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Thoughts about the Works of Susan Hefuna

The traditional European panel painting, conceived according to the rules of the linear perspective, is a window to another world, at least partly different to the one in which we live. The illusion that we can enter into it is very convincing, even though we know that this is not possible. Our familiar and formative principles of art developed in the Renaissance, which never existed in similar form in non-European cultures, draws its attractiveness from this uninterrupted to this day. We imagine a picture of a world which we believe could be within our grasp even though it is foreign.

There are other principles of art, even within the European tradition. The sacred wall paintings of the Middle Ages are like projections of a world to which we have no access and to which access does not appear possible. Another reality becomes apparent at the boundary of our comprehensible reality. This boundary itself becomes transparent in the glass windows of Gothic cathedrals. From the outside, another world illuminates the interior, located beyond the visible outer world – at night, light from the cult room radiates to the outside.

In the 20th century, another outlook took shape in addition to the "window picture." The picture loses its illusionary character, it materializes as an object. It therefore gains tangible qualities, shares its existence with other objects in the room and seems only stranger and more confusing by this community. It loses its frame – at the same time as sculpture is removed from its pedestal. Instead of the frame that sets off and determines the position, we find context, the function of which can be dialectic. The artwork stands in confusing contrast to its surroundings, or perhaps it is the other way around, a familiar object becomes a work of art simply by a change of context, as Marcel Duchamp demonstrated.

Encounter and confrontation with strangers, which can serve as a paradigm for our attitude toward artwork, is related to the function of frame and surrounding, to the ambivalence of a window that can be opened and closed, that allows us to peer out but perhaps not in when closed, that lives from the osmotic ambivalence of openness and restriction. It is tempting at this point to go into the variations of window themes in art and their highly diverse implications – one thinks of the pictures of Vermeer and Menzel, of Caspar David Friedrich and Oskar Schlemmer, to name just a few examples. In the glass windows of Johannes Schreiter, taught nets tear at the seam between the inside to outside before the opening – it is uncertain if this a break-in from the outside or a break-out from the inside, if it is the loss of security or the gain of freedom.

Within this context, we are reminded of an essential aspect of the architecture from the last two centuries, the – partial – elimination of the separation between the outside and inside that is so impressively manifested in the construction of such features as passages and winter gardens, greenhouses and crystal palaces. In current architecture, glass plays a dominant albeit chameleon-like role. Glass, that “solid liquid”, can be transparent and hermetic, permitting a view out and denying a view in, reflecting the mirror image of the viewer back upon himself.

The window as the seam between the inside and outside, between this world and eternity. The window as a symbol of ambivalence, of delimitation and opening. For her dialogue with two rather different cultures, in both of which she is equally “at home”, Susan Hefuna, the Egyptian-German artist, has found a convincing metaphor in the lattices of the mashrabiyas. These wood carvings, an integral part of Egyptian architecture, which have stone and textile counterparts no less precious in Islamic art, permit a view to the outside but deny a view to the inside – in similar manner to the artistically open veils which still cloak the faces of the women in some Arabian countries today. Susan Hefuna has varied this topic in various ways in impressive works of Indian ink on paper, in objects and installations, without admittedly reducing her range of artist possibilities to this one motif.

Nevertheless, in Hefuna’s work, as other contributions in this book explain in greater detail, it represents a dialogue with a very contemporary and controversial topic. World politics today revolves around this question: Will globalisation lead to a general levelling of the playing field under the command of a missionary veiled, western-capitalistic, neo-colonialism or to a “war of cultures”, which may have already begun? Or are there still ways to openness and global cooperation without having to give up our respective cultural identities, or what is left of them? As is well known, strangeness and differences can spark fear and aggression, but they can also be a motivating starting point for intensive debate that must not necessarily conclude in agreement. A dialog between identical partners is senseless – every discussion thrives on the tension between similarity and difference, agreement and contradiction.

Art can serve as a model, a seismograph for development and sensibility. Hefuna, unquestionably cosmopolitan due to her two homelands and travels to many continents, deals with globally relevant topics. Her works are being recognized more and more around the world. However, precisely due to this concreteness with which the questions here are posed, one should not fail to see the other dimensions resonating beyond the political in the works derived from the mashrabiyas. The dialectic of the window motif operates with poetic balance of light and dark, light and heavy, density, strength and tenderness, order and its subjective relativity, patterns and individuality. This is how associations arise, the junctions of which are just as important as the interstices that first make them possible.

Hefuna’s works deal with communication and isolation, discrimination and relationship, debate and rejection. There are tones of architecture and organic-vegetable, some of her sheets remind one of musical scores, texts, palimpsests. Even in her performances, videos and photographs, Susan Hefuna works with opposites and transitions, with sequences, layerings and penetrations –both very concrete and in the abstract sense. Formally, her works always have a substantial dimension, a timely and yet timeless validity. Susan Hefuna’s art, at the seam between two cultures, both foreign and familiar, is political and private, precise and open at the same time.

I am pleased that the Heidelberg art society is the first station to show Susan Hefuna’s exhibit, xcultural codes. Similar to the artist herself who is always underway between different places and cultures, her exhibition will travel in 2004/2005: from Heidelberg to the Stadtgalerie in Saarbrücken, from there to the Bluecoat Arts Centre in Liverpool, then to the Townhouse Gallery in Cairo, and finally back to the Galerie der Stadt in Backnang. On behalf of all these exhibitors, we would like to thank all those who have been so dedicated in their contributions to the xcultural codes project. Special thanks goes the authors who approached Susan Hefuna’s work from so many different points of view, the translators as well as the Kehrer publishing house in Heidelberg, who brought everything together in the form of this book with such understanding.
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