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In May 2018 I visited the art biennial Dak’Art in Dakar, capital of Senegal. Since 

1992 it has become an important meeting place for contemporary African art. 

In the large main hall – housed in an old court building – the French-Algerian 

artist Katia Kameli was showing her film Ya Ray together with an installation 

consisting of cassette tapes. Katia Kameli was there, and we spent some time 

talking. She was curious and open minded, and she had prepared her space with 

a round table and some chairs to be able to receive the audience coming to view 

her work. It might seem like an insignificant detail – how she had chosen to set 

her area. But as I have delved deeper into her work, I have discovered a recurring 

theme that I would like to call “open eyes”. It is a journalistic approach coupled 

with artistic integrity. Her interest in other people is central to her investigation 

of the themes that speak to her. 

Our meeting in Dakar piqued my curiosity and for her exhibition at Kalmar 

konstmuseum we have chosen to show the film project Le Roman Algérien 

(Chapitre un, deux, trois). The three films from 2016, 2017 and 2019 require the 

viewers’ full attention. Through the three chapters a complex and sharp tale 

takes shape, about how to view archives, about the importance of images, the 

telling of history, feminism and perhaps more than anything – resistance.

Sara Hemmingsson

Curator

PREFACE



In the first chapter of the series, we are introduced to a kiosk in central Algiers, 

Algeria where Farouk Azzoug and his son sell historical postcards, stamps, 

reproduced photographs and old coins. The kiosk is a central part of the 

narrative in The Algerian Novel – a film project that grew into a trilogy. That was 

not the original intention, but the material increased, more questions arose and 

Kameli’s curiosity moved the project onwards. 

The dramatic structure of The Algerian Novel is not linear and the meta 

perspectives duplicate as one part is added to the next. After hearing different 

voices and seeing how the kiosk operates in the first chapter, the impressions go 

deeper in the following parts from 2017 and 2019. In them, the French-Algerian 

philosopher and art historian Marie-José Mondzain gets to take center stage as 

she offers her interpretation of the first film in the series. She discusses traces of 

a collective memory as well as the stories told by pictures. We also get to meet 

the Algerian writer, lawyer and feminist Wassyla Tamzali, who in turn analyses 

a selection of the pictures Kameli has bought from the kiosk. 

In preparation for part three, Katia Kameli returned to Algeria in 2019 together 

with Marie-José Mondzain to show her the kiosk. They also go on a very 

personal search for some paintings by Mondzain’s father that are meant to be 

in an Algerian museum – though they find Mondzain cannot get access to the 

pictures. They come into contact with the photojournalist Louiza Ammi whose 

work and photographic archive is of interest to Kameli. Katia also has an idea 

about how to incorporate the writer Assia Djebar’s feminist film La Nouba des 

femmes du mont Chenoua from 1978. All of this does come to fruition, but ideas, 

script and filming take a new direction as they suddenly find themselves in the 

middle of the demonstrations against the authoritarian president Abdelaziz 

Bouteflika that will eventually force his resignation. History and the present 

become interwoven. 
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Still from The Algerian Novel, chapter 1



Still from The Algerian Novel, chapter 1

PICTURES AND HISTORY

A voice in chapter one asks itself: What are the Algerians looking for in these 

old, nostalgic pictures? The kiosk is hardly there for tourists, there aren’t many 

in Algiers. What is so interesting? One answer might be the importance of 

repossessing the image. As in any country there is an interest in looking back, 

nostalgia can be powerful in binding people together. Nostalgia is complex, but 

it is a starting point. A postcard can instigate a conversation.

Someone else comments that the content of the kiosk can work as a history 

teacher, letting us know of times past. Images do not always require words or 

explanations. 

When Katia Kameli’s material is shown to Marie-José Mondzain, she takes the 

images one step further as she sees them as archival material. She raises the 

question of the difficulty of keeping a healthy distance to history, of seeing things 

with new eyes, looking for details and seeing through our biases. Pictures do 

not carry simple explanations, and we cannot control how they are interpreted. 
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Still from The Algerian Novel, chapter 1

FRANCE AND ALGERIA

The relationship between Algeria and France dates back to 1830 when Algeria 

was invaded and subsequently became a central part of the French colonial 

empire until independence in 1962. Independence was preceded by armed 

struggle and a brutal war between Front de Libération Nationale (FNL) and the 

French army in which the civilian population suffered greatly. 

In French post-war history, Algeria has played a central part, especially culturally. 

The writer Albert Camus, perhaps more topical than ever right now, is but one of 

many writers, artists, musicians and philosophers with an Algerian connection. 

Camus’ novel The Plague from 1947 has reached record sales levels during the 

corona pandemic. He himself was a so called “pied-noir” (“blackfoot”) – a term 

for French citizens living in Algeria before independence. 

The philosopher Jacques Derrida, the poet Jean Senac, the writer and film 

maker Assia Djebar and the writer Maïssa Bey are other examples of cultural 

personalities who have written about, analysed and criticized the relationship 

between France and Algeria.
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NATIONALITY AND IDENTITY

Katia Kameli has personal experience of living with double identities. She was 

born in France in 1973 by a French mother and an Algerian father. Her parents 

divorced when she was six years old and her father returned to Algeria. After 

the divorce Kameli spent all her holidays with her father in Algeria. In interviews 

she has described the confusion over where she belonged. From an early age, 

she liked being at airports – there she found freedom. Being anywhere else was 

complicated. In France people kept asking about her background, in Algeria 

she was treated like a stranger. It was not until much later that she understood 

that she had occupied “the third space” – a concept developed by the cultural 

theorist and philosopher Homi K. Bhabha. It can be used to describe a place 

where multiculturalism creates new identities and cultures, where different 

cultures meet and affect each other and where new identities are constantly 

being created.

These “spaces”, dealing with alienation, and trying to relate to several different 

writings of history, is universal. The themes raised by Kameli in her art can of 

course also be applied to a Swedish setting. People everywhere sometimes 

experience a sense of not belonging and have to situate themselves between 

different geographical allegiances with all that it entails. 
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Katia Kameli, born 1973, is an artist, director and producer living in Paris. She 

works with photography, film, installations, collage, drawing and text. Some 

of her key themes are questions about national identity, geography, historical 

authenticity and interpretations of archives. The relationship between Algeria 

and France is also recurring and its effect on people, communities and public 

discourse. The countries are bound together by a painful past and often equally 

complex present. Katia Kameli also deals with the difficulties of carrying double 

identities, where cultural identity and geographical allegiance is complex and 

often questioned. 
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