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A deception of sorts

Egypt has long occupied a unique place in the collective consciousness, its history replete with sights and tales that have lent the country a near iconic status in global mythologies. Artist Susan Hefuna contests the fixed nature of identity that has informed representations of Egypt both from the external world and, importantly, from within. Doubtless, it is Hefuna’s dual heritage as the child of an Egyptian father and a German mother that has afforded her the luxury of an alternative view; with childhoods split between the rural Nile Delta and alternately, Germany, Hefuna is both outsider and insider at once.

While spending summers in the Delta as a child, Hefuna felt at times like a visitor among her Egyptian family and peers. Her grandfather, an imposing patriarchal figure, allowed Susan to join him at his table, a position that no other female member of the family would ever dare occupy. From the beginning, she knew she was regarded as different from the rest of the grandchildren. In her grandfather’s home, perched high atop the family’s formal sitting room was a studio portrait of Susan, her father and brother, in classic hand-colored glory, housed in a deep frame - perhaps an apt manifestation of the rigid, constructed nature of Susan’s identity in the village.

Nevertheless, friends at school in Germany could not grasp the vivid rural scenes she recreated with her pencils and paints, born of memories of Egypt. Later, when an American woman offered to paint nine year-old Susan’s portrait, the result - an unfaithful rendering that left an olive-skinned Susan looking more like an idyllic vision of a European child - only served to confuse her. It seemed that nobody was able to situate her.

In the 90s, after having completed art studies in Germany, Hefuna rediscovered Egypt. Though her work was not explicitly dealing with issues stemming from her Egyptian heritage, she was exhibiting in Egypt long before it was desirable or correct in the anthropological sense, having shows at the Ministry of Culture’s Akhenaton Center, the Cairo International Biennale, as well as the Townhouse Gallery of contemporary art.

Working at the time with views of microscopic structures, she soon discovered that these abstract structures were not far removed from the intricate grids of the traditional window screen of the mashrabiya, a functional ornament that marks Islamic art and architecture in the region. It was as if Hefuna had been searching for that very pattern through the language of her work and, here in Egypt, she had finally found it in organic fashion - as it had existed unchanged for centuries.

Countless have pondered the mashrabiya as an architectural and socio-cultural relic. Traditionally associated with prevailing Orientalist images of the region - harems, odalisque and the likes, the mashrabiya has come to be a symbol of an imagined subordination of the female in the Middle East, for hidden behind its opaque lattice, a woman was to stay clear of the exterior world, sequestered in an ambiguous prison. In this largely standard reading, seclusion equals exclusion.

But the imposing nature of the mashrabiya belies its multiple meanings, for within those very grids is a degree of nuance that lies at the very heart of Hefuna’s work. While the person lying behind the mashrabiya’s screen is not permitted to interact with the outside world, it affords her respite from the heat of the exterior, as well as a sanctuary from that same world’s ugliness. She sees without being seen, arguably occupying a position of privilege, of knowing.

Perhaps like the mashrabiya, Hefuna offers that identity is also nuanced, that representation is a tricky thing and that appearances may be deceiving. In the context of Egypt, it is photography in particular that has been the medium of choice in representations of the country and its populace. Long one of the most photographed locations on earth, Egypt’s stature in photographic history is a significant one. Nevertheless, little of the early body of visual documentation of the country was born at the hands of an Egyptian Gaze, for its experience has historically been shaped by the use of the camera as a fetishizing tool of the Occident. The advent of photographic technology in the 19th century, with its potential to frame reality, shape history and define the sphere of the inclusive, and perhaps more importantly, the exclusive, bestowed significant power upon its early foreign bearers.

Today, there are a significant number of photographers in Egypt, if not a majority, who remain true to the legacy of their largely European forbearers, arguably compromising self-expression and opting to capture desert scenes, pharaonic imagery or other pieces of Egypt’s exalted history in popularized representations of the country.

It is given such a context that Hefuna’s first photographic works in Egypt were particularly jarring. Employing an antiquated pinhole camera, perhaps the most low-tech of image-capturing devices, Hefuna captured scenes from the Delta that were anything but picturesque, showing them in 2000 at Cairo’s Townhouse Gallery. Out of focus, laden with dirt and dust and often taken in seemingly surreptitious fashion, these were the original un-postcards.

And then there was Cairo. It was only later in her life, in fact as an adult, that Hefuna discovered the frenetic capital, for when the family would travel to Egypt during her childhood, a ferry would take them from Venice to Alexandria, and from there directly to the village - bypassing the sprawling metropolis completely. With her pinhole camera, Susan eventually prepared self-portraits in Cairo, showing a series of them at the Townhouse Gallery in 2001 in the context of an exhibition entitled 4 Women – 4 Views. Here Susan presented herself frozen, a modern-day Nefertiti, on a chair within the mashrabiya-laden walls of Cairo’s Gayer-Anderson Museum. Appearing ill at ease, even uncomfortable, Hefuna’s pose transmitted a sense of not belonging - neither here nor there. Her being situated within the bounds of a museum - importantly a wholly European institution - left her eerily reminiscent of an object to be examined, perhaps in the tradition of the models that characterized early staged images of the region. The ethnographic aura of the space and the constructions within were emphasized by the presentation of the photo-series in fastidiously assembled frames that resembled a natural history collection.

While taking part in a residency in London in 2001, Hefuna’s notion of the un-postcard materialized as she printed her images of Cairo and formatted them in an identical manner as the trademark Lehnert and Landrock postcards of the last century. And as with the Swiss-German duo’s works, these postcards were made in Cairo, “printed in Germany.” A related series was produced on the occasion of the DisORIENTation exhibition at the House of World Cultures in Berlin in 2003, marked by a large-scale billboard of Nefertiti, a figure straight from Egypt’s story-book past. Again, inscribed upon the billboard is a sort of disclaimer, an uncanny reminder that every culture brings their own particular set of codes to the table in the construction of a place: “Greetings from Cairo - printed in Berlin.”

In 2001, Hefuna again challenged popular representations of Egypt, this time those of the capital in particular with an installation piece produced for the Al-Nitaq downtown arts festival. With central Talaat Harb Square as her backdrop, Hefuna created a vision of Egypt that defied standard images hitherto presented. Using simple banner material, the variety that is often draped in ubiquitous fashion in Cairo’s side streets - covered with political slogans or even used for film announcements and advertising purposes - Hefuna printed large-scale images, again taken with the archaic pinhole camera. But these images were far from the romantic scenes that Lehnert and Landrock depicted, or even the stylized images of pyramids and Red Sea beaches that mark contemporary postcards. Here were unspectacular village scenes - an unframed shot of a cemetery, shots of livestock wading at the bank of the Nile. The pinhole camera, a long-retired remnant of photographic history, lent a fictional historicity to the images, a false sense that these were exotic artifacts.

A closer look, however, revealed that these artifacts were mediocre at best, hardly reflecting the visions of Egypt one would hope to see draped upon a thoroughfare whose namesake, Talaat Harb, was a cinema mogul during Cairo’s belle époque. In the end, Talaat Harb was a symbol of the cosmopolitan Cairo that was once more in line with Paris than the practically anonymous Delta town of Hefuna’s youth, a town that one could hardly locate on a map. The fact that the banners were draped above a Khedieval building housing Groppi’s café, a staple European institution often used as a backdrop in Egyptian films, only emphasized that particular exalted vision of Cairo.

The resulting contrast created by the hyper-public installation of the banners was a striking one, as it was as if Hefuna were advertising a film that nobody would ever want to see, a film that in fact did not exist. And within this particular film, with the final banner, she inserted herself, stoic as usual and, again, within the bounds of the mashrabia, solemn – implicated, a central actor in exposing the very essence of a façade.

In Life in the Delta (2002), Hefuna uses video as a medium in representing an ostensibly banal period of time in her family’s village. Both voyeuristic and harmless in its appropriation of a view from a roof above this dusty intersection, her access here underlines her position as both an outsider and insider. Its subtitle, 1423/2002, emphasizes the relative stasis at which life in a Delta village has remained, at times immune to the forces of time and modernity. Nevertheless, a closer look reveals that this particular undramatic undocumentation shot in real time is dramatic in of itself, as a problem with the local sewer pipe elicits varying degrees of alarm amidst the village’s residents over the course of nearly two hours of footage.

And what of video? Importantly, Egypt, as the historic epicenter of the Arab film industry, has long had a visual monopoly on the moving image. Cairo during the Second World War was not far removed from any other cosmopolitan city of that era, while Egyptians had their own film glitterati that matched Hollywood or Bombay’s in its pervasiveness and self-containment. The natural by-product of a rich film heritage has been a collective obsession with the compact home-version of the cinema, via the televised image. Indeed, the television has attained cultural artifact status as an entertainment and information medium, while in Egypt, it is characterised by its own trademark, largely soap-operatic codes.

In a country in which the televised, from the Ramadan serial to standard soap operas dominate visual culture, the scene of a life in the day of the Delta exists as the virtual antithesis of everything that is associated with the moving image - the gloss, the glamour and the drama that Egyptians are accustomed to in prevailing self-representations. Again, with Life in the Delta, Hefuna has engaged in a deception of sorts.

In the meantime, Hefuna continues to negotiate the ambiguity that marks her relationship to place and time. Recently, Hefuna asked her father if she could take the iconic family studio portrait from their Delta home back to Germany with her. He consented, and so it was. Today, that image sits beside her bed - for she has effectively appropriated, and finally, dislodged, that fixed vision of her as a child. In the end, Hefuna has managed to raise questions about the delicate, contested nature of identity at large.

