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A commentary on censorship by Ganzeer (Photo credit: Rachel Adams) 

Freedom of expression is under fire across post-Revolutionary North Africa. Blasphemy 
charges, attacks on artists and desecration of Islamic heritage sites have regularly been 
profiled by the media. 

In Egypt, well-known artist, Ganzeer** was arrested post-revolution for his politically engaged 
art. Attacks against his work continue unabated. Following his recent exhibition, “The Virus Is 
Spreading,” Ganzeer was accused of blasphemy in an online article. The author called for 
Ganzeer (and those like him) to be punished as an enemy of Islam in retribution for his artistic 
creations. 

http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/trial-atheist-alber-saber-resumes
http://www.egyptindependent.com/news/trial-atheist-alber-saber-resumes
http://www.hrw.org/news/2012/09/03/tunisia-drop-charges-against-artists
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/29/world/africa/in-libya-extremists-vandalize-sufi-shrines-with-impunity.html?_r=0
http://www.csmonitor.com/World/Middle-East/2011/0526/Egyptian-graffiti-artist-Ganzeer-arrested-amid-surge-in-political-expression
http://ganzeer.blogspot.com/2012/09/press-release-virus-is-spreading.html
http://ganzeer.blogspot.com/2012/09/press-release-virus-is-spreading.html
http://aboutsalama.blogspot.com/2012/10/ganzeer-art.html


Rather than reside outside the country or ignore his critics, Ganzeer chose to speak to—rather 
than about—his attacker. The artist’s response provides a missing element in much of the 
discourse surrounding crackdowns on free expression in post-Revolutionary North Africa: a 
point-by-point refutation of the hypocritical and illogical reasoning of those who purportedly 
fight for Muslim rights in the West, while taking active measures to curtail freedom of religion 
and self-expression at home. 

Lauded by the United States for successfully brokering a cease-fire between Hamas and Israel, 
Egyptian President Mohamed Morsi faces a backlash over controversial measures taken during 
his presidency, most recently in the form of a constitutional decree insulating his decisions from 
judicial review.  The Gaza ceasefire and Morsi’s value (in American eyes )as a partner in 
Palestinian-Israeli peace must not distract from the precarious situation facing freedom of speech 
in Egypt—particularly as debates rage about the place of Sharia in Egypt’s new constitution. 
Morsi’s recent decree, which also immunizes the Constituent Assembly from judicial challenge, 
is a very worrying sign, particularly in light of the withdrawal of Liberal and Christian 
coalitions from the process. 

Despite complaints on Twitter and in the blogosphere that Egypt’s revolution will turn, once 
more, to dictatorship—this time, Islamist in orientation—Ganzeer’s response demonstrates that 
Egyptians will not—and should not—relinquish free expression without a fight. 

The following is an English translation (verified by the artist) of Ganzeer’s open letter to his 
critic. Although the letter was originally written in Arabic, it deserves to be widely circulated 
among English speakers as well. 

Speaking out carries many dangers, but it must be done—the stakes could not be higher. 

On those Islam-Abusers and their Incitement to Violence 

by Ganzeer  

(for original Arabic text, click here) 

On October 27, I received this “note” by someone calling himself “Ibn Salaama” on 
Twitter: “An Essay on Ganzeer @Ganzeer and Spreading of Immorality Among Believers” 

The language of this article surprised me. But I was truly shocked when I read Mr. Salaama’s 
essay—I’ve never encountered this level of vitriol in my life, specifically, the unique type of 
rancor clearly produced by an ignorant mentality and psychologically-disturbed, diseased mind. 

Let’s systematically analyze Mr. Salaama’s article criticizing my art exhibition “The Virus is 
Spreading” (October 1 – November 1, 2012): 

  

http://www.haaretz.com/culture/her-homeland-on-the-cutting-room-floor.premium-1.476368
http://www.artinfo.com/news/story/810121/following-tunisias-art-fair-riots-artists-speak-out-about-the-escalating-attacks-on-free-speech
http://www.artinfo.com/news/story/810121/following-tunisias-art-fair-riots-artists-speak-out-about-the-escalating-attacks-on-free-speech
http://dailynewsegypt.com/2012/11/18/more-withdraw-from-constituent-assembly/
http://dailynewsegypt.com/2012/11/18/more-withdraw-from-constituent-assembly/
http://ganzeer.blogspot.com/2012/11/blog-post.html
http://ganzeer.blogspot.com/2012/11/blog-post.html
http://aboutsalama.blogspot.com/2012/10/ganzeer-art.html


If we were in a State that respected the law of its Creator, “street and graffiti artists” such 
as Ganzeer (@Ganzeer) would not dare to show his pornographic “artistic” work without 
fear of punishment or reprimand!  But the tragedy is that we are in a State whose 
intelligentsia defies the Sharia and the judgments of Islam, and would like to 
fundamentally obliterate it from the minds of each Egyptian citizen. 

It’s truly bizarre that Ibn Salaama perceives any artwork not in accordance with his own 
viewpoint as unworthy of existence, and by implication, that these creations merit reprimand and 
punishment by the State.  Here Ibn Salaama accuses any Egyptian artist making “un-Islamic” 
work of being an individual intent on obliterating Islam from the mind of every 
Egyptian.  Clearly, Ibn Salaama isn’t aware that his own statements constitute the biggest proof 
against him—and those like him—who intend to obliterate all that is un-Islamic from the mind 
of every Egyptian. 

Or maybe he is aware – and proud. But tell me, Professor Salaama:  how does one distinguish 
this type of thinking from that of those who want to erase Islam from Europe and 
elsewhere?  How can we defend the rights of Muslims in the West if we don’t defend the rights 
on non-Muslims in the East? 

Do you not see that your logic replicates this injustice? You have to accept, Ibn Salaama, you 
and those like you, that Egypt, in terms of its nature and history of its people, is a country 
tolerating a variety of religions and movements.  It’s nonsense to fear any thought with which 
you disagree, unless an organization restricts your personal practice. And this, Mr. Salaama, is 
what you, yourself, advocate: not only calling to restrict artists but to actively punish them for 
their art. 

Leave artists to draw what they will, brother.  No one is forcing you visit their shows.  Make 
your own art, brother, in accordance with what you decide to be appropriate.  No one will stop 
you; no one will force you to create anything you don’t want to create! 

  

If freedom means the freedom for (Mohamed Fahmy)—known as Ganzeer—to depict a girl 
completely nude but for hijab, then clearly this freedom is poisoned! If the freedom of 
opinion he expresses in his “artistic creativity” means mocking Sheikh Yassir Barhaami 
and Abd al Moneim al-Shahaat, then it’s time to redefine “freedom of opinion” as 
insolence, lack of manners, and immodesty. 

My eminent brother, there are people who see beauty in this naked body.  There is no one forcing 
you to visit the exhibition or my website.  If the naked body is shocking to you, visit other 
exhibitions—such as the Islamic Museum, which contains antiquities and beautiful Islamic 
works far removed from the beauty of nude bodies. 

As for these two Sheikhs, I don’t know this Barhaami, and I didn’t depict him in any of my 
paintings.  As for al-Shahaat, you should know that the show’s depiction of him is merely the 
reflection of many people’s views.  Preventing the display of such art work will not change the 



reality that it mirrors the perspectives of these people.  Certainly, freedom of opinion includes 
the expression of opinions with respect to speech, writing, music and drawing, even if this 
opinion includes an opinion or viewpoint about an individual. If this human reality weighs so 
heavily on your chest, you have the option of moving to one of the many fascist dictatorships in 
countries such as Angola, Cameroon, Syria, or Saudi Arabia, for example. 

  

What quality of individuals does this strata of “intelligentsia” include, who allow a person 
like this (Ganzeer) to sell his drawings in a Zamalek gallery, knowing that some of (the 
work) offends the feelings of every Muslim? Is it merely a question of a blatant challenge to 
Muslims and a demonstration of their ability to insult Islam’s rituals and sacred spaces? 

I don’t know who gave you the right to speak on behalf of “every Muslim,” Mr. Salaama, but I 
do know one thing: you’re wrong.  Many faithful to Islam visited my exhibition and didn’t take 
offense to its content, but on the contrary—were impressed.  I can’t figure out how you’ve 
decided that I insulted the rituals and sacred places of Islam. 

The biggest mistake that you make is that you consistently speak on behalf of others, and not 
merely on behalf of your own soul alone.  And you think that your personal opinion obligates 
you to assign punishment on behalf of the State! What a bizarre command of yours, brother. 

  

Does art mean (Ganzeer / Rusted Chains) can draw an image of a veiled Muslim woman in 
the upper half, depicting an exposed vulva and legs in the lower half? I will not say where is 
Islam—but only ask where is taste, where are manners and the most basic principles of 
modesty? What, then, is the difference between French infringements against (the rights of) 
Muslim women in the streets, and the infringements of an arrogant revolutionary and his 
art against Egyptian Muslim women? 

Do these liberals hate that the people of Egypt are returning to the religion of their Lord? 
Do they want to render it as salacious, corrupt and pornographic as they are?! They, by 
God, are those who love to see scandals spreading among Believers, and have an allergic 
reaction at the sight of a modest lady or bearded youth! 

And here lies the trap of your illogic, Ibn Salaama.  How am I like Frenchmen who violate the 
freedom of Muslim women in Europe, when in these, your own words—it’s you who violates the 
freedom of those you perceive as un-Islamic? 

You quickly place me in the list of “liberals,” and just as rapidly portray these liberals as 
engaged in a war against Islam and piety. Hey, Muslim guy, have you ever heard of a liberal 
Egyptian preventing a Muslim from praying?!  Ever heard of about a liberal woman attacking a 
Muslim woman in the subway? Do you know any group of liberals that have prevented the 
construction of a mosque? Has a liberal person ever criticized an art exhibition on the grounds 
that it was Islamic—and even sought punishment for its participants? Where, Muslim, does all 



this evil and injustice originate? No one prevents you from living your life in a manner you 
consider to be Islamic, and you should never forbid anyone else from living according to his 
personal beliefs and convictions—and particularly when you see that Muslims in the West have 
the right to live their lives Islamically. 

  

They revealed to us what is in their sick hearts; when will we show them the consequences 
of their actions? When will the glorious age return where even the brothers of the Devil 
were not as flagrant in defiance as they are today? 

Sick hearts? Brethren of Satan? And you want see me punished too? In legalese, that’s known as 
“incitement to violence.” Based on your article alone, I could bring a suit against you that would 
certainly end with you locked up. “Incitement to violence” is no trivial matter. Your article, Ibn 
Salaama, uses extremely terroristic language—but, because we are fellow countrymen, I’ll do the 
right thing and ask God Almighty to forgive you and guide your sick heart. 

  

This is a picture of one of the walls of the exhibit before the drawing was finished. It shows 
a street sweeper drawing the Anarchist symbol, but altered to form the word ‘no’. The 
other wall shows a picture of a faceless girl wearing hijab and lipstick, and a long umbilical 
cord with a fetus attached to the end coming out of her vagina. 

It’s amazing that you can’t see Life! It’s shocking that you are unable to see the beauty of a child 
emerging from a woman’s vagina! It’s incredible that you see a woman’s vagina as something 
shameful and pornographic rather than a beautiful source of life! I wonder which one of us has 
the sick heart? 

[continued...]  

–~~~~~~~~~~~~– 

But it appears that the exhibition’s curator was not quite so debauched. On the front of the 
glass door to the gallery where passers-by could clearly see the woman from outside, the 
“artist” covered the shameful part of the drawing with a black bar with the word “Shame” 
written on it. 

So clearly you agree? That life is shameful? Or—should we just say—“forbidden?” 

  

Here we can also see a picture of Sheikh Yassir Barhaami, but with a sign saying that a 
beard does not equal Islam. 



Once again, I don’t know who this Barhami is, but this is a drawing of a man I met at one of the 
demonstrations, whose sincere character and superior wisdom I found compelling. I knew he was 
a real Muslim when he told me that, in his opinion, a beard does not equal Islam and that the 
beard is serves as no indication as to the amount of faith that a man has. I liked this idea a lot, 
especially because the man himself had a beard, so I decided to draw this portrait of him carrying 
a sign saying the “The beard does not equal the Noble Quran.” 

But obviously, you don’t agree with his opinion and you believe that the beard DOES equal 
Islam!? 

 

The walls of the exhibit also contained many posters which depict the engineer Sheikh Abd 
al Mun’em Al Shahhat, with the word “Backward! 

Correct. Surely the word “Forward!” is an inappropriate description for a person who thinks like 
he does. But this is my opinion, and the perspective of those who participated with me in the 
exhibition. You also have the freedom to put together an exhibition of your own to express your 
opinion of this man. 

  

A drawing of a blindfolded man sewing his lips together with a thread containing three 
symbols: the cross, the crescent, and the Israeli star. 

That is not “the Israeli star” as you call it, Ibn Salaama. It is a symbol called “the Star of David”, 
and it is a symbol which Jews have taken collectively to represent their religion, which existed 
for many centuries before the appearance of Israel on the map. The symbol only becomes the 
“Israeli star” when it is appears in blue against a white background. 

  

… depiction of the Kaaba and pilgrims walking around it. The artist calls it “the Sacred 
Sanctuary.” Its presence in the same place as the shameful naked picture is an insult and a 
trivialization of Islam. And—in addition, the Riq’a calligraphic script of the word 
“Muhammad” on the wall. 

What are you trying to say, man? You don’t like it when I draw what you consider to be un-
Islamic, and you don’t like it when I draw what you consider to be Islamic? If you think that the 
existence of something Islamic in the middle of what is un-Islamic is an insult and trivialization 
of Islam, then why do you defend the rights of Muslims to live among secular Europeans? 

Should we remove all the mosques from the entire European continent as a way of showing 
respect to Islam? 

  



But the greatest disaster was the “artwork” depicting a Muslim girl in hijab praying to 
God while naked and asking God to give her a husband who will have intercourse with her! 

But Ganzeer tried to draw the letters of the prayer in a cryptic manner, so that they are not 
apparent without careful examination, and thus avoid negative reactions from the audience 
to the licentiousness of the words she was using! 

Why are you so surprised? Is it so strange that a Muslim girl, nude or clothed, would hope for a 
husband that would satisfy her sexual needs? Do you think that this is something detached from 
reality? Or far from the reality of the young women of your country? 

Then you are out of touch with reality, Mr. Salaama. And with all due respect for your analysis 
of my use of this writing, let me explain to you the real reason for its use; it’s purely an artistic/ 
philosophical reason and nothing more—I wanted to depict these scenes in a manner that forces 
the audience to look closely, and to carefully decipher the texts’ meaning—because this is a 
problem faced by many young women in Egypt. It isn’t easy to understand—so the issue requires 
a close look in order to understand it. 

However, if my purpose really was to “avoid negative reactions from the public”, then why does 
this bother you? At the beginning of your article, you accuse me of impertinence, crudeness, and 
a lack of propriety. Tell me, Salaama, isn’t propriety avoiding topics that are sensitive to the 
society? 

So basically, you’re not happy with the straightforwardness of nudity or with riddles! Have you 
ever heard of a mental disease known as schizophrenia? 

  

Where are the Muslim Brotherhood’s lawyers, who used to respond, before coming to 
power, to these flagrant attacks on the feelings of the Muslims? Why have charges of 
“insulting religion” not yet been brought against this “revolutionary” artist? God help us. 

Here’s some important information for you: The Muslim Brotherhood is a political party headed 
by a group of opportunistic businessmen who act behind a cover of religion, and care for nothing 
except their material interests. In short, they are closer to the heathens of Quraysh (who did 
business in the name of religion) than to the supporters of Muhammad – Peace Be Upon Him – 
so don’t wait for them to come to the rescue of your religion. As for the charges of ‘insulting 
religion’, as far as I know they are only brought in cases of direct insult to religion, and not 
where something is produced that simply doesn’t mesh with the teachings of said religion. In 
other words: If you were to draw a girl half naked and half clothed, this would have nothing to 
do with religion. But if you were to draw the Messenger – Peace Be Upon Him – as a terrorist, 
that would, in fact, constitute an insult to religion. Got it? 

Your case is doomed to failure, Salaama. My case – if I wanted to make a case – would certainly 
win – what with your childishness, disregard for the personal freedom of others, incitement to 
violence and calls for punishment. But I will take the more peaceful course of action and ask 



God to forgive you and give your head a smack that would get your brain to work again, God 
willing. 

  

*Amanda E. Rogers is a two-time Fulbright alumna, PhD candidate and Arabic lecturer at 
Emory University. She can be found on Twitter under @MsEntropy. 

**Ganzeer can be found on Twitter at @Ganzeer. His blog can be found at 
http://ganzeer.blogspot.com/.  
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