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It is the type of silver tray found everywhere in the East. The
typical sort of tray that typical westerners bring back from
their travels to serve tea. It's the sort of tray that was on sale
in every corner bazaar in Baghdad until 2003.

An ordinary tray, an anecdotal everyday object, which hardly
even catches the eye. Except that today, this tray is no longer
on sale anywhere. It has become a rarity with ambiguous
value, because it is a relic of Saddam Hussein's propaganda.
Hussein was central to a cult of personality that is customary
in a dictatorship. It is a common tool of terror, which brings
tyranny into the intimacy of the home, barely masked by the
smiling inoffensive image - conducive to transvaluation - of
the brave and gallant Saddam Hussein from the legend that
he made for himself.

What is interesting about this photograph is the ability of the
tray, an everyday object, to conjure up an array of knowledge
and images in our imagination. This portrait of Saddam
Hussein on a tray, served at coffee time, reveals depths of
history and reality: the things we know or have been

witness to over almost 25 years of history, but also and more
importantly, the images the media has imprinted on our
memories. Looking at Saddam Hussein's face engraved on
this tray from his glory years, other images come to mind:
arbitrary imprisonment and cursory executions, punitive
expeditions, blood-stained rebellions, the Kurdish genocide,
the wars in Iran, the Golf and Irag. But also Iraq under fatal
embargo* (200 000 deaths a year for twelve years according
to UNICEF's statistics), the unkempt despot on the day of his
arrest (which mounir fatmi has evoked on several
occasions**), the trial which some saw as unfair and the
execution that can be watched online like the paragon of a
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spectacle... so many indignities that we risk turning a criminal
against humanity into a victim, or even a martyr...

Images' power of suggestion is a key thought-process in
mounir fatmi's work. Images are conveyed by the media,
manipulated or concealed, some are misappropriated while
we use others to extract truth. None of that takes place here.
The image is, in a way, minimalist.

This tray is an image catalyst, unleashing a great amount of
invisible images and remembered information.

Curiously this tranquil image of a tray holding a cup of coffee
is potentially violent — not in what it shows but in what it
suggests — and refers to this idea of invisible depths in our
reality. This is the connective power of new images: the
imagination projects fears, anxieties and images of violence,
fantasised or otherwise. The imperceptible content is filled in
by the imagination, which in producing new articulations
operates critical distinctions towards reality.

For mounir fatmi, this process of critical distinction constitutes
a fundamental dimension of artistic
creation.

*See the video Embargo and the text by Nicole Brenez
(1997)
**Bas-relief Guilty — 2007, a weekend painting.

Translation: Caroline Rossiter.

" This tray is an image catalyst,
unleashing a great amount of
Invisible images and

remembered information.
Curiously this tranquil image of a

tray holding a cup of coffee is
potentially violent — not in what it
shows but in what it suggests —
and refers to this idea of invisible
depths in our reality. "
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