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Reframing Otherness

One of the most recurrent leitmotifs in the current agenda of globalized curatorial practices is that of the multicultural analysis of identity. A great many of today's curators, artists, writers, musicians and filmmakers, successfully build their whole oeuvres on the shaky foundations of a multicultural rhetoric which is primarily based on the concept of "Integrating the Other". In general terms, one can safely say that humanity is still at a stage in cultural history where "The Self" can only be satisfactorily identified by realizing the "Difference of the Other". The power politics of new millennium capitalism have lead us to think of multiculturalism and universality as one and the same thing, but hypothetically speaking, they are two very different cases of cultural discourse. Multiculturalism, the more popular of the two ideologies, seems to be based on a somewhat naïve socio-political preoccupation with the diversity of morals, customs and beliefs that people embrace throughout the world. On one level of its structure, multiculturalism perhaps carries a latent fear of these "Different" models of cultural existence, thus attempts are made at integration by imposing a kind of manufactured "Sameness". On the other hand, universality as a doctrine is relaxed with the fact that "Difference" is the way of the world. It is an outlook that accepts "Otherness" while making a sincere effort to recognize the underlying and sometimes hard to perceive "Sameness" inherent in the cultural anthropology of societies. Greatly influenced by the domineering codes of a media backed globalization process – many of today's art practitioners are either unable or unwilling to make a distinction between these two standpoints.

Egyptian / German artist Susan Hefuna is one artist who has been able to make the distinction between the multicultural and the universal. Her heightened understanding of the socio-cultural politics behind both phenomena has allowed her to devise a tactful, conceptually based discourse which is rooted in universality but which also plays on the ethics of multiculturalism. As a multidisciplinary artist, Hefuna mostly uses the mediums of drawing, photography and video to challenge the expectations of a global audience by now well accustomed to, and comfortable with the concept of multiculturalism. Central to the success of Hefuna's exercises in

universality, is her ability to identify the well established, prefabricated metaphors of the orient and then focus her discourse on their destabilization. One such metaphor is that of the mashrabiya. Mashrabiyas are windows of latticed woodwork that have been an intrinsic part of Islamic architecture since the Middle Ages. They were used to beautify buildings, especially domestic ones, with arabesque ornamentation while protecting their inhabitants from the harsh Egyptian sunlight. As well as being visually pleasing, the mashrabiya is a considerably practical architectural element born of a specific cultural and vernacular climate, and it is this practicality that led the Egyptian modernist architect Hassan Fathy (1899 – 1989) to rediscover and reinterpret its usage in his building designs. Fathy saw in the mashrabiya an "Appropriate Technology" that provided sufficient cooling and privacy. However, 19th century Orientalist harem scenes using mashrabiyas as backdrops seem to have made a lasting impact on how the mashrabiya is culturally interpreted up until this very day. Further complicating this comedy of semiotics, Orientalist paintings are still being reproduced in the thousands all over the world from London and Beijing to Cairo itself -- a fact that reveals a lot about our so called "Post-Colonial" but ultimately consumerist, globalized culture.

The ancient craft of mashrabiya making depends on the craftsman’s ability to join small knobs of wood together, interconnecting them to form a complete and unbroken pattern. In the late nineties, Susan Hefuna began to realize the similarities in construct between the interlocking patterning of mashrabiyas and the microscopic images of molecular and DNA structures. With this association in mind, Hefuna’s drawings were directed towards realizing the full potential of the mashrabiya as a trans-ethnic metaphor for a “contemporary universality”, one that seems to be objectively different from the type of “Sufi universality” felt in Islamic ornamentation yet manages to retain some of its visual qualities. Over the years one has witnessed Hefuna’s drawings evolve from what seemed to be actual abstract representations of mashrabiyas to less static, multi-dimensional and multi-tonal conceptual renderings of cityscapes that carry stronger social significations. In this later body of work, Hefuna successfully combines subtle, low-key conceptual and minimalist structuring with a progressive form of automatism. The artist produces each drawing spontaneously in a single session, not allowing ink to leave paper until she considers the drawing complete. The result is one of subtle seismographic alterations in shape, thickness of line, size and tone, which are the principle factors behind the illusion of staggered movement suggested in the artist’s drawings. All in all, Hefuna's drawings seem to be intuitive exercises that explore the possibilities of interconnectivity and intersection. While the artist intimately expresses the aesthetic qualities of "intersection" in her drawings, she concentrates her photography and video work on examining its personal, cultural, historical and social manifestations by employing a more dialectical and premeditated approach. 

In his book Camera Lucida (1980), Roland Barthes wrote," we must surely classify, verify by samples, if we want to constitute a corpus". Indeed, the act of classifying seems to be a human necessity, a method we apply to make sense of, and put in order the many conflicting details of our existence. Most likely, systems of socio-cultural classification aided by the decisive lens of the camera have played an important role throughout history in shaping and restricting our definition of "the Other". Susan Hefuna's photographic strategy is to produce images that allude to these systems of classification yet work against them. Using low-tech aesthetics, Hefuna takes close ups of the interlocking frameworks of mashrabiyas with a pin-hole camera. Due to the use of this ancient and amateurish technique, the images are full of imperfections. Tainted with dust, the yellowness of aging and an uneven quality of light, at first glance one may be easily tricked into thinking that these photographs were taken by a 19th century expeditionary recording the architectural elements of the Middle- East. But, interpreted in light of their collective title Cityscape Cairo they become abstract metaphors for Egypt's capital, a mega-city bustling with over fifteen million inhabitants, but that is still largely conceived of through its historical past. Here, one notices that Hefuna subverts and plays down her position as “the author” of these photographs, deliberately taking a distanced but reflective stance in her attempt to counterbalance the powerful coding systems of cultural classification. Does this imply that a true trans-cultural position can only be attained by the process of creating some sort of “neutral zone”, where the personal, historic, vernacular and global characteristics of an artist’s cultural identity can freely associate and interconnect? Whether it does or not, what is clear is that this process is a very different tactic than that used by artists working within the framework of “Multiculturalism”, who often simply base their practices on the juxtaposition of diverse cultural and historic references. Hefuna’s subverting of “the author” is particularly evident in the photographs she incorporates her own image into. In these photographs, that are allusions to late 19th and early 20th century orientalist daguerreotypes and the picturesque but stereotyping postcards of Lehnert and Landrock – Hefuna literally walks into the picture to intervene and disrupt its predetermined cultural signification. These somewhat hazy images feature the casually dressed Hefuna in various everyday situations such as, walking in the Nile Delta village where her father originates from, drinking water from a clay pitcher on a Cairo street and sitting in-between her paternal cousins. Despite their somber mood and their obvious autobiographical references, these photographs resist being labeled as self-portraits. Instead, they can be seen as representing the moments or lapses in time in which the artist has been able to subtlety highjack the domineering photographic documents of cultural history, armed with little except a highly developed visual language and a sense of displacement. Susan Hefuna chooses not to inform us about the presence of "the author" inside these photographs preferring to title her images with non-personal and general morphemes such as, Woman Cairo and Woman Nile Delta. In doing so, Hefuna encourages a universal reading of the image unbound by the assuming mindset that cultural specificity and the unnecessary details of ethnicity make us fall into.
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