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Hassan Hajjaj

Through May 29. Yossi Milo Gallery, 245 10th Avenue, Manhattan.
212-414-0370, yossimilo.com

Hassan Hajjaj’s “Afrikan Boy Sittin’,” from 2013/1434 (Gregorian/Hijri),
in the show “My Rockstars.” Hassan Hajjaj and Yossi Milo Gallery

Hassan Hajjaj, who was born in Morocco and raised in London, came into photography by way of
streetwear and music promotion, and you can see it in the explosively joyful color portraits of “My
Rockstars.” Hajjaj shoots outside, but stages every visual detail, from the vibrant textile backdrops to
the eye-popping bespoke outfits, and his subjects are performers — like Cardi B and the Nigerian-born
English rapper Afrikan Boy — he happens to know or be friendly with. For his camera, they pose with a
winning innocence, like children very serious about playing dress up. Each image is framed in a custom
shelving unit that holds columns and rows of tomato paste, mackerel or Jajjah Ginger Lemon tea in
brightly colored cans.
Using products and patterns from North Africa — not to mention the graphic zing of the Moroccan flag
— is a way for Hajjaj to reclaim representations of his home country. (The artist made the point himself
in a 2019 profile by Siddhartha Mitter in The New York Times.) But it’s also a way of saying that what
you see is what you get, and of encouraging you to take pleasure inv that fact. I’ve never tried Jajjah
Ginger Lemon Tea, so I don’t know whether it’s any good. But I’ve learned that it comes in a beautiful
yellow tin with a mint-green lid. WILL HEINRICH
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/13/arts/design/4-art-gallery-shows-to-see-right-now.html
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https://www.newyorker.com/culture/photo-booth/cardi-b-and-other-rockstars-through-the-eyes-of-the-moroccan-artist-hassan-hajjaj

Hassan Hajjaj, My Rockstars @Yossi Milo
By Loring Knoblauch / In Galleries / April 6, 2021
JTF (just the facts): A total of 33 color photographs in custom artist’s frames, displayed against white walls with
green and yellow accents/moldings in the East and West gallery spaces as well as the smaller viewing room in
between. All of the works are metallic Lambda prints on Dibond, in spray-painted white frames surrounded by a
variety of tins, cans, and pop culture items. Physical image sizes range from roughly 29×19 to 41×59 inches, with
most works at 44×30 inches; editions range from 3+2AP to 10+2AP based on size, with most at 5+2AP.
The show also includes installations of Coca-Cola crates with bamboo printed seat cushions (around the poles in
the main galleries) and Louis Vuitton cushions (in the viewing room).

Comments/Context: With our first tentative steps out of collective pandemic hibernation, the broader availability of
vaccines, and the intermittent return of warmer Spring weather, it’s possible to feel a tiny hint of forward thinking
optimism in the air in New York. And with its contagious, ebullient positivity, this show of Hassan Hajjaj’s work feels
well timed to meet, and amplify, our slowly improving mood.
In the past decade or so, Hajjaj has carved out a unique position in contemporary photography by smartly taking
aesthetic lessons from several different strands of photographic history, drawing them through the rich culture of
Morocco and North Africa, and boldly remixing them into his own immediately identifiable signature look. The result

is a growing body of portraiture that feels modern, upbeat, and wholly original, that embraces us with its
inclusiveness and high-spirited energy.
The My Rockstars series gathers together portraits of musicians, artists, actors, dancers, writers, activists, and other
performers, from the US, the UK, and around North Africa and the Middle East. Cardi B, Hank Willis Thomas, Riz
Ahmed, and Lynette Yiadom-Boakye may be familiar to some, but Hajjaj’s firmament is filled with both the known
and unknown, celebrating performative excellence (and outsized personalities) in many forms.

His portraits generally use a standard compositional template: the sitter, dressed in brightly colored clothes provided
by the artist, poses either standing or sitting on a plastic crate (like the ones in the gallery), in a few cases with an
instrument or other prop, surrounded by patterned fabrics as backdrops and floor coverings. (A handful of the works
on view also come from the series ‘Kesh Angels (2014 gallery show reviewed here), where women were posed
sitting on motorcycles.) Each print is then housed in a custom wood frame that has individual niches that surround
the edges of the image and are filled with colorful cans, tins, and other containers.
Hajjaj’s aesthetic debts to the pioneers of African studio portraiture, like Seydou Keïta and Malick Sidibé, are clear.
He has learned from their sophisticated use of pattern, from their modes of aspirational identity creation, and even
from some of their poses, taking these compositional lessons and supercharging them for a new age. Hajjaj’s
backdrop and floor patterns go far beyond the elegant simplicity of black and white stripes or checkerboards,
bursting into full, enveloping colors (most drawn from local textiles and plastic mats) that vibrate with saturated
vitality. Hajjaj generally opts for close cropping, keeping his sitters tightly bound by these patterns of stars, stripes,
spots, and other more elaborate decorative geometrics, ensuring that the liveliness of these designs helps animate
the moment.

Hajjaj has also absorbed the idea of studio portraiture as a malleable vehicle for identity definition. Back in the
1960s, everyday sitters held up record covers, posed with telephones, and wore funky sunglasses in an attempt to
be hip and modern. In Hajjaj’s case, most of his subjects are already plenty self-confident, but he encourages their
swaggers, struts, and showing off, celebrating the process of stepping out and being seen. Most of Hajjaj’s sitters
wear hand-crafted clothes that the artist has designed, his suits, hats, and shoes repurposing local textiles into
dapper costumes that echo the patterned surroundings of the shoot. In many cases, Hajjaj deliberately mixes high
fashion and low culture, exaggerating the intermingling of the streets and the runway in ways that feel fresh and
open.
This deliberate juxtaposition also comes though in Hajjaj’s innovative use of everyday objects as a framing device.
Each portrait is housed in a custom frame with slots that have been filled with tea tins, canned vegetables (like
tomatoes, olives, and peppers), plastic vegetable forms, and even multi-colored toy blocks with Arabic lettering.
These items strongly connect back to the local life (creating a deeper cultural context), while also providing bold
lettering and color options for Hajjaj to play with. The connection to Pop Art is obvious, but again, Hajjaj’s art
historical awareness feels natural and unassuming, and his reuse of these motifs in resonant new ways is inspired
and original.
The global hybridity of Hajjaj’s works is what makes them so contemporary – he’s freely reshuffling influences and
cultural signifiers, and showing us a world where individuals happily draw from all kinds of sources to define who
they are. The resulting dynamism isn’t just a result of an acrobatic hand stand, an energetic inverted kick, or a sultry
hip thrust – it comes from Hajjaj’s ability to make his sitters feel comfortable with their bold and beautiful authenticity.
By redirecting the staginess of fashion photography into amplifying personalities, the pictures feel sharp, but also
quietly supportive and affirmative. These photographs are filled with playful contradictions and over-the-top
dissonance, to be sure. But their positive spirit is more than just surface excitement and colorful decoration – Hajjaj
is expanding the edges of how a 21st century photographic portrait can succeed, looking for unexpected ways to
bring together layers of complex individuality that don’t normally fall neatly into line.
Collector’s POV: The works in this show are priced between $19000 and $30000, based on size. Hajjaj’s work has
little secondary market history at this point, so gallery retail likely remains the best option for those collectors
interested in following up.

https://collectordaily.com/hassan-hajjaj-my-rockstars-yossi-milo/

Hassan Hajjaj’s Colorful Cabinet
of Rock Stars and Fashionistas
12 April 2021 | by Miss Rosen

Hailing from the fishing town of Larache on the
northwest coast of Morocco, photographer was born
in 1961 — just five years after the country achieved
independence. Throughout the ‘60s, the African
Independence Movement swept the continent,
restoring a feeling of pride to the peoples whose lives
and land had been unjustly usurped by foreign
imperialists. A new generation of photographers
including Malick Sidibé, Samuel Fosso, and Sanle
Sory chronicled the spirit of celebration that filled
the air, creating portraits that captured the first flush
of freedom as it spread far and wide.
Long before digital technology democratized
photography, Hajjaj recalled his youth as, “There
were hardly any cameras around then. In my town
when I was growing up there were three types of
photographers. The first was the studio
photographer where people would have their family
portraits made. I remember going with my Mum and
my sisters, wearing our very best. Dad was living in
England from the ‘60s, so every couple of years we would go out, do a picture and send it to him. I
remember that studio very well with the lighting, the backdrop, the seat. This was a big influence on me.”
The other photographers worked the streets and the beach, making portraits of people who wanted to
preserve these fleeting moments of joy and fun in casual settings. “They would give you a piece of paper,
and a few days later you’d get a small print,” Hajjaj says of the itinerant photographers who provided the

community with lasting scenes of happiness. These encounters left a memorable impression on Hajjaj
that stayed with him throughout his life.
Hip Hop Is Something You Live
In 1973, at age 12, the Hajjaj family moved to London to join his father, a laborer, at a time when the
sparkle of Swinging London was fading away. But with the arrival of immigrants from around the globe,
the seeds of a new underground culture fueled by diasporic influences were firmly taking root. In 1984,
Hajjaj opened R.A.P., a store dedicated to streetwear before it even had a name, in Covent Garden, the
heart of London’s burgeoning bohemian culture.
“The big brands didn’t design for us so we used to make t-shirts that said ‘Chanel No. 5 for Gucci’ or buy a
piece of fabric and sew it on the back of a jean jacket,” Hajjaj says. Like Dapper Dan, the legendary Harlem
haberdasher who designed custom looks for ’80s Hip Hop icons like Salt ‘N’ Pepa, Eric B. and Rakim, and
LL Cool J, Hajjaj understood cross-cultural appeal of luxury brands remade with an eye for street
cool. “One of the nicest compliments I had came from Fab 5 Freddy of Yo! MTV Raps,” Hajjaj remembers of
the legendary New York artist and TV host that introduced rap music when it was still underground to
the mainstream. “Fred came to the store and he understood it; he saw what I was trying to express — a
Moroccan/Arabic/Muslim feeling of that of what he saw in Hip Hop and street style.”
Tongue in Chic
This Spring, Hajjaj brings his vision of street style to
New York in two exhibitions — My
Rockstars and VOGUE, The Arab Issue — that explore
the interplay of portraiture, personality, glamour,
and style in the East and the West. With VOGUE, The
Arab Issue, Hajjaj revisits a body of work inspired by
his experiences assisting a stylist friend on a fashion
shoot in Marrakech. “My friend had a riad
[traditional Moroccan house] and ELLE magazine
was shooting there,” Hajjaj says.” Since I spoke
English he asked me to sit with his workers in case
they needed help. I was sitting around watching
everything that was going on and suddenly I realized
a bunch of people coming from Germany — the
stylist, make up artist, models, fashion — and
Marrakech was just the exotic background.”
Inspired to create a fantasy-fashion shoot
celebrating the people and styles of Marrakech,

Hajjaj embarked on a multi-year journey to create VOGUE, The Arab Issue, a series of photographs of local
women posing in the streets of the Medina wearing clothing Hajjaj designed: traditional Moroccan
djellabas, hijabs, caftans and babouches using candy-colored polka dot, animal prints, and counterfeit
brand logo fabrics the artist sourced in New York, London, and Marrakech.
The series title is very tongue-in-chic, riffing on the Western notion of “The Arab Issue” that suggests a
political quagmire fueled by foreign intervention for centuries alongside the aesthetic fetishization that
has fueled European trends like Orientalism in high art, but otherwise ignores Arab sensibilities. Long
before Conde Nast launched Vogue Arabia in 2017, Hajjaj understood the power and influence of Middle
East style in fashion, beauty, and photography.
Live By The Code
For My Rockstars, Hajjaj picks up where artists like Sidibe, Fosso, and Sanle left off, seeing himself as part
of the next generation of master studio photographers — with just one difference. Hajjaj constructs his
studios in the street, setting up a stage and backdrops, then invites friends and performers including
Cardi B, artist Hank Willis Thomas, and painter Lynette Yiadom-Boakye to don one of his creations and
pose for a portrait, then creates a custom handcrafted frame outfitted with miniature shelves and actual
products such as soda cans and tomato sauce, often with Arabic logos.
“I met so many incredible characters that are my true rock stars,” Hajjaj says of the people in the series.
“They are born with it. If it’s a singer, they don’t have to go to classes. If it’s a boxer, they have that
fighting ability in their eyes. When they step into the studio, they become this character. Maybe they’re
not mainstream but they live by their code of what they do.”

https://www.blind-magazine.com/en/news/1283/Hassan-Hajjajs-Colorful-Cabinet-Of-Rock-Stars-And-Fashionistas

Hassan Hajjaj Looks Back on the Illustrious
Career That Led to “Vogue: The Arab Issue”
Two worlds collide at a new retrospective in
New York from the iconic Moroccan photographer
BY NADJA SAYEJ
APRIL 14, 2021

You know Hassan Hajjaj’s photographs as soon as you see them: bright colors, graphic compositions and wild patterns
overlapping one another. The Moroccan photographer, who divides his time between London and Marrakech, recently
opened a new exhibit at Fotografiska in New York City, called Vogue: The Arab Issue, which runs until November 7.
The retrospective features more than 20 years of his
photos shot in Morocco and beyond, from his famed
Kesh Angels series of a veiled girl bike gang to his
fashion shoots on the streets of London. A
concurring exhibition is also on view: Hajjaj recently
opened a new gallery exhibition at the Yossi Milo
Gallery in New York called My Rockstars that
features portraits of his muses, mostly friends who
are artists, designers and musicians. That one is on
view until May 15.
There’s another kind of rock star that he shoots: the
biggest and brightest celebrities on planet earth, be
it Cardi B for W Magazine, Paris Hilton for Vanity
Fair or Billie Eilish for Vogue, all in his signature
style of Marrakech street photography.
More than just an artist, Hajjaj is an entrepreneur. He runs the Riad Yima, a fashion boutique, art gallery and tearoom
inside a converted house in Marrakech, and recently released his own line of hip hop-inspired sunglasses with Poppy
Lissiman. Next up, he’ll be launching a tea brand. He spoke to InsideHook from his home in Marrakech about his favorite
neighborhoods, his muses and why shooting on the streets is an addiction that will never die.
InsideHook: Looking at the title of this exhibition, there wasn’t actually an Arab Issue for Vogue …
Hassan Hajjaj: No, it’s just a fancy creation for myself. It could have a double meaning: with the political stuff that
happened a few years ago (the “Arab Issue”), and then you have the Spring/Summer issue of Vogue … so I thought, why
not the Arab Issue? I’m just playing around with the wordplay and letting the viewer interpret as they want to. But we
do have Vogue Arabia based in Dubai, as of last year, so times are changing.
In the blurb for the exhibition, it mentions that some photographers come to North Africa to use the exotic
landscape as a backdrop for fashion shoots without digging into the culture. Is that correct?
I use Morocco because I’m here, but if someone wants a spring/summer shoot, they sometimes go to the Sahara or the
Brazilian jungle for the summer look, so they’re using the backdrop to promote the clothes for the season. Morocco is

one of those places. They’re not coming for the tradition or the
culture that’s there, they’re just coming to shoot their collection.
You’re doing the opposite of that, right? Using local models
and culture.
They’re not models, they’re just friends and people. There’s
Henna girls, dancers, my neighbor, friends who work in a
restaurant. Not model models, just people. It started because I
wanted to show my people from Morocco while using textiles in
a fun way — animal prints, polka dots and patterns were big
when I started this series in the 1990s. I bought the fabric, made
the costumes and dressed up my friends in Vogue poses, but
with the backdrop of Marrakech. It’s Vogue-ish, but it has some
tradition of the place, as well.
You started this style of photography — shooting women
bike gangs or colorful patterned clothing and backgrounds
— in the 1990s. When did it really take off?
It was like a step level that continued growing. It took about 10
years before I could show the whole story. When social media
took off in the late 2000s, it totally took off. I started doing
shoots internationally and social media helped push it, so
people shared the work locally and globally. In Marrakech, the
only way to really get around is by scooter. I wanted to highlight that with my Kesh Angels series of women bikers. It’s a
play on Kesh, the slang word for Marrakech, and Angels, referring to Hell’s Angels. We used outfits, played around and
made it cinematic. In the 1990s, in Europe, they thought it was strange to see veiled women on bikes. I played on that.
When you do personal, artistic shoots with friends and editorial shoots with celebrities like Cardi B, Billie Eilish
and Paris Hilton, do you take the same approach?
They’re exactly the same to me. If I shot celebs differently, it would become more of a job. When I’m shooting for myself,
it’s a different feeling. I don’t have any worry if its going to be a good image or not; I can decide after. There’s usually a
triangle between me, the magazine and the celebrity — you have to develop a job where everyone is happy. But that
moment, when I’m working with any celebrity, I treat them as if they’re any one of my friends.
Who are your muses?
I have a few. Karima, one model who has appeared in a lot of my work since the 1990s. Same with Jen, who is my
assistant, who has been in lots of my work. I try to stick with the same few people.
How do you define the aesthetic of your work? Is the palette North African?
My work is for anyone who can see something in it. I let them decide what they see — if it’s cool, interesting, whatever.
Growing up in Morocco, there’s so many bright, colorful people in our everyday culture. They’re not scared of color.
Growing up in England (I left Morocco at 13 years old), the UK is cloudy and has less color. It highlighted my work to be
more colorful, bolder, clashing colors to escape dreary London moments. Morocco has a big influence on my palette.
What do you wish people would understand about Marrakech?
I just think whenever you go to a place, it’s always good to not just come there, be selfish and take, but to understand the
culture and the people. Not to compare it where you’re from, either. You’ll have a hard time once you start comparing. In
Marrakech, there’s a lot going on. If you get to meet the real people, you’ll get to know the city beyond the sunshine,
hotels and good food. I hope people would go out of their way and try to find something for themselves within the city.
What’s your favorite neighborhood in Marrakech?
I live in the heart of the Medina. There’s a small market there where the slaves were being sold. It’s got a history. I’m
doing a project right now in Sidi Mimoun, the industrial area of Marrakech, which is great because it’s a different vibe

but is halfway to becoming trendy. If you look at SoHo in New York or downtown Los Angeles or East London, they were
all industrial areas before they became trendy. It’s nice to see a raw space that’s changing.
One photo in the exhibit is called “Dior” and is from 2012. Can you tell us about this one?
This photo was taken in the streets of London, but all my photos are taken in the streets. Even the ones with the
backdrops, they’re not in a studio. I don’t work with lights; it’s on the streets. It’s part of a body of work of work called
“Autumn/Winter and Spring/Summer Collection 2048.” The idea is that this is the part of the Arab Issue. My new gallery
exhibit at Yossi Milo Gallery is called My Rockstars, another body of work I’ve been working on since the 1990s, was born
in London. I realized I had incredibly rich people around me — musicians, artists, designers — who had something that
inspired me. I wanted to highlight them and it has continued to grow as a big thing. I shoot that everywhere I go now.
Do you shoot in the streets because of the energy of the streets?
For me it’s addictive. I don’t know if it’s going to rain, who will pass by, the reaction of the cars driving by, loads of
people jumping into the picture. I say: “Jump in if you want.” It creates a moment that makes you excited about the shoot
and the sitter. I’ve shot in the streets of LA, New York, Paris, London, Dubai, Kuwait, countless cities. It’s normal to me.
What was your approach for this retro line of sunglasses that you designed?
It just dropped last month with Poppy Lissiman and we’re working on the spring/summer drop right now. It’s under the
name Andy Wahloo, which means “I have nothing” in Arabic. They’re fun sunglasses, a bit of a rock star statement. The
inspiration comes from the Gazelle eyewear, an Italian brand that was big in the 1970s, all the gangsters were wearing
them. Then, the hip-hop artists picked them up in the 1980s. Since I grew up in that era, I took that inspiration and
turned them into my own line.
Is Marrakech more progressive than it was 20 years ago?
Yes. But actually, it always has been. You have to remember; it was an imperial city that has been here for thousands of
years. If you think of Rome, you feel its history. Romans have a certain character because they’re born into this city with
this bloodline. Marrakech has that as well — some of the buildings here are 800 years old. It’s embedded into Marrakech
people. It takes over.

https://www.insidehook.com/article/art/hassan-hajjajs-exhibit-vogue-arab-issue

Hassan Hajjaj Turns Moroccan Clichés Into London Cool
His photographs, enlivened by friends, subversive wit and a hip-hop swagger, are on show in a
major retrospective in Paris.
By Siddhartha Mitter | Oct. 9, 2019
LONDON — Hassan Hajjaj was in
his element.
On a recent afternoon, friends and
strangers wandered into the
Moroccan-born British
photographer’s shop in the
Shoreditch district here, clustering
amid the joyous mess. There were
stacks of multicolored T-shirts,
racks of sweatshirts and djellabas,
and piles of slippers with mock
sports-brand insignia.
Grocery-store cans and boxes
marked in Arabic script served as
decoration and furniture. Crowding
the walls were vintage advertising
posters — and of course Mr.
Hajjaj’s own photographs. In his
instantly recognizable style of
portraiture, he styles his subjects in
a kind of faux-orientalist swag,
using items like the ones in the
shop as props.
In fact, he makes portraits right here, on the street, taping onto the brick wall his flamboyant backdrops, and
shooting in full view of passers-by.
“There are two kinds of artist,” Mr. Hajjaj said in the shop’s back area, with its banquettes made of Moroccan CocaCola crates topped with flower-print cushions. “There’s the artist that needs space, to be on their own to work, and
there’s somebody like myself.” He scanned the scene. “There’s always an ambience.”
This fall, Mr. Hajjaj has brought the vibes to Paris, where a retrospective of his work is taking over the entire Maison
Européenne de la Photographie, the photography museum. The city’s mayor, Anne Hidalgo, attended the opening,
which included Moroccan Gnawa musicians performing with Yasiin Bey, the rapper once known as Mos Def.
Mr. Hajjaj, who spent childhood in Larache, a fishing town, and now has a riad in Marrakesh as well as a home in
London, has become Morocco’s most visible artist. He shoots his friends, many of them working-class, such as the
“henna girls” who adorn tourists in the Jemaa el Fna square in Marrakesh. He hires tailors and artisans to run up
outfits for his subjects. And recently, he organized a salon there, where he showed works by less well known
Moroccan photographers.
But he is even more a creature of London. Mr. Hajjaj arrived here in 1973 at age 12, with his mother and siblings,
joining his father, a laborer who could not read or write. After dropping out of high school, he landed in the
precarious economy of the early Thatcher years.

Selling flowers in Camden Market, then clothes, while
also promoting underground club nights and working
on film shoots and fashion shows, Mr. Hajjaj became a
utility player in the emerging London bohemia of
immigrants’ children, fed on reggae and pirate radio,
that produced bands like Young Disciples and Soul II
Soul. His clothing label, R.A.P., sold streetwear before
that was a fashion category. His Covent Garden shop
was a central-city hangout and haven from the
ambient racism and class hierarchies of the time.
“In the ’80s you have to remember that London was
just starting to blend,” Mr. Hajjaj said, in the North
London accent he acquired on arrival. “We all came
from different backgrounds. We had to create
something to find our space.”
Simon Baker, the director of the Maison Européenne
de la Photographie — and a former Londoner himself,
previously curator of photography at Tate Modern —
said that Mr. Hajjaj was a quintessential Black British
artist, in the expansive usage of that time. The
retrospective, Mr. Baker said, “tells the story of
someone with London street knowledge, network, and
background, but who is also very passionate about
where he came from.”
Yet it took many years for Mr. Hajjaj to think of
himself as an artist.
“I didn’t think I was worthy,” he said. “I had all these
friends who studied art, music, fashion, who prepared
themselves, who were technically very good. I just
took pictures. It was more to hang out with people, to
listen to music and create a mood.”
By the time he started showing his photography, in the mid-1990s, he had reconnected with Morocco, following a
trip in 1993 to take his daughter to meet her relatives. Even among the London set, Morocco evoked tedious
stereotypes — “caftans, hashish, camels,” Mr. Hajjaj said — that irritated him. What he found was the place he
remembered, at once ordinary, with its canned goods and fast fashions, and vibrant according to its own cultural
mélange.
“I wanted to show my friends that we have something cool,” he said. “And that I suppose is what started me entering
the art world.”
The Paris exhibition presents Mr. Hajjaj’s work organized in six series of large-format prints, many in custom
frames, inset with items like cans of tomato sauce or motor oil, or children’s building blocks marked with Arabic
letters. The galleries are decorated with wallpaper he has designed, and seating areas have been converted with his
furnishings. Several video works are on view.
One photo series is his famous “Kesh Angels,” in which women in gowns and face veils pose on motorbikes. They are
glammed up, yet authentic. These are workers in Marrakesh tourist economy whom Mr. Hajjaj has known and
photographed for years, and who use the bikes to get around town.
Mr. Hajjaj’s stylings — mixing camouflage, polka-dot, or animal prints with traditional fabrics from the souk; adding
cheap plastic sunglasses shaped like hearts; printing Louis Vuitton logos onto the motorbike body — bring a sense of
play that melds Moroccan heritage with a patchwork hip-hop swagger.
Rather than launch a polemic against the tourist gaze that fetishizes veiled women on motorbikes, Mr. Hajjaj drowns
it out with maximalist compositions that mash up references, disorganize expectations, and seize control.
“It’s about taking this orientalism vibe and saying, ‘O.K., let’s take ownership of it,’” Mr. Hajjaj said. “Me being
Moroccan, you being a Moroccan subject, let’s take that kind of thing, and do it in our way.”

The same method applies to other series by Mr. Hajjaj:
“Gnawi Riders,” a male counterpart to “Kesh Angels,”
with Gnawa musicians; the “Dakka Marrakchia”
headshots of women; and “Vogue: The Arab Issue,”
styled like fashion spreads. All use clothes and
accessories sourced from the local market, to reclaim
control: not just cultural, but also economic, and
ultimately, psychological.
Mr. Hajjaj’s work gets linked to Pop Art, with
comparisons to Andy Warhol that he subverts in his
clothing line “Andy Wahloo,” which translates to “I have
nothing” in Arabic. But he is equally inspired by
photography studios of smalltown 1960s Morocco,
where families went for special occasions. The classic
studio work of Seydou Keïta, Sory Sanlé and Malick
Sidibé — one of his idols — is another clear reference.
“I always think that Hassan’s work looks as if someone
electrocuted with color an African studio,” Mr. Baker
said, alluding to that tradition. “Which of course would
have been full of color, but the pictures we have from
them are black-and-white.” One room in the show
presents, for the first time, Mr. Hajjaj’s own black-andwhites. “That’s to show the journey, and my love of
photography,” Mr. Hajjaj said.
But Mr. Hajjaj’s biggest love is for his subjects. It shines
in the ease that pervades his portraits, even when the
staging is ornate. He mostly photographs people he has
formed a connection with — friends, friends of friends,
colleagues — and the affinity shows.
“He loves the people around him, and that is a very
endearing thing about Hassan,” said Touria El Glaoui, founder of the 1-54 African Contemporary Art fair, who
organized Mr. Hajjaj’s last major solo show, at Somerset House in London, in 2017. “He has built this community
and kept it over the years. And what’s amazing is that he hasn’t changed a bit.”
The ongoing series “My Rock Stars” is Mr. Hajjaj’s homage to his cosmopolitan crowd. (A sampler: the American
artist Hank Willis Thomas; the Moroccan filmmaker Meryem Benm’Barek; the French-Algerian musician Rachid
Taha, who died last year.) Some are famous, but styled by Mr. Hajjaj, seen through his lens, they would be special
regardless.
In the Shoreditch shop, the grime M.C. Afrikan Boy, the Gnawa drummer Simo Lagnawi and the soul singer Bumi
drifted in to rehearse. Mr. Hajjaj was developing a multimedia stage show, “My Rock Stars Experimental,” with
video projections and live performance by musicians styled in his outfits. (It premieres on Oct. 11 in Los Angeles.)
He put on a fresh pot of coffee and said to stick around.
“I’ve got my friends hanging with me on the wall,” he said. “They’re traveling with me. So there’s this protection,
there’s a comfort for me.”
Hassan Hajjaj
Through Nov. 17 at the Maison Européenne de la Photographie in Paris; mep-fr.org.
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