows Square Dreams at the BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art in Newcastle, UK (2007) and Black & white: signs of times at the Centro de Arte Contemporaneo in Quarte, Spain (2008); in the same year he had a residency at the IASPIS in Stockholm, Sweden. In 2009 he took part in the Triennale of Paris (La Force de l’Art) and the Biennale of Havana, and also curated the exhibition Periferiks at the Centre d’Art de Neuchâtel in Switzerland. He made an award-winning contribution to the Biennale of Cairo in 2008, and in 2010 he won the Abraaj Capital Prize and was admitted to the Smithsonian Artist Research Fellowship Program. Events of note in 2010 are his participation in the Biennale of Sydney, the Biennale of Busan in Korea and exhibitions at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris, the Arab Museum of Modern Art in Doha, Qatar, and the Haus der Kunst in Münich, Germany. He recently gave lectures at Tate Modern invited by curator Gabriela Salgado, and at the British Museum with Tate Modern curator Jessica Morgan.

The Tate Modern has just acquired three of his major artworks : “Untitled” (Concrete Blocks), “Oil and Sugar”, and “Untitled” (Ghardaia).
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