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The video « Face, the 99 Names of God » lists the 99
designations of God as they can be found in religious
scriptures and as commonly inventoried by Islamic theology,
and shows them one after the other on the screen, using the
technique of crossfading. The belief is that reciting these 99
names is beneficial for the faithful who make the effort and
that it allows them to access the perception of the essence of
divinity. In the foreground, the video shows the names written
in western alphabet, along with their translation. The
background is a green backdrop where the names appear
written in Arabic calligraphy. The video begins and ends with
two quotes, one from Spinoza, taken from a letter to a
contradictor: “If triangles created a God, they would give him
three sides”, and another taken from The Conference of the
Birds, a collection of Sufi poems written in 1177 about the
mystical quest for inner self: “And my whole body had to
become an eye, and that eye was blinded: by what wonder
do I only see since then that | am blind?”

The video questions the nature of the divine based on its
denominations and its representations in linguistic form — a
form that is stylized in the case of calligraphic writing. The
work studies certain particular linguistic aspects of
denomination and questions the relations between “sign” (or
image) and “meaning”, between the “language” and the
“reality” of the designated object or phenomenon.

This linguistic study takes the form of a list. It emulates the
mystical process consisting in reciting each of the names,
which is akin to a progression towards getting to know the
essence of divinity and the acquisition of all the qualities the
believer strives to make his own. It remains a process
consisting in a minimalistic progression, whose simplicity
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contrasts with the complexity of the linguistic and
philosophical approaches of the concepts of “name” and
“denomination”. Proper nouns in particular regularly pose
problems to linguists, as they don't possess a referent
necessarily associated to them. A proper noun, though it
seems to designate the very essence of a subject, ironically
doesn’t have any stable reference in reality. As it isn't based
on any perceptive determination, it doesn’t offer a mental
image or any correspondence with a concept; it therefore
only relates to itself. The video allows itself to play with the
pre-linguistic notion of Cratylism, which implies that the name
reveals the nature of the designated object, and of the
arbitrariness of signs, as established by 20th century
language science, which rejects any relation of necessity
between the sign and what it designates in reality. In this
way, it highlights the mechanisms at play in the elaboration of
the representations of the divine that have to do with
phenomena of projections and anthropomorphism. It also
takes into account Islamic aniconism, which developed
representations of the divine stemming from the ban on the
image of god and gave birth to calligraphy, whose tracing sits
on the border between linguistic, signs and images and which
constitutes a space for scopic meditation and mental
projection.

The video « Face, the 99 Names of God » is in a way
reminiscent of a Mdbius strip: the divine names that compose
the multi-faceted face of divinity are single-facet objects
where signified and signifier are combined and inseparable.
The video « Face, the 99 Names of God » is an exercise of
visualization as much as of blindness. It aims to observe
visual signs that only relate to themselves, but that could
allow us to explore our relation to representations,
significations and the idea of transcendence.
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" His Face, the 99 names of God
silently displays these names
sequentially in elegant
calligraphy, with translation. The
names of God comprise a vast
field of differences:
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God is al-Tawwab, the Relenting,
and also al-Nutgam, the Avenger;
al-Ba'ith, the Resurrector, and
also al-Mumeet, the One who
brings death; al-Zahir, the
Manifest, and also al-Batin, the

Hidden.
To gaze upon all these names

together is to gradually look into
the infinite, impossible thing, the
face of God. "

Laura U. Marks, Millennium Film Journal, 2010
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