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Susan Hefuna is a
foreignerofherownland.
Halfhere,halfsomewhere
else,sheoverridestheas-
sumedstereotypethatde-
finesherculturaldifferences.
Playingwiththeexoticism
oftwoclearlyunabridged
culturesof Egyptand Ger-
many,sheisnotfromtheOri-
ent,nordoessherepresentits
Europeancliché.Revertingback

andforthbetweenthelayersthat
pertaintothatotherside,shecan-
notbelongtooneidea,butdiversifies
into many.

Mashrabiya’s are the center of
Susan'scorporealjuxtapositions,allowinganddis-
allowingtheconventionalimageryofamodernEgypt
with allits historical glory, she reaffirms cultural quali-
tiesinthediversityofherworkbyplayingwithanopen[yet
closedfrompublicview]window,commonlyseeninthearchi-
tectureofOldCairoandcertainlyavailableinitsruraldisperses.
Shenavigatesthroughanescapingcombinationof

Photo credit: Russ Kientsch  scjenceandmathematics,amodulusdiversusthat
abstractlyreferencesbelongingwhilenotbelong-
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ing.Asmuchasyoucanbepartofaplaceatacertaintime,
youcanalsonotbelongandstillbecompletelypartofit.This
iswherehervisualproductionoffersawelcomingarraythat
cannotberestrictedbyculturalclichésandinsteaditiswhat
you want it to be.

Briefly commencing with the Cairo Bien-
nial,Egypt1992,Susanexhibitedherfirstsoloshow.Amul-
timediainstallationwithdigitalphotographsinCairo,un-
dertheconnoisseurshipofAhmedFouadSelimandthelate
Fatmalsmail(ex-curatorsofthebiennial),shewasinvitedfor
thesecondtimetoshowattheBiennialbyDecember1998
andwonthelnternational Grand Prize.Hefunawasinde-
pendentfromthecontemporaryartscene,andrecognized
forhermashrabiya’s,athemenotconsideredanylesscon-
ventional from the work al-
ready produced within the
city’spalpitatingsetting,her
work clearly stood out with
itsunconventional overlays
ofpinholecameratechniques
combined with digital pho-
tography.Atthatsameevent,
SusanmetWilliamWells,the
director of The Townhouse
Galleryofcontemporaryart,
a space that only opened a
month earlier with an un-
known fate at the time.

By 2000, Susan had
her first solo show at The
Townhouse Gallery and be-
cameofficiallyaffiliatedsincethen.Shehadmetacuratorat
TheNationalGalleryinCapeTown,South Africathatsame
yearandwasinvitedtoa3-monthartistsresidencyprogram.
Susangottoexperiencetwosidestoanewlyintroduced Af-
ricancommunity;anall-white universityin Stellenbosch
(1),andseparatelyshewastogiveworkshopswithMuslim
womeninthelocalcommunity.Eventhoughtherewasno
moreapartheid,thecommunitieswerestillquitesegregated.
AtthesametimeSusanworkedwithSouthAfricanstudents
onthethemeof“LifeStories’Duringher3-monthstay,she
hadmetsomanypeoplefromthelocaleshethencameup
withanewidea.The Grid Projectwas based onawooden
cagemadeofpalmwood.Usuallyusedtotransportfruits,
vegetablesandanimalsfromtheruralareas,Susandecided

Photography 60 x 80 each

(1) Universiteit Stellenbosch University http://www.sun.ac.za/

Above and below from Cityscape Cairo Series, 2001.
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tocross-terrainsandtransportanemptycagefromtheDel-
tatoCapeTownbyship.Shewasalreadycrossingphysical
boundaries.

Exhibited on the entrance of The National Gal-
lery,wasthebeginningoftheconceptof'vitrines'thatlater
showedupinherwork,andinthisscenario,Susanoccupied
withapeasant-likeshowcaseaninstitutionthatonlyhoused
Europeanart.TheGridwasSusan'semptygiftforthepeople
of Cape Town who were invited to put their giftinsidein
ordertocompletethework.Developingapersonalrelation-
shipwiththewomenwaspartofSusan’snaturalprocessand
itresultedintheirtellingstories.Shegainedtheirtrust,and
asessentialparticipantstoherwork,theybroughtpersonal
objectsanditemsintotheexhibitingspace.Objectsthatwere
offered to the‘afas (‘cage’in
Arabic)includedthingslike
Africanspiritualstones,por-
celaincups,Arabicscriptures
from the Quran, dolls, chil-
dren’stoys,drygrassthatcar-
riedancestralspirits,andher
favorite:anOstrigeeggfrom
an Indian Muslim woman
withwritingsofthe99names
of Allah. Inspired by the di-
versityofheraudience,peo-
plefrommanyreligionsand
cultures,a“rainbownation,’
theywerealsonotthetypical
museumgoer.

Publicityaroundtheevent
traveledbyword-of-mouth.Notoneflierwasdistributed,
andapoolofunorthodoxvisitorsoccupiedthespace.The
audience’sinvolvementincludedpoetichymns,dancing,and
evenfoodwasbroughtintotheNationalGallery.Becoming
apolitical piece,thespacealsobecameatemporalshrine.
SocietalsegregationwasbrokenandonceagainSusanwas
deconstructingthestatusquoandbreakingthelabel.Being
carefulonhow peopledefine
each other and define them-
selves, her work continues to
explore‘identity.“We cannot
assume the obvious and we
cannotalwaysdefineothersac-
cordingtothestereotype,and
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thatisexactlywhytheviewerisimportantinmywork,they
areresponsibleofhowtheyseethemselvesandthosearound
them,’saidSusan.”Everyoneseestheirownversionofthe
samepicture,andtheartworkisnotseparatefromitsview-
er’(2)

By 2001, TheTownhouse Gallery was running for
its third yearand still going strong.ltbegantoexposean
avant-gardewaveofartistsinthecontemporarylocaleand
joinedforceswithtwoothersignificantandindependently
runspacesthathadtheirownsubtlerippleeffectinthecity:
EspaceKarimFrancisandMashrabiaGallery.Togetherthey
designedthefirstartfestivalinCairo, AINitag,and Susan,
amongstothertalents,createdthefirstcontemporarypublic
art in downtown’s Talaat Harb Square.

HangingfromthebuildingfacaderightaboveGrop-
pirestaurant,anage-oldculturallandmarkintheheartof
thedowntownareawasaredclothwitholdphotographic
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groupexhibitiontitled4Women/4Views,Susanhadcontin-
uedtotravelbetweencities.Shegainedsignificantpresence
in London, and by 2003 she was exhibiting in the Center
forContemporaryCulture,ashow curated by Roselssain
Barcelona, followed by DisORIENTation curated by Jack
Persekian in the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin.

Inapublished conversationwithRoselssa (3), He-
funadwellsonherprocessandidentifiesthereadingofher
workasdependentoncross-culturalcodes.Invitingtheflex-
ibilityofherviewer’sbackground,itisthroughtheirchoice
of perceptionthattheybringassociationstoherseriesof
drawings.Theycanrelatetobothdifferencesandsimilarities
atoncewhenidentifyingwiththestructuresshehastooffer.
Bouncingbackandforthfromamicrotomacroapproach,
HefunadevelopsherCityscapeSeries.Avarietyofink,pencil
andwatercolordrawings,invariousdimensions,theytakeon
the shape of a visual game, like ‘connect the dots!

From the Cityscape NYC Series, ink on paper., dimensions variable. Courtesy of the artist

printsofacity,itsoutskirts,andsilhouettesoffiguresonthe
foreandhindofabstractmashrabiyadesigns.Motifsconven-
tionallyseennearthestagedsetting,Hefunawasalreadyon
herwayconfirminghersignatureintheculturalscene.Tak-
inga'GreetingsfromCairo’postcard,shedesignedherown
seriesofpostcardswithaloudpantoneyellow,andprinted
thewordsCAIROononeside,andontheotherthelslamic
andGregorianyear1422/2001.Lookinglikeordinarystreet
bannersin Cairo,Madein Cairoand Printed in Berlin, He-
funa continuouslyre-affirmedher cross-cultural duality.

By2002,HefunawasaresidentatDelfinaStudiosin
London,andshewaspreparingforthefirstPhotoCairoshow
initiatedbyTheTownhouse Gallery.Followedbyanother

Exploringherownvisualmemoriesfromherchild-
hoodsummerholidayvisitstotheDelta,toherowngrown-
upplayground,thatsheetofpaperdidnotsettleinasingle
layer,butmanylayersoftracingandretracingherpersonal
andemotionaljourney’sintheformofdotsandlines.Acon-
tinuousphysicalprocessfromthecommencementoffree-
standingdots,totheirconnections,Hefunaplaysboththe
roleoftheinstitutionandits participant.Beforereaching
outtoheraudience,sherequiredquietisolationforherown
optimal completion.

Inspiredbyinbetween-ness:Insidelookingoutand
outsideunabletolurkin,Susandoesnotsettleonasingle
zone,andinsteadgrowsfromconstantlytraveling,growing

(2) Aida Eltorie in conversation with Susan Hefuna, December 25th 2008, New York City.
(3) Xcultural Codes. Kehrer Publishing, Rose Issa in conversation with Susan Hefuna, London, August 2002. pp.41-44
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andmultiplying.Herlinesconnectthedots,andthosedots
multiplyandleapofftracingsheetsintowoodenscreens.
Commissioningthesamecarpenter’sfromthelatticework-
shopsinOldCairo, three-dimensionalgridsthesizeofdoors
occupythespace,andbetweenthegridmodulescomeeven
smallerunits.Tothose atadistance appearsignage’s like
“ANA, “ICH,” “New Woman,” “Cairo,” “1427, "1428,
“1429,"“NQOT FOR SALE,” and the infamous “Knowledge
is Sweeter Than Honey.”
Diversificationvis-a-visattendance,interaction,and
participation,themashrabiya’sareinvitingbybecomingpart
ofandcompletelydisbarredfromtheirsurroundings.He-
funadelineatesbyrecreatingashowcaseoffantasiesandthe
silhouette of a dream space.
“Fantasyformeislikebreathingair.ldoartbecause
itisthe only placeformyfantasy tocometolife, to create
myownnon-verballanguagethatgoesbeyondwords.lneed

tolivemyFantasyinordertosurvive."Susantellsasshede-
scribesherprocess,hermaskseries,andtheexperiencesshe
sharedwithanallgirls'schoolduringadesignworkshopin
ZayedUniversityinAbuDhabilastyear.Sheseekstoexpose
andnurturesubconscioustraitsofidentity,whetherinher
ownworkorthroughherstudents.Whatshereceives,she
givesbackbyidentifyingwithnewinformation,newmedia
andnewideas.ForArtDubaithisyear,Susanwillbeliterally
creating a dream space.

Hans Ulrich Obrist described Susan’s Cairo as a
“laboratory,’intheirfirstvolumeofParsProToto(4).Susan
worksindifferentcitiesdependingonhertravels,whether
inhotelsorapartments,herstudiotakesontheshapeofan
isolated site. Evenwhenintheheartof New York City, she
will stillmanagetodisconnectin ordertogetbackto her
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drawings without interruption.

During a brief Q&A interview with Hans Ulrich
ObristonFebruary6,2009,hewaskindenoughtosharehis
thoughtsandexperiencesabouthisprocessasacuratorand
working with Susan Hefuna:

1. Howdid youlearn about Susan Hefuna, her work, and
what sought your interest?

Ifeltthenecessityofcontinuingmyresearchbygoingtothe
the Middle East and so | attended the first Dubai Art Fair
3yearsago.lvisitedTheThirdLine Galleryand was struck
by SusanHefuna'swork.The'Firstinterview’happenedin
averystrangeformat.Everythingonthatdaywentwrong,
fromthetaxiandonthewaytotheairport,wedevelopedan
incrediblesparkoutofthisinterview.Sowedecidedtopro-
duce a book, and it became a collaborative ‘ping pong

2. Tell me about your recent project with Susan?

AttheSerpentineGallery,webeganproducingtheMani-
festoMarathon,andSusanparticpatedbyproducingpost-
cards,andinvited peopletowritetheirmanifesto’sonthe
postcards. It became a collective manifesto.

3.Couldyoucommentonthecollaborative pieceyouare
creatingwith Susan, thesecondvolumetoParsProToto?

HUO:Pars ProToto,Volume 2isto be launched in August
2009. Thethirdinterviewisinmotion,aworkinprogress.
Whilewalkinginthepark,orwhilesittinginacar,mycon-
versationswithSusanhavebeencaughtoff-guard.Susanthen

(4) Susan Hefuna, Pars Pro Toto. Ed. Hans Ulrich Obrist. Kehrer Publishing (2008), pp. 15
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cameupwiththeideathatlcouldwritequestions,andshe
wouldanswerindrawing.Drawingsinventedawholenew
roleof contributiontothissecondvolumeandwearevery
excited about sharing it.

*X¥%

SusanreflectsonherexperienceswithHans,asthey
weresupposedtomeetattheSerpentineGallery,butplans
didchange,andshehadtomeethimonhiswaytotheairport
toNewYork.MeetingHansforthefirsttime,andduringthe
interviewsessioninacarheadingtoHeathrowairport,and
thenthroughtheHeathrowExpressairtraintotheairport
terminal. They spoke for two hours non-stop.

By December2007,Susan’ssoloexhibitionatThe
TownhouseGallery,tookplacerightbeforeanothersoloat
TheThirdLineGalleryandwasfollowedbyherfirstdebut
inNewYorkCity’s Albion Gallery. Directed by David Ross,
he saw her work in March 2008 at The Third Line exhibi-
tion,anddecidedshewouldbetheperfectinauguralopen-
ingforNew York’s Albion.Exhibiting besideVito Acconci,
this show was very well received by alarge part of the art
community.Includingcuratorsfromsignificantinstitutions
inthecommunity,Susanwasalsohavingagroupshowinthe
NewMuseum’'sMuseumAsHubproject.Exhibitingalong
thelikesof AymanRamadan, TarekZakiandJanRothuizen,
thedirectoroftheeducationalanddevelopmentprogram
attheNewMuseum,EungieJoo,hostedanexhibit,curated
by William Wells, under the concept of Antikhana, or the
neighborhoodthatsurroundstheTownhouseGalleryto-
day.

PartofthesoloexhibitionSusanhadondisplayat
TownhousebackinDecember2007,acollectionofobjects
showcasedinvitrinesputonasmallcrowdedstreetinthe
mechanic’sdistrict, wasmovedintotheNewMuseum'sspace
inSoHo, NY. Susan’sworkmethodologywastoalwaysin-
volveheraudience,sosheoriginallyaskedfromallthework-
ersinthelaneandatthegallery,tomeettheirwives,mothers
andsisters.Shevisitedtheirhouses,alllivinginthesuburbs
onetotwohoursdriveoutsideofthecity,andaskedthemto
giveheragiftfromthehouse.lttookherfourmonthstocol-
lect’lifestories"withallthewomeninthedowntownCairo
neighborhood.

Thevitrinesonthestreet,weremoveddaily,bypeo-
plefromthestreet.Each objectwouldtellastory;aplate,
hadastoryaboutalifeorarelationship,aparticularmemory.

106




IN RETROSPECT

Theobjectshadhiddenstories,fantasiesifyouwill. Adream
spacewascreatedbyinvolvingandcollectingworksfromthe
neighborhood.VerymuchlikethedreamspaceSusanhad
constructed 10 years earlierin Cape Town, a new dream
spaceisbeingconstructedatthismomentattheDubaiArt
Fair2009.Forthefirsttime, Susan will be buildingathree
dimensionalmashrabiahouse.Breakingawayfromasingle

“Fantasy for me is like breathing air.
| do art because it is the only place for
my fantasy to come to life, to create my
own non-verbal language that goes be-
yond words. | need to live my Fantasy
in order to survive.”

screen,youwillnowbeabletowalkallaroundtheconcealed
module.
LearningaboutwhySusanstartedtoshowinEgypt,
herresponsewas:“Itisimportanttokeeptruetowhereyou
arefrom.”andTownhousewasthatexperience.Shedevel-
opedaverydifferentrelationshipwithCairothenshehad
inDusseldorf.Shemainlywentthereforpost-productionin
photographsandbooks,soGermanyactedasasitetotakea
stepbackandre-evaluateherexperiencesaroundtherestof
the world. “It was always good to have that distance.”

Susan Hefuna has exhibited at the Louvre, National Gallery in
CapeTown,TheBritishMuseum, participatedinseveralgroupexhi-
bitions,aswellassoloshowsin;TheThirdLineGallery,TheTown-
houseGalleryofcontemporaryart,andthisyearbeseenattheVicto-
ria&AlbertMuseumfortheJameelArtPrize,Youniverse(Seville
and Granada Biennials) and the Venice Biennial 2009.

Display of books by and about Susan Hefuna; Pars ProToto. Ed. Hans Ulrich
Obrist, Published by Kehrer (2008). xcultural codes. Ed. Hans Gercke and Er-
nest W. Uthemann, published by Kehrer (2004). Photo credit: Amr Mounib
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Mirage 07, Sharjah Biennial, 2007
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Knowledge is Sweeter Than Honey, 2006
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