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Life in the Delta 1423/2002

A film by Susan Hefuna

The classic Nile journey begins or ends in Cairo. In addition to the visit of the capital, archeological sites such as Giza, Memphis, Thebes, Luxor and Aswan are popular stations of the journey. Along the river banks the panorama of tourist expectations unfolds upon the mysterious country: pyramids, graves and temples symbolize the millennia old culture while palms, desert, and picturesque shapes represent the foreignness of the landscape and life on the majestic river.

The Nile Delta, opening north of Cairo and extending to the Mediterranean, has little in common with the romantic 19th century notions of the Orient, mysticism and exoticism. The enormous delta area divides into a complex network of main and side branches flowing from and into each other as well as a wide network of settlements and highways. The picturesque vision of the river’s sublimity and fertility ends at this transition to the sea, a river that has become a unique symbol for one of the most important cultures of mankind. The life of the people in the delta is not on the schedule of the classic journey through the country of the Pharaohs.

Life in the Delta 1423/2002 is the title of a film by the German-Egyptian artist, Susan Hefuna. A hidden camera installed on the roof of her parental home in a village in the Nile Delta  recorded events on the street in front of the house – two hours without panning of the camera. The center of the picture, empty at first, is framed by one and two-storied residential buildings, walls, gates, stairs, gardens and trees. Only the permanent rattle of an engine and the chirping of birds can be heard on the deserted "stage" of the village intersection. But an active hustle and bustle soon animates the scene: pedestrians cross the street, an old man steps in front of the door to his house, children and women enter the scene. Cattle are transported on a pickup, horses and donkey carts quietly roll by, bicycles and motorcycles whirl up dust. Two men converse, a girl pushes a boy aside, a small child cries. Geese flutter in and waddle up and down the street. Workers arrive, open a manhole cover in the middle of the intersection and start working in the opening. Passers-by watch the workers, comment about the activity, one of the workers teases a young woman. Other passers-by hardly notice the work, continue on their way unflustered or steer their vehicle serenely around the construction site. The scene has the atmosphere of everyday life in the province. The people go about their business, play, shop, attend to their work, while away the time; they meet, dawdle, speak to each other or avoid one another.

Life in the Delta 1423/2002 is a metaphor about the conditions of our perception and the limits of our intercourse with strangers. The pictures and sounds give the impression that the observer can quickly become familiar with the unknown situation. Besides possible experiences from one’s own journeys to Egypt, general knowledge of pictures transmitted by the media, films and reports on the country and its people offer an important guide, demonstratively employed and required by Susan Hefuna. 

Like set pieces, the traditional costumes, building forms and plants point to the Arabian culture and way of life. The pictures soon raise questions, however. Who are the depicted persons? Where do they come from and where are they going? Do they have relationships?

The artist does not comment or interpret the recording. There is no directing to coordinate the people or their actions, no self-explanatory plot. On the contrary. Man and animal appear in time and space without comprehensible pattern, stay a while and leave the field of vision again. Even when the same figure appears more than once, there is no explanatory structure to give the observer a clear and meaningful idea about him. The intersection is a place where people, animals and vehicles come together from different directions in unpredictable rhythm, confront each other in changing constellations and depart from one another. Although these are phenomena assumingly familiar to each viewer since identical or similar events take place everywhere in the world, the specific place remains rural Egypt and the events there have an ambivalent relationship between proximity and distance, between familiarity and strangeness.

Showing the residents of the quarter in their daily environment suggests intimacy and proximity at first glance. The people move and behave quite freely, they do not act according to the instructions of a director or for the sake of a spectator. Susan Hefuna actually moves occurring events to the distance using compositional hurdles. The edge of a roof, the foliage of trees and the courtyard wall in the lower picture form a visual barrier between the location of the observer and the happenings in the street. This distance prevents focused observation of the figures appearing so that only general behavior and movements can be seen.  Furthermore, the camera in its the fixed position cannot follow the path of individuals and thereby bring the life of the people in the Life in the Delta  closer to the observer in a narrative way. 

The background story of the film is another barrier to visualizing the limits to approaching the foreignness. The opening sequence shows Susan Hefuna on the train journey to her home town, the closing scene shows her on departure. An unmistakable indication that we the viewers are not on-site in Egypt and living through a genuine experience; a mediator, the artist, stands in between and acts as an ambassador. As if to prove this, Susan Hefuna also appears in the main part of the film. Crossing the street she talks to a western-dressed resident, her hair open and wrapped in a traditional costume. The artist contributes to the two cultures and connects one with the other through her person. The ambivalent attitude between proximity and distance shows that Hefuna is not concerned with penetrating and intermixing Arabian and western features. By revealing the borders between here and there, the cultural difference between homeland and foreign land, the artist emphasizes the uniqueness of the other and at the same time preserves it. 

The structural form of Life in the Delta 1423/2002 is tied to Hefuna’s drawings and photos inspired by the mashrabiyas of Islamic architecture. In the video, Susan Hefuna allows the western observer only a “screened” view of a foreign culture. In doing so, Hefuna removes the people in the pictures from the condescending and kitschy portrayal by the globally operating media apparatus. Analogous to the function and esthetics of a mashrabiya, the structure of the film, appearing at first glance simple but then revealing itself as multi-layered, is simultaneously a passage and obstruction. In Life in the Delta 1423/2002, the activity in the street in front of Susan Hefuna’s parental home in the Nile Delta  is a metaphor worthy of the stage and a challenge to observe the nature of foreign cultures more attentively, and at the same time maintain a dignified distance.

