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In his regular walks through Old Cairo, Moataz noticed with alarm that historic pieces and 
important antiquities were being looted.
 
The use of matches in Nasr’s work is multi-layered. At a basic level, matches remind him of 
his childhood. His father told him matches hold the power of !re but at the same time they 
are fragile—we can easily snap a match in two between our !ngers. This notion of matches as 
potentially powerful and yet fragile is used to good effect in his art. 

Nasr !rst started to use matches in his art in 2003. Watching the US bombing of Iraq, it seemed 
as though Iraq would be completely destroyed. So he made two maps of Iraq from matches – 
one he burned. But matches are not just a symbol of !re and destruction in his work. They also 
signal a quiet uneasiness, a hesitance, and a loss. In this case, the Arabesque pieces made of 
matches stand in for Egypt’s lost heritage.

Another of these sculptural pieces made from matches is entitled, Khayameya. It 
references the Egyptian traditional craft of tent making. In the Khan al-Khalili market in 
Old Cairo, you’ll !nd Sharia al-Khayamiya or the Tentmakers Street that dates back to 
the Mamluk era. Here in small stalls, merchants sell the iconic quilts made from layering 
colorful fabric into intricate designs taken from Islamic ornamentation and traditional 
Egyptian designs. 

For the past thirty years, Nasr has been taking regular walks through Old Cairo. Some Friday 
mornings, he joins an informal group of scholars, writers, artists, and journalists who meet at 
a downtown café for a walking tour of the old neighborhoods. I ask Lee Keath, a journalist for 
the Associated Press, who is a regular at these walks to describe what they entail. “It’s a lot 
of noticing of details, like an Art Deco "ourish on a façade or a door; how something newer 
has been built in and round something ancient; how people are using and reusing old things,” 
Keath explained. “It’s an extremely layered urban landscape.”
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The aftermath. A map of the Middle East and North Africa made in shattered glass, quietly lit 
on a gallery wall. This is the artist Moataz Nasr’s beautifully haunting work on the aftermath 
of the Arab Uprisings that swept the region. What has become of the spontaneous protests 
movements, calling for freedom and justice? Where once there was a hopeful moment, now all 
that remains is shattered glass.

On a simple shelf against a white wall, Moataz has arranged 25 small !gurines. El Shaab or The 
People, represents the different people of Egypt who came together as one uni!ed voice for 18 
days in Tahrir Square in the winter of 2011. There are the secular leftist intellectuals, wearing 
jeans and talking politics. There is the veiled woman lifting her hands in prayer. There is the 
revolutionary woman being dragged and beaten by the security police, her clothes ripped from 
her body. The moment photographed by citizen journalists on their cell phones captured the 
attention of the world, as they watched the Egyptian uprising being brutally suppressed. “The 
blue bra girl” became a revolutionary icon. And what has become of all those Egyptians who 
protested for a better life in Tahrir Square? They have been put back on the shelf, like little 
lifeless porcelain !gurines, suggests Moataz Nasr. 

“This body of work encompasses me,” Nasr tells me, speaking on his cell phone from a hotel 
room in Paris where he is working on a public commission. “Life is not one simple thing. There 
are always many things happening at the same time. The political, the social, the economic, 
the religious – these aspects of life all come together at the same time. I am expressing all of 
these things, in no particular order.”

On another wall of the gallery, hang three-dimensional Arabesque designs encased in 
plexiglass, as though they are precious historical object. Arabesque I (Lost Heritage) and 
Arabesque II (Lost Heritage) are stunning sculptural pieces that capture the intricacies of 
Islamic ornamentation, but are made from everyday basic materials – wood and matches. 
These works speaks to another aftermath of the recent revolutionary history of Egypt. 
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This sensibility, this attention to the shifting urban landscape of Cairo, is threaded throughout 
Nasr’s body of work. “In my art,” he tells me, “you can see how much I love this city, how much 
I want to learn about it.” Speaking with the curator and critic Hou Hanru in Rome in 2014, 
Nasr explained, “It wasn’t only about visiting museums or art scenes. If you are talking about 
my personal history, art is in everything around me. I was fascinated by the ancient Egyptian 
monuments that were everywhere; they were spread around the city the way billboards are 
now. The weather, the greenery, the Nile and even the people … were all very in"uential.”

Cairo is deeply embedded in Nasr’s way of life and by extension his art. “Cairo,” he tells me, 
“is a city of contradictions. Everything is yes, and everything is no. Everything is rejected, and 
everything is accepted.” But Nasr takes what Cairo offers and translates it into a universal 
visual language. “I am an artist from Egypt, rather than an Egyptian artist,” he explains. “That 
is an important distinction. The whole world is my village. Travel connects me to many places. 
First and foremost, I am an artist.”

Much of Nasr’s work is a beautiful manifestation of the quotidian, re"ecting the ways large 
political events are shaped by and press upon the lives of ordinary people. His work recalls 
the critic Raymond Williams’ articulation of “structures of feeling.” Some kinds of art, Williams 
wrote, convey a particular relationship between culture and society. Rather than advocating for 
any ideology, this art shows how historical processes are experienced. Political events, after 
all, are lived processes with “their own sense of rhythm,” Williams wrote.1

Ultimately, there is a quietly spiritual quality that resonates deeply in Nasr’s work. This he 
credits with his interest in Su!sm, sparked at a young age by his beloved uncle. Even in times 
of political upheaval and turmoil, perhaps especially in such violent times, Nasr reminds us 
of the essential search for the transcendent. The Key, crafted of gorgeously re"ective crystal, 
captures the light. In the light, we seek the key to wisdom, to love, to peace. Perhaps in the 
aftermath of it all, there will be light.

1 Raymond Williams, “Structures of Feeling,” in Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp. 128-135.
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Father and Son (still image), 2004
Video 
14 min loop
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The Wall (still image), 2012
Video 
1min 34 sec loop
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Oxymoron, 2010
Green Neon Diptych
35.4 x 49.2 x 3in / 90 x 125 x 8 cm and 
37.4 x 51.2 x 3 in / 95 x 130 x 8 cm
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Oxymoron II, 2011
5235 Gold Matches on Wood and Plexiglas
43.3 x 55 x 2.8 in / 110 x 140 x 7 cm
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Khayameya, 2012
11830 Matches on Wood and Plexiglas
399.3 x 39.3 x 3 in / 100 x 100 x 8 cm

19



21



Arabesque II (Lost Heritage), 2013
21800 Matches on Wood and Plexiglas
71 x 71 x 4 in / 180 x 180 x 10 cm
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Arabesque I (Lost Heritage), 2013
21800 Matches on Wood and Plexiglas
71 x 71 x 4 in / 180 x 180 x 10 cm
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Khayameya (Read), 2012
12840 Matches on Wood
71 x 71 x 4 in / 180 x 180 x 10 cm

27
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25 ceramic characters
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Elshaab (The People) (detail), 2012
25 ceramic characters
10.6 x 2.4 x 4 in each / 27 x 6 x 10 cm each
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The Return of the Griffin, 2013
Polyurethane Foam and Leather
63 x 51.4 x 25.3 in / 160 x 130.5 x 64.4 cm
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The Shattered Glass, 2015
Digital rendering
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Carpet, 2002
Textile
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Petro Beats, 2015
33 Metal Petrol Cans
207 x 7.9 in / 5.25 m x 20 cm
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The Key (Installation Image), 2011
Crystal
28 x 15 x 1.2 in / 71 x 38 x 3 cm
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