
Your series of untitled portraits mimic and critique the 

colonial postcard used in the production of the “Muslim” 

Other and the justi�cation of the “civilizing mission.” 

What prompted your interest in these artifacts?

My interest in the postcard is personal and scholarly. 

Photographs are tangible manifestations of mem -

ory and storytelling. I learned my personal history 

through my father’s collection of family photographs 

that included images of family members photographed 

in studios in Tangier that ended up, unbeknownst 

to them, as postcards. I came to understand photog -

raphy, not as historical testimony, but as a construc -

tion holding the power to fabricate truths. As a woman 

photographer coming from a tricultural, multifaith 

background, I cannot ignore the politics of representa -

tion. Mallek Alloula’s analysis of the colonial postcard 

in �e Colonial Harem  also inspired me to use the genre 

to deconstruct colonial imagery.

[٣١٣]  reverses the colonial gaze: 

the allegedly passive Arab woman takes control of the 

, a.k.a. �e Signature , encapsulates the 

meaning of the whole series by its redirection, manipu -

lation and appropriation of the gaze. Roles are reversed, 

dismantling the idea that one is either objecti�ed or 

empowered: viewers become scrutinized by the camera, 

while the model becomes the active agent. Because the 

photograph situates the image beyond the boundaries 

of binaries, cultures and genders, it remains relevant in 

that of the Arab Spring.

Humour permeates the images. Do you use this strategy, 

rather than straightforward critique, to avoid perpetuat -

ing the East-West divide and make the images readable 

Unlike today, when I was doing this work in the early 

١٩٩٠s, few were using humour to talk about identity. 

Humour loosens up tensions, dissipates the fear of 

the barriers that stereotypes create. It also allows me to 

include incongruous elements within the same image 

to produce a diverse, new range of meanings and decon -

struct “the clash of civilizations” discourse.

It is important to realize that these are “self-portraits.” 

I would not subjugate others into becoming the object 

of my gaze, be it humorous or not; this is my objection 

to colonial photography that stencils stereotypes on 

to the “models.” In my work, I inscribe my projections 

only upon myself and my own body.

Your work deals with your lived experience, which tra -

verses several languages, cultures and places. If rep -

resentation is an intricate part of the construction of 

ideology and identity, how does it relate to your inhabiting 

spaces o�en considered polar opposites by contemporary 

discourse and media in both the East and the West?

Polycultural identity is at the heart of my work, including 

the �lms co-produced with my sister, Anissa Bouziane, 

like Yellow Nylon Rope  and Imaginary Homelands , 

which also address identity using self-ethnography. �e 

photographic self-portraits chart a territory between 

East and West that is interstitial, �uctuating and essen -

tially borderless. �e work is introspective, despite the 

humour. I came to understand that the camera, when 

turned on the Self, is legitimized through its extreme 

subjectivity as a tool of telling a story, of identity.

Many images in the series seem to problematize the 

notion of a cohesive Self. Are they proposing, as in Cindy 

Sherman’s work, a decentred, fragmented Self whose 

parts are born through and cannot be separated from 

their mise-en-scène ?

�e series, made up of thirty-six photos—the same 

number as a roll of �lm—culminates in the signature 

self-portrait where, indeed, the “Otherized” identity 

displays cohesiveness. It re�ects the fragmentation 

of identity while pointing to liberation from it, as the 

camera is turned around and transformed into a tool of 

self-creation. �e “Otherized” woman is empowered by 

breaking the boundaries of the photograph and gazing 

out at the world. Losing her vulnerability, she claims 

the multiplicity that composes her and her image.

Your background is in non-�ction �lm and photography, 

and although you still produce documentary videos, 

your photo series Inhabited by Imaginings We Did Not 

Choose  in fact challenges the idea of photography as the 

act of documenting reality by exposing the connection 

between representation and power.

I navigate the world as a documentary photographer 

and still ask myself whether my photographs are about 

the people or situations I photograph, or about me and 

what I want to project to the world. What do photog -

raphers hide while behind the camera? Are Irving 

Penn’s photographs of people from every continent or 

Gaëtan de Clérambault’s photographs of North African 

women documents or snapshots of their authors?

I grapple daily with the possibility that photography 

could be something other than a documentation of 

reality, especially as I continue to travel to and photo -

graph places of con�ict. Everything depends on how we 

look through the lens and share that instant with whom 

or what is being photographed. Unmediated reality 

doesn’t exist, and therefore the same story will be told 

does that make it less real or documentary?
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plinary art practice re�ects her educational background: she has a Bachelor of Art’s degree from Hampshire 

College, Amherst, Massachusetts (١٩٨٨–٩١), a Master’s degree in �ne arts from the Rhode Island School of Design 

of the Whitney Museum of American Art Independent Study Program (١٩٩٣–٩٤), and she studied art history and 

�lm theory at the Sorbonne in Paris (١٩٩٠). Working in video, �lm and photography, Bouziane addresses questions 

of identity, gender and post-colonialism. Her series of self-portraits, Inhabited by Imaginings We Did Not Choose  

(١٩٩٣–٩٤), probes the power of colonial and neo-colonial visual culture in reinforcing the boundary between Self 

and Other—East and West—thereby fracturing the complex Self-identity of the contemporary post-colonial sub -

collection of the Marrakesh Museum for Photography and Visual Arts.
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Beauty was key in propagating colonial attitudes through 

Orientalist art, but it was even more central to historical 

What role does beauty—o�en devalued in contemporary 

art— play in your own art?

I hope my photographs help viewers see Orientalism as 

a projection of Western sexual fantasies, but also appre -

ciate the beauty of Arab culture. When Orientalist art -

ists came to our shores, they discovered a world �lled 

with exquisite beauty in the architecture, decora -

tive surfaces, fabrics and women’s clothes. �eir art 

only con�rms this beauty. But their vision possesses, 

ultimately, a dangerous beauty, luring the viewer into 

accepting as reality, for example, the fantasized slave 

status of Arab women. �e questions for me became 

how to reclaim the beauty of my culture and the person -

hood of its women from the Orientalists.

It is important for me that my work be undeniably 

Western and Arab contexts, its aesthetic is appreciated 

in both. More critical for me, however, is that the photo -

graphs achieve a balance between their political, histor -

ical and aesthetic content, as well as make a statement 

Text functions as a feminist strategy in your work, laying 

claim to the voices of marginalized women. Does it also 

sometimes serve to suggest that women’s bodies are con -

stantly overwritten by the discourses of Others?

My intention is to use the text to empower women 

and give them a voice, but, simultaneously, the women 

become paragraphs, pages and chapters since these pro -

jects were originally conceived of as books. However, 

attitudes from Arab and Western societies alike: they 

are either weak and in need of rescuing, or jezebels who 

need to be brought under control. In either case, they 

remain de�ned by their sexuality, threatening to Arab 

men, but appealing to Western fantasies. My photo -

graphs seek to portray Arab women as powerful pres -

ences in their own right.

�e calligraphy interferes with the viewer’s relationship 

to the image and introduces an additional metaphorical 

space. What prompted you to integrate text, and what do 

you write?

I have no professional training in calligraphy. I paint 

the text with henna using syringes. �e text itself is 

abstract, poetical and therefore universal. It is my 

story and that of the women depicted. It is deliberately 

indecipherable, an invented form of automatic writing 

which, if it evokes Ku�c, provides no information. �e 

interplay between the visual and the textual, along with 

the European assumption that text constitutes the best 

access to reality are constantly questioned.

Your work is autobiographical, seeking to make sense 

of your personal story rather than speak for all Middle 

Eastern women. How do the questions of memory and 

plural identity inform your work and its concept of space?

All my work is autobiographical, but Converging 

Territories  (٢٠٠٢–٤) and Women of Morocco  (٢٠٠٥–٨) 

are the most personal and, like many autobiographical 

novels, are layered in metaphor. �is is perhaps most 

evident in Converging Territories , set in a house related 

to my own childhood. However, each of the spaces 

that I create is �ltered through my liminal “home of 

the present” and generates new questions about the 

visual enactments and spaces of memory. At the same 

time, my images rewrite colonial memory. �ey re-  

enact European depictions of Arabs only to ascribe new 

meanings to them by the contemporary context of their 

production and my own cultural hybridity.

Your work, like that of Orientalist painters, consists of 

�ctitious mise-en-scènes  of Arab women. Could you 

you depict are neither “Other,” nor naked, as Orientalist 

painters would have it?

much aware of their audience and in complete control 

of how they want to be seen. Moreover, they are not 

sexualized, as in Orientalist painting. I have removed 

nudity to create “real” domestic scenes in which Arab 

women engage with the viewer. �e photographs 

mimic Orientalist painting in composition, including 

the placement of models within space, but they disrupt 

the viewer’s programmed response by seeming to cater 

to, but in fact dislocating, expectations.

�e careful construction of your images, the physical act 

of writing and the sitters’ embodied presence, rendering 

them subjects rather than objects, all underscore the cen -

trality of performance to your practice.

My photographs are performative. �ey are the result 

of a collaborative performance. I engage with the par -

ticipating women over a long period of time, discussing 

the importance of and sharing my interest in the pro -

ject. Working with family members and friends helps, 

as we share similar memories and a similar psycho -

logical relationship to the spaces I create. We usually 

spend weeks together in old family homes, re�ecting on 

our status as Arab women, before proceeding to shoot -

ing so that everyone knows what to expect and how they 

want to be portrayed.

in �ne arts from the School of the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Her photographs of women restage and recast 

the nineteenth-century Orientalist imagery that continues to shape Western world perceptions of the Arab world. 

Essaydi depicts women who strike the poses of odalisques and the �gures in harem scenes, then literally overwrites 

their bodies by applying hand-painted text to simultaneously divert the voyeuristic gaze and confront the con�ning 

cultural attitudes she experienced growing up. Working in collaboration with female friends and family members, 

her photographs emphatically assert the Arab woman’s right to self-expression and representation. Moreover, the 

striking beauty of the images themselves serves to reclaim, for this heir, the artistic tradition that had originally 

appealed to the imagination of the Orientalists. Her work is found in myriad international collections, including 

the Musée du Louvre, the British Museum, the Art Institute of Chicago, the Munich State Museum of Ethnology, 

the Fries Museum in Leeuwarden, the National Museum of Rabat, and the Arab Museum of Modern Art, Doha.
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Lalla Essaydi

Women of Morocco: 

٢٠٠٨

٣١٥

Lalla Essaydi
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Your Orientalist-inspired photographs relate to your fas -

cination with the traditions of European painting. How 

I studied �ne arts in Casablanca, then Paris, with the 

objective of becoming a painter. My initial experience 

of Orientalist art was as a painter fascinated by its vis -

ual richness. �en, Orientalist literature made me 

feel ambivalent towards this way of seeing my culture. 

Reading Mohammed Arkoun enabled me to return to 

Orientalism without qualms and sidestep the negative 

to arrive at a new reading and rapport with my hist -

ory. For me, Orientalist art is a point of departure from 

which to create something else and to portray my era, in 

particular the struggles within my own culture.

Desires  [٣١٦]  is especially important, because it revisits 

Benjamin-Constant’s Sharifas  . Why did this 

painting in particular speak to you?

First, it was the title, which means “Nobles.” �is makes 

me think of my family; my mother bears the title of sha -

rifa. �en, I wondered why Benjamin-Constant dared 

depict a sharifa naked. I couldn’t �nd any explanation 

for the choice of title, or even know whether he under -

stood what it meant. �e painting also fascinates me 

because of its association with Morocco and its com -

position, especially with regards to the “virile” woman 

seated near the centre of the picture.

�is woman is the key �gure in Desires . Her hair, pose 

and clothing evoke Western fashion photography, making 

her an incongruous part of a harem scene. Does her pres -

ence serve to expose Orientalist fantasies or the various 

She is in fact the key �gure in the picture. In Sharifas , 

the model, aware of being an object of desire, adopts a 

strong, contemporary and female-empowered pose. 

�is is what I sought to reproduce, only now, the 

model in Desires  confronts viewers, inviting them to 

question their own gaze, while the Orientalist style 

underscores how the gaze directed at women remains 

nearly unchanged despite the feminist revolution. �e 

passive odalisque becomes fashion icon, ever beautiful 

My work explores representations of the female body. 

Desires  uses the association with fashion as a tactic 

to draw viewers into a situation wherein they are led 

Orientalist gaze and relate the original painting to 

Politics underpins your entire oeuvre. Is there a polit -

ical dimension in Tornado  [٣١٧] , which appears to rel -

ish revisiting the visual opulence and sensuality found 

in Sharif ’s Justice  [٣١١]  and Delacroix’s �e Death 

?

Wall, the idea of exploring it through photography. �e 

title Tornado  comes from my exhibition in ٢٠١١ at the 

Musée Delacroix, where I discovered a small study for 

�e Death of Sardanapalus . I took it up, having in mind 

the recent revolts that have shaken the Arab world. 

�e story of a defeated despot bent on killing every -

body around him recalls Arab dictators. �e bodies of 

the two women lost in fabric re�ect the disorder and 

destruction they’ve le� in their wake, a metaphor of the 

intellectual wealth, human potential and youth they 

prevented from thriving. It is also a pictorial element 

playing on the ambiguity of using and distorting the 

sign of the female body.

�e juxtaposition of signs communicating cultural dif -

ference is a characteristic feature of your work. Does it 

refer to the cultural friction between East and West that 

is o�en played out through visual culture?

Juxtaposition, for example, of veiled and unveiled 

women, in my work employs “visual shock” to avoid 

“culture shock.” It’s my way of refuting the latter and 

showing through visual means that we are at extremes, 

especially in France, where the headscarf was quickly 

transformed into the burka. I work with this appos -

ition of signs to prompt the viewer to move beyond it. 

My works, especially those addressing political and 

religious manipulation, are ambiguous to avoid being 

appropriated by either Westerners or Easterners alike. 

I demand freedom in art, in France as in Saudi Arabia.

Does your work also constitute a re�ection on the issue of 

representation?

Representation, for me, is not only about the image; it 

is also about action. �e photographs that I construct, 

much like a stage director would, are the results of per -

formances. Looking for an art form that can speak to 

everybody, this idea of art-action is particularly import -

ant for the Arab world, where oral tradition and �lm 

culture prevail.

With regards to the link between beauty and rep -

resentation, I have no inhibitions. On the contrary, it is 

important for contemporary art to be beautiful, which 

doesn’t mean sumptuous or vapid. For example, some 

not incompatible. In my own work querying the rela -

tionship between art and politics, violence and beauty 

are also inseparable.

Majida Khattari (born in ١٩٦٦) graduated from the École des beaux-arts of Casablanca in ١٩٨٩, then continued her 

studies in France, where she graduated from the École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts of Paris in ١٩٩٥. In ١٩٩٦, 

the Franco-Moroccan artist launched her career with a series of provocative performances. During these events, 

entitled V.I.P.  or Voile islamique Parisien , models wore veil-inspired, sculpture-dresses that Khattari had made to 

broach the subject of women in Islam, a subject made complicated by Western-held stereotypes, heated contempor -

ary debates and some Middle Eastern traditions. Drawing from European painting, Khattari’s recent photographic 

work impartially re-enacts and puts to new uses Orientalist themes. �e tableaux vivants  she creates put irony and 

desire on display, and put into question the codes of pictorial representation and their role in the historical antagon -

ism between East and West. Khattari, who exhibits mainly in Morocco and France, has also shown her work across 

Europe, Asia and the Middle East. Her work �gures in several institutional collections, among them the Centre 

Pompidou, the Fonds national d’art contemporain (FNAC), Sam Art Projects and the Louis Vuitton Foundation in 

Paris, the Contemporary Art Museum of �essaloniki, Greece, and the Salsali Private Museum in Dubai.
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Majida Khattari

Tornado
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