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The photographs gathered under the title « Vichy Water » are
part of a work in progress initiated in 2014 based on the 1942
movie by Michael Curtiz « Casablanca », starring Humphrey
Bogart and Ingrid Bergman. The film is an important source
of inspiration for mounir fatmi; it is at the root of several
works, such as the series of photomontages « Casablanca
Circles » and « Spherical Affairs » (2012).

The movie’s story takes place in a partly real, partly fictitious
setting, as the film was entirely shot on a studio set. The
movie sets are inspired by Casablanca, mounir fatmi’s
hometown, and the movie, a classic in the history of cinema,
touches upon issues that are dear to the artist’'s heart and
often found in his work: totalitarianism, exile, encounters and
separations. The movie « Casablanca » tells the story of an
impossible love in the context of World War I, and narrates
the adventures of a couple trying to leave Europe and flee
Nazism, arriving in Morocco first in order to obtain the
necessary papers to reach the United States.

The photographic work « Vichy Water » freezes a frame in the
Arab version of the movie, with subtitles appearing at the
bottom of the screen. It pauses at the moment captain
Renault, the local chief of police in charge of collaborating
with the Nazis to capture members of the resistance and
fugitives, seizes a bottle of Vichy water before he throws it in
the garbage. This gesture has become a symbolic and
striking image in the history of cinema, in a movie whose
militant propaganda against Nazi totalitarianism is well
known. It is perceived as a gesture that refuses to caution the
collaborationist Vichy regime, established in the « Free

Zone », the part of the French territory that wasn’t occupied
by the Germans. The collaboration of the Vichy regime took
on various forms: economic cooperation, arresting members
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of the resistance and political opponents, and roundups of
Jews on the metropolitan territory.

The photographs created by mounir fatmi question the
relations between ideology and merchandising through this
particular example of product placement in a movie. This
questioning is carried out through other works as well, such
as the photographic project « Burn Baby Burn », which
questions the evolution of a political resistance movement in
the context of the consumer society, or the performance

« Holy Water Ice Cubes » that explores the relations between
religious ideology and objects of worship. In these works, as
in « Vichy Water », mounir fatmi wonders about a
transformation: that of a common household product, sold or
distributed every year by the millions and therefore banal,
into an active ideological symbol. With « Vichy Water », he
observes the transformation of a simple bottle of water into a
symbol of collaboration and totalitarianism — an operation of
transformation that is therefore different than with the
products appearing in the previously listed works. Indeed, he
casts doubt on the transformation of spicy sauce or holy
water into effective symbols. The supposedly magic
properties of holy water or the so-called anti-establishment
power of spicy sauce don't appear to function, yet the
transformation of the bottle of water into a political symbol
comes across as successful, which is confirmed by the fact
that many viewers are struck by that image of the captain
throwing out the bottle.

Finally, the photographic series « Vichy Water » establishes
its own conception of the resistance to totalitarianism and its
relation to the injunctions of today’s market society:
resistance asserts itself not by adapting to the rules of the
rejected system, but by twisting them and distancing oneself
from them.
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" In « Vichy Water », mounir fatmi
wonders about a transformation:
that of a common household

product,
sold or distributed every year by

the millions and therefore banal,
Into an active ideological symbol.
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