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In her work Susan Hefuna masterfully turns inside into outside and vice versa. What often remains unanswered is what exactly constitutes this inside and outside, where it is located, and whose inside and outside it is to start with. The openness to these questions is precisely what makes Hefuna’s practice so intriguing and multi-faceted from a conceptual and a formalist perspective. Much can be attributed to her hyphenated identity: born to an Egyptian father and German mother, and growing up in Germany but with family holidays spent in the Nile River Delta, Hefuna’s work encapsulates a state of in-betweenness, of being both insider and outsider. It is therefore no accident that the mashrabiya, a traditional Arab architectural ornament fitted on the windows or other openings of buildings, which filters the sunlight and funnels cool air into the interior of the home, features so prominently in her oeuvre. The intricate latticework allows those on the inside of the house to observe the goings-on outside on the street, without being noticed themselves. Place a mashrabiya, in which words and phrases in German, Arabic and English are incorporated, in a gallery space and the one-way vision of inside looking out is scrambled and codes of what is private and public become confused. The vantage point of the viewer, both with regard to positioning in the actual space and to geo-ethnic context, becomes central to the work. In other words, Hefuna’s work resonates differently depending on where it is shown, her mashrabiyas and other projects become mediating frames between cultures.

Take for example her installation Vitrines of Afaf (2007), shown first as an in-situ project in the street in front of Downtown Cairo’s prominent contemporary art space The Townhouse Gallery. Hefuna’s involvement with the gallery, located in an area filled with mechanics workshops, garages, and a bustling coffee shop, dates back to its inception in 1998. As such she is very familiar with its employees and the workers in the neighbourhood. However, she never met their female family members - their wives, mothers, sisters and daughters - who live in the suburbs. For a period of four months Hefuna visited these women’s houses, sharing tea, food and stories with them. For Vitrines of Afaf she asked these women to donate an object from their homes that contained a special meaning or story. These private domestic objects, such as plates, handmade dolls, cups, etc. were shown in vitrines in public space, modelled after the ubiquitous food carts that dot the city. Here an intimate and very personal object, something that is found behind closed doors is made visible and public. By extension the personalities of these women come out in public too, yet in a circumvented fashion and through the objects. “Afaf” in Egypt, is a name women often give if they want to protect their true identity. Here the coding works throughout the project: “Afaf “becomes known partially through her objects and the stories shared around these objects, but remains anonymous and protected through the glass of the vitrines. 

The stories of these women have retained their local specificity: the aesthetic of the vitrines is immediately recognisable for a local audience and many men who work around The Townhouse Gallery would have recognised the objects from their homes. Yet, they have also transcended into something more open and universal. The carts or vitrines Hefuna puts on display do not sell any wares but become a focal point for conversation and bring art out onto the street. The “transaction” is thus not an economic one, as would usually be the case with these carts, but one based on an exchange of gifts and narratives. While cutting through class and gender divides in an Egyptian context, the installation also underlines how individual and personal accounts can be transformed in something that is collective. Thus it interestingly offers a sideways comment on the production of art. Moreover, move this installation to a gallery space in Europe with a different audience, and other aspects of the work might be amplified. As with many of Hefuna’s pieces, the interplay between distance and proximity of geographies and subject matter, inform the works. A consequence of this is that the politics of representation and display are continuously questioned. Indeed, the Vitrines of Afaf can also be viewed as a self-contained mini archive or museum, a cabinet of curiosities, a storytelling machine or an autonomous art object. Whichever way we choose to read the work, its meanings seem to be accumulative, the more involved we get with it, the more the vitrines disclose information and redefine place and locality.

A similar dynamic is at work in the installation Afaz (2014) based on enlarged versions of traditional palm wood boxes made by craftsmen in the Cairene suburbs. These are open latticework multi-functional structures used as crates to transport goods in, sell wares on, or even to be uses as cupboards or bookshelves. Hefuna stacks them on top of each other, sometimes in combination with single units. Like this they take on an architectural and sculptural form that emanates a monumentality that seems fragile and permeable at the same time. Usually these palm wood structures are defined by what is in or on them. Once that is omitted you are left with a structure that was previously invisible because of its functionality and that now has become visible, present and autonomous. It is precisely the see-through quality of these palm wood towers that rearticulate the space and the architecture of where they are exhibited: a museum, a courtyard, a gallery, or a park. The properties of these places are made permeable. For example, when shown in Sharjah for her retrospective at the Sharjah Art Foundation in 2014, Afaz was installed in the sahn, the courtyard of Bait Al Serkal, a traditional house. In Islamic architecture this courtyard is invisible from the outside but provides an enclosed and open to the sky living space. Hefuna’s palm wood towers could be seen from different angles from the courtyard but also from various floors, the aerial axis. Not only does Afaz call attention to its own architectural and formal properties, but also queries the politics of the space it is exhibited in.  

In both Vitrines of Afaf and Afaz, and in other projects, Hefuna repurposes quotidian and domestic objects by highlighting (disappearing) Egyptian crafts like mashrabiyah making, the manufacturing of the palm wood cases and other such traditional skills. These crafts possess an inherent knowledge and aesthetic, which Hefuna honours by collapsing their functional logic and application into autonomous, yet fully contextually engaged, art works. 

Another crucial aspect of Hefuna’s practice that is equally driven by a very precise aesthetic, yet a very different working method, are her drawings. These form the crux of her oeuvre. Other than the participatory and collaborative projects, Hefuna’s drawings require solitary concentrated stretches of work in which she finishes an entire series in one go over a period of a few months. In them the visual trope of grid-like structures return, yet they are more abstracted and mathematical, forming an intricate network of dots and lines that echo DNA strands and neurological synapses as much as they do mashrabiyas. Many of these monochromatic drawings are actually inspired by architecture, as for example the ceilings of traditional houses in Sharjah, and the cityscapes of Cairo, New York, or Istanbul. Often she uses tracing paper, overlaying one drawing with other drawings, where the top drawing always relates to the one beneath it. As such she creates a visual chronology, a palimpsest of meanings that holds no beginning and no end.

