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Listen, fellas.

when the
president
does it, it is
not
illegal.
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Curating Ganzeer’s All American Exhibition
by Shiva Balaghi, Ph.D.
Ganzeer will tell you he’s not a street artist, though he created some of
the most iconic street art of Egypt’s recent revolution. He’ll tell you he’s
not an author, though he writes proliically about art and politics. He’ll
tell you he’s not a comicbook artist, though he’s famously rendered
ordinary Egyptians into superheroes. He’ll tell you he’s not a speaker,
though he regularly speaks to packed rooms in Bahrain, Berlin, and
Brooklyn. He’ll tell you he’s not a videographer, though his recent
video “Volcano” inspired by a U2 song has received rave reviews. It
seems to me that Ganzeer is most comfortable being deined by what
he’s been for the past decade—an artist.
And though he’s been written about as one of Egypt’s leading artist,
Ganzeer’s art crosses borders. For Theatrefestival Basel 2012, he
focused on the politics of Swiss arms exports, creating a street mural
with “infographics” detailing Swiss arms sales to the US alongside the
rate of US deaths by gunshot violence. When he was commissioned
to paint a mural in Adilya, Bahrain in February 2014, he made a
monumental work that shed light on the country’s minority cultures
and the ways they build the country and help shape its identity. And
so it’s natural that for his irst US solo exhibition, Ganzeer has focused
his keen eye on life in America.
For some years, I’d been teaching about Ganzeer’s art in my art
history seminar “War, Revolution, and Art,” at Brown University.
Students drew on his work in our debates on the role of art during
revolutionary times. Some of Egypt’s leading artists and writers were
part of the protests in Tahrir Square. Some, like Huda Luti, moved
between the square and the studio, making critically important art
that documented and archived the revolutionary moment. Ganzeer
stayed in the street—making wall murals and distributing posters. He
absorbed it all—the slogans that relected longstanding grievances
and the pushback against the revolution from various groups.

It all fed into Ganzeer’s art and his ideas about the relationship
between art and politics in important ways. In an essay published in
the summer of 2014, Ganzeer articulated his idea of Concept Pop.
The strength of revolutionary street art, he argued, was that it was
“void of the artist’s ego” and that it tackled “concerns of your average
Egyptian. It is these qualities that are inding their way into the works
of conceptual artists and resulting in this new thing called Concept
Pop.” Ganzeer’s pseudonym means a bicycle chain; art can become
a link in society, a circular chain that both relects and propels ideas.
As Ganzeer and I began talking about working together on a show
of his art at Leila Heller Gallery this past June, these ideas played
a central in shaping the concept of the exhibition. The process
has given me a fascinating perspective on Ganzeer’s art practice.
Ganzeer’s approach is deeply immersive, and making art is central
to the way he understands and explains the places he inhabits. From
the very start of his time in the US, he framed his point of view with
regular Instagram photos. Before he’d even found an apartment or
a studio he could call his own, he’d found a printmaker in Brooklyn
to work with. And he reads, deeply. Recently, he posted a picture of
Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States on his tumbler
and commented, “There’s at least one thing that blows my mind on
each page of this 700+ page book.”

“All American by Ganzeer” is a playful and sometimes disturbing
look at the quotidian and the political. Ganzeer has been exploring
American iconography, decentering it, and drawing visual and
political connections across time and space. The exhibit also relects
his perpetual experimentation with new artistic forms. His prints
are deliberate and extemporaneous, layering ideas and mixing
references—deconstructing and destabilizing images and then
reframing them it into something altogether different.
Early in our process, Ganzeer conceived the idea for the installation
of this exhibition. He has not just made the art but shaped the way
the viewer will experience his art within the gallery walls. As you walk
through the maze created by walls of his prints, you will see images
cast and recast, references from other political movements weaving
their way throughout his work, accentuated by particular moments
manifested in larger mixed media works. And in the 11th Avenue
windows of the gallery, you will see Ganzeer extending his artistic
intervention into the streets that have helped shape his work. In a
way, this exhibition is a visual diary of Ganzeer’s irst experience of
living in the US.
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A very long time ago, when scriIbes were few and far
between, their ability to spell was considered no less than
a magician’s ability to cast spells. The abundance of readers
and writers today, however, does not make the power of
the word any less powerful. So what does it mean to the
Native American man when a) The land stolen from his
ancestors is refereed to as America. And b) He is referred
to as an Indian. Thus it should come as no surprise that
some Native Americans still refer to this great continent
as “Anowarkowa,” or “Turtle Island” (in reference to its
shape), while others call it “Ina Maka” which translates
to Mother Earth.

“ There will probably be no change in America
until the country’s underprivileged do what
English colonialists feared in the 1700’s: create
a union between the Indians,” the “negroes,
and “persons of mean and vile condition.

”

“Yo she be the type of bitch you’d see
on Instagram and be like hot damn, but
then you meet up with her and meh.”
- Overheard on the L train

by the Police.
What is the penalty for anyone who
puts his feet on the ground?
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In Egypt, the question is always
“What is your religion?”
In America, it is always
“What’s your religion?”and
“What’s your race?”

Sometimes it seems
like what we’re longing
to achieve are qualities
associated with cultures
we’ve long wiped out.

Slavery has been proclaimed dead for a
very long time now, but how many of us are
working jobs we do not want or care for?
And what is the essence of slavery if not
being forced to perform a job you do not
want which entails working hours you do
not decide? It would seem to me that this
proclamation that slavery is dead is as real
as the proclamation that “the Egyptian
Revolution has succeeded.”

Shhh!

When
I was a kid,
I inhaled
frequently.

You
don't want
some little kid
doing what
you tried,
man!

That
was the
point.

Yeah!
here's what
you say: I
experimented
with marijuana
a time or
two.
But I didn't
inhale.
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“ The
primitive
accumulation
of capital .
– karl marx

”

Not every
revolutionary
person is
necessarily a
good person. Take
Nathaniel Bacon
for example, who in
1676 lead a rebellion
comprised of black
slaves and white
servants against
the colonialists.
He was practically
America’s Robin
Hood, except he was
a Robin Hood who,
while ighting for
the poor, was also
keen on wiping out
the Natives of the
continent.

“There’s little more divisive than modern art-most
take a staunch ‘brilliance’ or ‘bullshit’ stance. So it should
come as a surprise that the straight-laced feds at the
CIA leaned toward the former camp-or at least saw it as
brilliantly exploitable in the psychological war against
the Soviets. Reports from former agents acknowledge
what was always a tall tale in the art world-that CIA
spooks floated pioneering artists like Jackson Pollock,
Willem de Kooning, and Robert Motherwell, to drop an
aesthetic nuke on Communism. What seemed like natural
popularity of certain artists was, in part, actually a
deliberate attempt at psychological warfare, backed by
the US government.
“But why modern art? At the time period in questionthe 1950s and 60s-the artistic style of the moment was
Abstract Expressionism. Abstract Expressionism (or AbEx, if
you want to impress people at your next snooty cocktail
party) stood for, above all else, self expression.”
- Sam Biddle, Gizmodo
So when if you thought there was any kind of
neutrality in avoiding having any kind of political stance
with your art, think again. It will be used to serve one
stance or another whether you like it or not.
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