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Leonhard Emmerling 

AN EthiC OF PrECision*
I. Assimilative Repression

Without doubt western culture (European and North American) has a remarkable ability to assimilate that which is originally foreign. I do not understand assimilation in this context to mean the characteristic of a tolerant society which tolerates that which contradicts it; I mean it more in the sense of a process of cancellation, reversal of the mathematical sign, the disempowerment of the sign. One can argue about the source of this ability; in any case its roots reach back to early Christianity, which in turn seems to have only continued a tradition of Rome in the practice of rededicating shrines, for example. Nymphaea thus became baptisteries, and the sheep-strapped, pagan, pastoral Idylls transform into the Christian Good Shepard, much the same as madness of the Maenads, that tore at Orpheus, were transformed into the libidinous hysteria of Maria Magdalena throwing herself onto the body of the dead Christ. The aura of the place, of the picture remains, and yet both disappeared beneath the occupation of the fully new significance. In this sense, assimilation is coupled with the downfall of the other, with its dissolution and destruction, incorporation and appropriation, undertaken with tactical, cunning caution or brutal force based on deep ignorance, driven forward by unquenchable economic and ideological greed.

One need not revert to historical philosophy to be able to say that after the brutal acquisitions of land through colonialism and imperialism, the gentle force of the capitalism developed the technique of assimilation to perfection. The conversion of every value into money, the only valid paradigm of the West, surpasses every martial conquest strategy in its effectiveness because ideological, religious and moral values are left totally untouched. Following the massive upheaval resulting from the 11th of September 2001, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, the question arises again about the resistance of the “culture” factor to those collateral factors such as democracy, the freedom of speech and religion, which leading nations of the western world, the United States, even the United Nations, would like to implement globally.
 Perhaps these attempts at implementation will fail, on the one hand because the claim to universalism simply represents wishful thinking and is itself culturally determined, and on the other hand, because these attempts lack the seductive charm of value-blind capitalism.

One can see a connection between the global spread of capitalistic pragmatism in the face of every ideology and the increasing integration of works by non-western artist in the western art scene. It seems that, since the defeat of communism, not only is there no longer a need to justify the capitalistic system, which certainly has an inner logic, but the project of the Modern is no longer burdened by the need to justify itself in self-reflection. No longer must the Modern revolve around itself, assuring itself; it can now conquer the world again, following the flow of money, in self-assured, calm movements. The influence of non-European art will no longer be traced to the avant-garde of the Modern, as William S. Rubin most carefully did in 1984
; now we proudly present Global Art. Every view of the details is a waste of time, it is always about the whole, and the West knows best what the whole is. The entire world speaks West, so that even in rhetoric we do not have to make an effort at dialog, that old-fashioned and unhappy word often characterising the helpless attempt to understand. The West speaks a monologue, even though it speaks with many voices.

What is presented ultimately corresponds to a fully uninterrupted Modern thought, which interprets the phases of the Classic Modern, Post-modern, the Second Modern as nothing more than stages, just like the sequence of Renaissance, Mannerism, Baroque etc. and, true to the universalism of the Enlightenment, accepts no historical model by its side other than continual, end-oriented progress until the telos of history. It is the expectation of this, in itself non-dialectic, universalism of the Enlightenment, to ideally be able to understand, categorise and assimilate every phenomenon of mankind and its history. In reality, the dialectic of the Enlightenment means that the inclusion of non-western artists involves the exclusion of art principles outside of this Modern understanding, and therefore the global monopolisation of the western idea of art. Following the inclusion of the art of American and Australian aborigines, the artistic plundering of Oceania, following Exotism, Japanism and Primitivism, following the entire sequence of avaricious, exploitative assimilation, a new trick is employed, a trick that can be described as the principle of assimilative repression. Cultural differences and interculturality are but the labels under which ventures operate; but difference is appreciated merely by the measure it permits artistic activity to confirm itself in a renewed dialectic about-face as enlightened and therefore the claim of universalism. The rhetoric of difference is thoroughly constitutive for the functioning of artistic activity as a method for the continually progressive and comprehensive collection and inclusion of the heteronymous.

II. Mashrabiyas

Susan Hefuna insists on the cultural difference and resolutely so. As a child of Egyptian and German parents she grew up into two different cultures simultaneously and also experienced the respective influence of different religious ideas. Multiculturality and migration are phenomena from her own biography, natural and problematic at the same time. 

The alter egos – the German, the Egyptian – are too distinct and familiar, on the one hand, to be lost in terms like Global Art. On the other hand, at home in Germany and Egypt, the other home is always too near for her to want or to be able to repeat common clichés. As an artist who has knowledge of the breaks, warps, the mixed forms and simultaneities of the difference in both cultures, it is impossible for her to reproduce the monolithic and uninterrupted smoothness that characterises all clichés. She is much more interested in penetrating the micro areas in which one finds the differentiated-problematic and not the symbolic-significant. 

In this connection, it seems almost emblemic that her earliest work takes a phenomenon of border demarcation as the starting point: mashrabiyas. These are artistically manufactured masterpieces of the Egyptian art of wood carving that protect the interior of private house from curious gazes from the outside, but simultaneously allow a view from the inside to the outside. They are also the place at which vessels are placed for cooling. ”Mashrabiya” means “place of drinking” and is phonetically related to “mashrafiya” meaning “place of viewing”.

The ornamental lattices of the mashrabiyas continuously reoccur in Susan Hefuna’s drawings and digital processed photographs, and even the small sculptures address the topic of the lattice,
 although in a highly conceptualised form. 

The special role of the mashrabiyas in Susan Hefuna’s work, results from their functional and symbolic ambiguity. Veiled and yet permitting a view to the outside, they close the private room and those found within and yet still allow partial participation in public life. As structural elements, they represent the orderliness of a world which imposes narrow limits on the individual and yet offer the option of an opening.

This is especially apparent in works in which Susan Hefuna’s photographs, reproducing the cliché of the oriental beauty, are overlaid by a mashrabiya pattern. The separation of private and public life finds its counterpart in the differing gender roles. These are reproduced by the West, indulging in its oriental fantasies, with the same obstinacy with which Islam adheres to them to this day.

However, the topic of the border demarcation is also the focus in the works that do not directly deal with the form of the lattice. The computer-processed photographs take Susan Hefuna’s familiar surroundings in the Nile delta as their subject. The apparently traditional family life is the theme in pictures in which several exposures are overlaid, their colour manipulated and combined with latticed or striped patterns. 

Whereas the advanced technology of picture and data processing is used here, Susan Hefuna consciously uses an anachronistic photographic technology in the street scenes from Cairo: a pin-hole camera lacking the ability to focus, something that was used on the streets of Cairo until a few decades ago to make passport photos. The exposure occurs in daylight and the film is developed in a small box that the photographer hauls around himself. The customer could thus receive the desired photo after only a few minutes right on the spot. 

The archaic photographic technique results in unfocused, blurred, tainted exposure. Unpredictable light effects and dirt during development causes inversions and double exposures – many pictures appear as if they were taken in the nineteenth century. Irregularly torn prints are mounted on backgrounds and photographed again enabling Susan Hefuna to magnify the quasi-historiographic moment of her shots while at the same time underlining the multiple perspectives of her view. The picture (see page XX) thus appears to be a very old, somewhat botched photograph, perhaps taken by a traveller, at an uncertain location that can be generally placed in northern Africa due to the palms. The viewer may wonder about the choice of motif, after all, we have all seen more attractive, tear-resistant pictures of palm trees that would better serve our need for an exotic scene. Only upon closer examination does it turn out that architectural fragments of graves can also be seen.

A young woman sits on a chair in a leaning position in the picture, photographed slightly from above. The photo is scratched and speckled. Upon closer inspection these markings appear to be a front layer of the picture or scratches on a pane of glass behind which the actual photo is located. A veneer of age, a veneer of fictitious history lies between the picture and the motif. The young woman is Susan Hefuna.

The Egypt that the observer, panting at the special holiday offers, can easily reach in a few flying hours, is given a new aura in Susan Hefuna's pictures.

In her photographic works she plays with multiple overlapping structural schemes: What appears to the western observer as foreign, interesting, exotic, has been usual and familiar to her since childhood. To capture this familiarity, the strangeness of which she is aware, she uses a photographic device that has long since disappeared from the streets of Cairo. That which is close to her is placed by an anachronistic technology in a historical distant past that never existed in this way. The simultaneity of different time eras in the photographic picture corresponds to the dating according to both the western and Islamic calendar. 

The overlapping, when not paradoxical, is also shown by the choice of medium. After all, the street camera may have been a phenomenon of the everyday Egyptian culture, but it was imported along with the accompanying technology from Europe. That it has been replaced in the meantime by “advanced” technology, once again originating in the West, is one of those hooks that history throws at us and underlines the dubiousness of wanting to use such marginal appearances to capture cultural or national identity.

III. Café Groppi

With an installation at Talaat Harb Square in Cairo, Susan Hefuna took a direct stance on the problem of reproducing cultural clichés and the mantling of the personal image by the western media. Talaat Harb (1867-1941) is regarded as a "father" of the Egyptian cinema, who not only placed great value on the autonomy of the production resources, but also on the independent content in the films he produced and financed. The Café Groppi, above which Susan Hefuna hung eight banners with pictures of herself, her family, of mashrabiyas and landscape photographs, played an important role in these films as a motif and later became popular with the population as a meeting place.

At this juncture, it is important to once again point out the differentiated problems in the internal organisation of a culture as described above. The Café Groppi is in no way a genuine ”Egyptian” place; it is associated with the attempt to convert the city centre of Cairo into an urban development centre using European architecture. Through the films that made Talaat Harb famous, the café culture there looks without exception to European models. When Susan Hefuna refers to this place as a focus point of Egyptian identity, then this identity has already been succeeded and enriched with that which is foreign. In this respect, she follows the logic she employed with the street camera, in which western technology was used to produce pictures of Egyptian identity.

The Egyptian film industry has also been overrolled by the American, the motifs and stories of local origin and local colour have been exchanged for exotic kitsch which is known to everyone through American monumental films. The banners of Susan Hefuna, which had the effect of advertising billboards, presented the cast of a film. The artist herself was in the centre, photographed with an old street camera, a picture of a woman whose disposition could hardly be more different from the Hollywood starlets. 

The image of the veiled half nude, the odalisque and oriental seductress, which was produced for the western market, is undoubtedly ridiculous and stupid. It has its roots in the virtuously concealed erotic fantasies of modern painting in which Cleopatra brings a snake to her breast, in the pictures and photographs of harems, in which prostitutes in the West became models of the available oriental woman, modest and at the same time willing. The photographs of Ré Soupault represent a depressing counterpart to this orientalism, full of sultry odours from the forbidden quarter of Tunis, in which the totally unattractive reason for the sexual availability becomes apparent: the social exclusion, naked necessity.

The picture of the woman, which Susan Hefuna reconstructed for this never made film, represents an standpoint opposite the stereotyped caricatures which still electrify the audiences of belly-dance performances to this today. And however repulsive these caricatures and those who require such stimulation may be, the picture of the woman, to which Susan Hefuna here refers, seems questionable. Is not the fictitious historical distance of this photography Susan Hefuna’s real distance with respect to contemporary Egypt? 

Such questions must be allowed, although one is exactly at this moment once again in the spiral of Enlightenment’s universalism. To decline it may seem easy and be justifiable in the case of the art. More difficult is the decision as to whether this enlightened universalism must abandoned as soon as the problem of the human rights becomes the focus. Must one accept ritual mutilations of young girls as practiced for centuries or the marriage of children out of respect for traditions, customs and social structures of particular peoples, for example, or may one condemn and oppose it in the name of universal rights? Are the endeavours of the emancipation of western women aimed at universal rights or do they represent a culturally limited, non-transferable phenomena? In whose name may or must we oppose those who violate human rights and campaign for their observance?

It is only possible to exit the spiral if one respects this "other" picture and the differences, and if one accepts that the observer is hereby confronted with a, to a certain degree, foreign thing and the judgment of the deprived. The exit from the spiral therefore results in the renunciation of the universalism and the accompanying helplessness, the compulsion for communicative behaviour to bring about pragmatic and temporary agreement, the decision to create common reason as a permanent process. Assimilative repression therefore has no basis if it results from the dominance of one position over another, which is absorbed and dissolved. A "communicative reason" (Jürgen Habermas) respects agreement as a temporary pact that continually needs confirmation and rephrasing.

IV. Frankfurt/Oder

Susan Hefuna recently created a localized installation in St. Mary's church in Frankfurt/Oder, where she once again relied on the motif of the mashrabiyas. 

The today empty, white order system of the glass windows of St. Mary's church, the panes of which were stored in St. Petersburg after 1945 but have since been returned and will be installed again, was overlaid with an orthogonal, coloured lattice system whose function is a completely different from that of glass windows today. Glass windows in churches sharply separate the secular space from the sacred. From the outside, they seem black, repelling, almost ugly. Their entire fascination reveals itself only to those who enter the sacred room, look up and discover the embers and blaze of colour they emit as soon as the light penetrates into the church through them. Pointedly spoken, their beauty reveals itself only those who enter the  church as believers or to someone with sufficient inner freedom to be a adequate partner for discussion with Lessing’s Nathan. Mashrabiyas, in contrast, separate private from the public and not the sacred from the secular. 

In contrast to mashrabiyas, one should not be able to look through church windows, one should look at them. They are, in an iconographical sense,  difficult to read, highly complex, graphical, theological programs, that at the same time, esthetically serve as a very consistent, almost esoteric concept. Since Panofsky’s treatises on Abbot Suger, who both planned and theoretically supported  his own views in building the first Gothic style church, St. Denis, art history has understood the windowing of walls as a metaphysic of light, developed by Abbot Suger with reference to the documents of the so-called "Pseudo-Areopagitus".
 The church windows represent the membrane in which the incomprehensible God becomes visible and is revealed in all his glory to man, in as much he is among those who believe in the active, symbolic presence of God in the light. 

In a formal sense, the mashrabiyas contrast absolutely to church windows. They are the same on the outside and inside. Furthermore, they do not refer to any comparable theological horizon. In accordance with the Islamic taboo on representation, they are strictly ornamentally, whereas the windows of St. Mary’s, created around 1370, originally depicted scenes with many figures from the Old and New Testament. Only in the current state since 1945, empty, robbed of their actual charm and intended message, do they have a senseless skeleton-like order that makes them appear visually similar to mashrabiyas. It is simultaneously apparent that the wealth of the windows resided in the message of which they have been robbed, in contrast to the mashrabiyas, whose wealth is in their abstract, ornamental construction, in the elegance and mastery of their form.

By combining the empty order system of the church windows with the system of the mashrabiyas, Susan Hefuna unpretentiously connected two religions and two cultures. This combination did without any sense of confrontation. Either membrane could be perceived through the other and acted as a transparency for the other. Although the mashrabiyas belonged to a different culture, a different religion, even a different worldly sphere, the secular room, they entered into a casual dialog with the windows of the church; a dialog in which each was given a right in its own by the other.

One could justifiably, although ungraciously, speculate about the problems posed by the cultural horizon to which the mashrabiyas belong. The majority who sit behind the mashrabiyas watching the public life are women, impeded from participating by cultural and religious norms. However, one needs merely to remember the words of Paul that women are to be silent in the church, the refusal of the Roman Catholic church to allow women in the priesthood, to counter such speculations with a simple truth: that religions here and there, in as much as they are institutionally established, form power structures, determine culture, set norms and lifestyles – and this from a pluralistic, enlightened, democratic perspective in a negative sanctioned and regulated way and manner in most cases.

In the exhibit, ”DisOrientation”, that was held in Berlin in the “Haus der Kulturender Welt”,
 Susan Hefuna presented a video which recorded the hustle and bustle of a village intersection in the Nile delta with a fixed camera. During this film, she herself appeared briefly dressed in European clothes, a stranger  in an ambient immediately identifiable by the western observer as oriental, with donkey drivers and men in caftans, a place where she is at home, in addition to Germany.

A video produced for Frankfurt/Oder represents an analogy to this work, admittedly for the opposite pole, and is conceived and realised accordingly quite differently. On March 29th, 2003, Susan Hefuna sat down for several hours in a square north of St. Mary's church on a chair still breathing East German bureaucrat charm. The shadows moved, people passed by, cars parked and left. The camera did not change its location or zoom factor; it recorded the events neutrally. But unlike the tape from the Nile delta, Susan Hefuna does not appear briefly and suddenly; she can be permanently seen. Her presence at this place is hieratic and puzzling, whereas in the video in Egypt she appears foreign yet natural, adapting to the current of activities and life at the intersection. Strangeness and rejection in the two works are made central themes in quite different ways. 

Her permanent passiveness certainly lent the performance in Frankfurt sculptural qualities. Along with the context in which the performance took place – the immediate proximity to St. Mary's church – perhaps this sculptural character is what immediately leads to the thought that the performance may refer to Mary, besides Eve, the most important female figure of the Christian religion. In many cases, today, statues of Mary can only be identified by the fact that they are placed in front of the church. How else can the reference be made to the mother of God’s son as a neogothic sculpture, one eye turned to heaven, the hands folded over the pubic, thin woman in flowing robe? This question is even more drastic in the Christian devotional shops, where the Jewish-Semitic mother of God has softy mutated into a Western European, anaemic and melancholic introspective, usually blue-robed Lourdes icon.

Susan Hefuna’s silence, her passiveness and her sculpture-like autism, was constantly challenged by passers-by who posed such questions as to whether she was a gypsy and the religion to which she actually belonged. It is indeed amazing, the associations made in the minds of some people when a dark-haired, not obviously Central European woman sits on a chair in a town square. In an awkward way, however, these are the correct questions because they permit a secondary question which Christian preachers also ask again and again: What would happen today if a ragged woman, well advanced in pregnancy, following an exhausted man asked for accommodation in an emergency?

Susan Hefuna’s performance and the video documenting it permit such questions. They are delicately posed by a person that is Muslim by birth. This fact lends an incomparable precision to these questions on the one hand because they are posed without any motivation against at the religion in question, and, on the other hand, because they are posed by a person that intricately belongs to the Christian influenced Western European cultural circle as well as the Arabian Islamic. In this sense, her questions about the extent to which Christian ideals such as neighbourly love, charity, amor homini, which must necessarily accompany amor dei, are still valid, has the advantage that it does not suffer from the suspicion of a pseudo self-critical and ultimately appeasing rhetoric of admonition and is not motivated by direct ideological opposition (and what is a religion other than ideology)?. As the video neutrally documents a performance, the performance neutrally poses her question, without ulterior motive or an assumption about the answer to be found.

One may not leave unmentioned that Susan Hefuna constantly exhibits in Egypt. This also means that not only in Germany but also in her other homeland, she challenges and foils conditioned observations hungry for identification, the yearning for the simple, monolithic by pointing at the foreign, self-contradictory, fractured and questionable. In Egypt, too, the installation at the Café Groppi combats premature assumption. In her refusal to take sides and offer a quick, identity fiction, Susan Hefuna’s art develops a resistance on all sides, which virtually demands a practice of self-questioning and self-explanation, and understanding.

In both her artistic social strategy, Susan Hefuna insists on her emphasis of difference, based on her biography but finally for other reasons. In this dual polarity, she effectively opposes the rhetorically-masked, single dimension of the western cultural activity. And in this dual polarity, she poses questions that have relevance far beyond the problems of art, as she criticises not only the enlightened universalism of the West, but also the unreflected insistence on such and such inclined identity. At the same time her work all to easily contradicts miracle explanations pulled like a rabbit from the theoretical hat: creolisation, hybridisation, which all to quickly provide the lagging theoretical superstructure increasingly fast facts. The consistently non-confrontational character of her work appeals to communicative reason, which does not demand the disinterested side-by-side of the multicultural, but rather an encounter with others and the self characterized by tolerance, interest and curiosity. As necessary as it is for the West to move away from its solely economic-based arrogance and assertion of its cultural and intellectual dominance, it is also necessary for those parts of the world that believe they have values equal to the pragmatism of capitalism, to formulate and re-evaluate their own positions. It does not suffice, in a changing world, which may be far removed from the Global Village yet has undeniably grown closer together, to speak of cultural identity as an indivisible and unalterable constant. Susan Hefuna shows that fracture is inherent in every identity. It is no longer possible to return behind these fracture lines.
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