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Hans Ulrich Obrist’s interview with Susan Hefuna:
(excerpt)


HUO: The first part of the interview took place between the Savoy Hotel and Paddington station, the station for the Heathrow Express. Symrin Gill once said to me that these days perhaps it’s no longer so important to belong to a single geography, but rather to be between geographies. And I have the impression when I see your biography that it has much more to do with an in-between life – by which I mean between Egypt and Germany. Could you maybe say something about that?

SH: Actually I have never really belonged to one geography because the other one was always somehow present. So I would say yes, in that sense the statement is true.

HUO: Was it like that from the beginning?

SH: It was always like that, yes, ever since I can remember. Ever since I became aware of it at all.

HUO: Because one often sees cases where artists turn up in one geographic region, then remember their origins and then a different geography becomes important to them. In your case it was always both, right from the start.
SH: Yes, but I’m not only talking about my career as an artist, I never really felt like I belonged specifically to one particular country, I was always somewhere in-between. Although as a child I began drawing and painting very early, to try and sort these feelings out. And then later as an artist it was still there. I had been exhibiting for a long time in Cairo, 1992 was my first exhibition, but my works had always contained this element. It happened automatically, because various levels of different cultures had always been present in my work – something that didn’t become clear to me until much later on. I would say that in 1992, when I had my first exhibition in Cairo, I became even more aware of it. But it had always been there.

HUO: But to go back to the beginnings: Where and when would you say your work first began?

SH: Well, as I said before, I had always been working. But the point in time when I first realised a real beginning was in 1992.

HUO: Can you tell me about the works from 1992? Because that was a crystallisation point for you. If I understand it correctly from other interviews, everything came together all at once?

SH: For me, yes. I had already decided a few years before to do an exhibition in Cairo. But things always take a bit longer there, until something finally gets off the ground. When I was there for the first time, not to visit family but rather as an artist, and then got the
feedback, that was simply a key experience for me: being able to see the different levels I have in my work, how many ways they can be read and also how much was not understood. I had always noticed it but I was not actually aware of why this was not seen back then when I was exhibiting in the West, primarily in Germany. That’s why it’s very important for me.

HUO: Can we talk a bit about those early works? Because back in the 1980s there were your multimedia works, and you started using digital cameras very early on.

SH: Sure, we can talk about that. Before that I painted a lot, it was with painting that I really got my start. There was a lot of activity which today is different as it is more rolled back. Now I take a lot more time to get something ready before I begin implementing it.

HUO: Where was that?

SH: I studied painting in Karlsruhe at the art academy, a fact that I found very important for my later photos. After I graduated I couldn’t get going and so I went back to school to study under Peter Weibel at the Institute for New Media in Frankfurt, which back in 1990 was very new. It was after that when my own work actually began for me. That was in 1992.

HUO: Did architecture suddenly become important to you in 1992?
SH: Yes, but only subconsciously. In retrospect things are much clearer to me.

HUO: Now to remain at the beginnings, who were your heroes? It is interesting to wonder, especially in view of your sense of belonging to two countries, whether there were perhaps influences from both Western and Eastern art. What were some things that inspired you, the fuel for your fire?

SH: During my studies I was naturally more influenced by European and American elements. Those influences on the painting of that time were very strong. But I didn’t have any actual role models. I’d say it was more – it’s difficult to explain – it was more an emotional thing. For example, at some point I started using these screens, and that wasn’t because I was using any artists as role models. I simply used elements that originated in Egyptian culture that had some kind of significance for me. I used such elements as well as colours and structures from this culture.

HUO: I am currently starting to do the same thing in the Middle East that I also did in Asia in the 1990s: driving all over the place to take a really close look. Of course these are long processes, and it always takes a lot of time. What interests me now is not just looking at contemporary art, but rather also finding out: who are the role models, what were the triggers and what are the important historical positions?
SH: No, I had no one who interested me that way (laughs). But I was always very impressed by the Egyptian singer Om Kalsoum. My father used to listen to her songs for hours, particularly in Germany. She never sang the same lyrics the same way twice. Her concerts often went on for 6 to 7 hours. She could touch people’s hearts simply by the way she sang a single word, the way she pronounced it. The songs somehow had no beginning and no end, endless variations and repetitions, very typical for Arabian poetry, and she came from the Nile Delta. At some point Pharaohic elements also inspired me, picture stories or just the architecture along the street in Alexandria and Cairo or the clay structures I saw in the Delta, but not necessarily the artists.

HUO: Were any artists in the West more important to you? Can you pinpoint it more there?

SH: More, yes. But it has always been a changing palette of artists that interested me.

HUO: Can you name some examples?

SH: There are always phases, where some parts interest me and not the whole artist. Artists who interest me again and again include: Louise Bourgeoise, Joseph Beuys, James Lee Byars, Eva Hesse, Paul Klee, Frida Kahlo, Meret Oppenheim, Agnes Martin, Joseph Cornell, Fischli and Weiss.

HUO: Let’s talk about those architectural influences? In the literature about your works there is always mention of the Islamic woodwork from the urban areas of Cairo, which oscillate between visibility and invisibility.


SH: Mashrabiya.

HUO: Right, it’s all about the seeing and the not seeing: what I see, what sees me, what I don’t see and so on.

SH: Those Mashrabiya screens are very old. They originated in ancient architecture, similar to the half-timbering architecture in Germany. They’re no longer used in contemporary architecture, but in the old days these screens were used to get the air in the rooms circulating, as a kind of ancient air conditioning system that cooled the air and filtered the light, and enabled the women to sit inside and look out the window while being protected from public view. They had a strong influence on me for a long time, I can’t really say now exactly why. Then I became increasingly absorbed with them, on an abstract level as well, actually very abstract.

HUO: And could you say that you also use a kind of mapping, a kind of urban research? Do you photograph these elements? Is there a notebook you use, or an Atlas?

SH: No, there isn’t (laughs). There are photos, but the photos stand for themselves, as photographic works. And the drawings are, for example, not preparatory drawings for photos. Neither are the photos used as a basis for the drawings, but rather the drawings are the view I would have if I were sitting in one of these rooms myself, because the nice thing about these rooms is that you’re isolated and protected from the world around you, but at the same time you can see it all. You see life outside the room, hear the cars and feel the hectic pace of the city – but you yourself are in calm surroundings, so it’s therefore very meditative. In principle I also need to be in such a mood when I do these drawings. Then I have to really concentrate and surround myself with a very calm atmosphere.

HUO: So these drawings are somewhat meditative?

SH: Yes exactly, but for me they are also rather exhausting. Each one is made of two superimposed layers of paper. I make the first drawing and when it’s finished I lay a second sheet of transparent paper over top and the second drawing is made on the basis of the one beneath it. That would be very difficult to photograph. And I don’t change anything on the lower drawing afterwards either. Although it is inspired by the photo, I’m not drawing a real window that I have photographed or that I am relating to.

HUO: I find it fascinating that there is also repetition and difference in your work. Tayfun Belgin speaks about this deviation
from concentrated order. Can you perhaps tell me something
about that?

SH: Yes, because that is very important to me. I must concentrate so hard as I never do a tracing first. I start with a thin brush. This is actually like writing, like calligraphy. I start working with ink and I really have to concentrate because every drop in the wrong place will be visible. And I never change anything afterwards. I have to concentrate so hard because I do every drawing in one sitting. For that reason you can always see my handwriting, just like in a letter. It isn’t perfect, although it is geometric. That’s probably what he meant by that.

HUO: Is this an ongoing, infinite series? Do you have daily drawing sessions? Or are there moments in which entire series are created, followed by pauses?

SH: I cannot draw every day, as I can’t always achieve the right level of concentration. I have to retreat into my shell to create these series. What happens is, every so often I take a break and then an entire series is born. So if there is a phase with the right atmosphere and if I’m able to withdraw, then I need a few days before I can actually begin to draw. And then I can do them. I never make any preparatory drawings for my work, so I never know what will be the final result.

HUO: So one could say that coincidence and lack of planning play
a role?
SH: Oh yes. That is a candid word for what I don’t know – that is I don’t know whether it’s a coincidence. My drawings from 1999 look different than the ones I did in 2003. And every year you can see how they’ve changed. For example, almost all of the drawings were done in New York and I believe you can see that in my works. Especially in the works from 2003 I start relating to architecture and houses, but not in a concrete way. I go for long walks and that also has an impact on my work. So it’s not necessarily a coincidence in my opinion.

HUO: So your drawings are not as much a copy, but rather a reproduction. And how does that relate to the oscillation between the second and the third dimensions? For example in Dubai at the art fair I saw a three-dimensional window of yours at the Third Line Gallery. It had to do with such elements, but all of a sudden it’s three-dimensional. Are those interpretations or parallel realities?

SH: It is parallel. Because naturally I do my drawings by hand with brush and ink and so my hand and the strokes can clearly be seen. In 2004 I then began working in wood with local wood-turners. They were craftsmen who made Mashrabiya screens, and there aren’t many of them left. They turn each individual element by hand. And of course the geometry differs depending on the wood they use. But I don’t transfer any drawings to wood, I make 1:1 drawings for the craftsmen. I draw the patterns precisely. I know which elements there are and then I draw the structures precisely for them.

HUO: It is interesting to note that these are sculptures, autonomous works, and at the same time they are also architectural embellishments.

SH: I never thought about it that way. Actually I usually notice these things a few years after I’ve done something, when I look back at it in context. But at the time I didn’t really think about what it was.
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