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Tomb Sonata in Three Military Movements
Mixed media on canvas, 750x200 cm,2010
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From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas,

each 200x150 cm,

2019
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Divine Exodus,

Mixed media on canvas,500x200 cm,
2009







Flight of the Half Gods,
Mixed media on canvas, 675x200 cm, 2009
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The Book of Flight,
Mixed media on canvas, 600x250 cm, 2010
Courtesy the Samawi Collection
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Sister Joolia,
Mixed media on canvas, 390x200 cm, 2012
Courtesy the Saeb Eigner Collection












From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2016



From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Realms of the Hyperreal,
Mixed media on canvas, 2018
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From the series Codes of Hermes,
Mixed media on canvas, 2015



From the series Realms of the Hyperreal,
Mixed media on canvas, 2018
Courtesy the Nadim & Laura Eias Collection
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From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Realms of the Hyperreal,
Mixed media on canvas, 2018






From the series Realms of the Hyperreal,
Mixed media on canvas, 2018



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019




From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019




From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019




From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019




From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019



From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019












From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, each 200x150 cm, 2019




On Noise, Sound & Silence: Water Composite 2013

5 minutes 55 seconds, three-channel digital video, 2013 Commissioned for the 1¢¢ Maldives
Pavilion, 55" Venice Biennale, 2013 Producer: Khaled Hafez & Anubis Productions

Year of production: 2013

Three-channel video installation and single-channel adaptation

Public Screenings:
55" Venice Biennale, 2013
AB Gallery, Lucerne, 2013

Synopsis

An island-nation is threatened by total disappearance under water in fifty years. Apart
from visual similarities that communities living with water shores share, On Noise,
Sound & Silence: Water Composite 2013 is a poetic voyage through the black box
of memory. Memories exist as islands in the mind, islands whose shores are sub-
jected to erosions, continuous loss of resolution and progressive virtual drowning as
time passes. Those islands of human memory are juxtaposed to true islands that are
physically subjected to erosions and are threatened by the true forces of nature. As
memories are continuously threatened to fade away and perish by time, communities
living on thousands of small islands face a similar destiny.

Footage filmed between August 2012 and March 2013 in Cairo, Hurgada and Sharm
el Sheikh (Egypt), Hong Kong (China),

Anilao Batangas (Philippines),

Porto Allegre (Brazil), Turin (Italy), Dubai (UAE), Male (Maldives) and Venice (lItaly).




On Noise, Sound & Silence: Sounds of the Kavkaz 2013
9 minutes, single channel digital, 2013

Sound design and original music score by Mohamed Saleh
Producer: Khaled Hafez, ALANICA 8 & Anubis Productions

Year of production: 2013

Single-channel video

Commissioned by ALANICA 8

Public Screenings:
Vlaldikavkaz National Museum of Art, 2013
Egyptian Academy in Rome, 2014

Public Collections
Vladikavkaz Museum of Art, North Ossetia, Russia

Synopsis

September 1%, 2004, on what is locally known as First Bell or Knowledge Day, a small
fown is struck by a group of terrorists who hold schoolchildren and their grandparents
as hostage. 72 hours later the whole situation unfolds in a bloody end, the worst in the
history of that small country. Futile but essential questions arise about the-who-what-
when and most importantly why.

September 2013, the same place and beyond, a whole region is still struck by the
painful memory of loss, many of the same questions remain unanswered.

Filmed in Beslan and Vlaldikavkaz, Republic of North Ossetia, Russian Federation, in

August 2013.
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11.02-2011: The Video Diaries
Three-channel video installation or Single-channel adaptation
5 minutes, stock images and footage, text & original music score, 5 minutes 30 seconds Producer:

Khaled Hafez & Mercusol Biennale
Year of production: 2011

Public Screenings:
CPH:DOX*2011/Copenhagen Documentary Film Festival 2011 (Single-channel adaptation)
8" Mercosul Biennale, Brasil, 2011 (Three-channel installation)

11" Havana Biennale, Cuba, 2012 (Single-channel adaptation)
Hiroshima MOCA, Japan 2012 (Single-channel adaptation)

Synopsis

11.02-2011: The Video Diaries is three-channel video of a synchronized ientical timeline
duration of 5 minutes 30 seconds horizontal display. The work — initially co-produced by
and first exhibited at the Mercusol Biennale, Brazil in September 2011- documents the art-
ist’s personal perceptions of moments he has lived during the Egyptian revolution in Janu-
ary and February of 2011. In this project, through video footage that the artist captured,
and through stock footage extracted and/or bought from boradcast media agencies, TV
matierial and social media, as well as through music, the idea of "revolution" is roman-
ticized, as the footage of collective doing — and sometimes violence - is assembled to
create several parallel narratives that intertwine on the three screens. The original music
score created for the work adds a simulated fictitious atmosphere to the very real foot-
age, to represent intimacy and nostalgia. The single-channel video adapted for the 11th
Havana Biennale features a unique sound track that averages up faithfully the three sound
fracks of the 3-channel work.

04:52:59 04:52:43
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On Noise, Sound & Silence: Sounds of the Port 2011
2 minutes 58 seconds, single channel digital, 2011 Producer:
Khaled Hafez & Anubis Productions Year of Production: 2011
Single-Channel video

Synopsis

The three-minute work freezes moments of three visual
and sound aspects of one port city, a representative of
all and any city living on a waterfront today. Sounds are
collected from three generic locations: a closed space,
an urban space and the waterfront.

Filmed by a portable amateur digital video camera in Por-

to Allegre, Basil, in September 2011.




Dwelling The Rest of History:

Performance: guided tour in the prison of San Anton, Cartagena

A 30 minutes performance in which the artist, dressed in cliché-comic book striated shirt
and barefoot, takes the audience in a guided tour through the cells and corridors of the
San Anton prison, recounting the history of the prison. Embedded within the true histori-
cal facts, there are fabricated stories that compensates for the total lack of historical
documents in any archives.




On Presidents & Superheroes

Single-channel video

2 & 3-D animation, internet-extracted images, video footage & music score
Year of production: 2009

Prizewinner 9" Bamako Photo Biennale, Mali 2011.

Public Screenings:

Artos Foundation, Nicosia Cyprus, 2009

LUMEN_EX Digital Awards, Spain, 2010 (Nomination) 17 " African Film Festival, New
Museum, NY, USA 2010 9 " Bamako Photo Biennale, Mali, 2011 (Prizewinner)
International Documentary Film Festival, Centre George Pompidou, Paris, France, 2012

Synopsis

The work is a 2-D and 3-D animation on video and still footage of a figure of my favourite
ancient gods, Anubis. The figure dwells in the streets of urban Cairo today, intermingling
with street paradoxical citizens and situations. The work ironically documents the cur-
rent state of the streets of Cairo, once described as one of the most beautiful downtowns
in the world, and a reflection of the social and economic challenges facing many com-
munities in the world now.




The Third Vision: Around 1:00 pm

Video Installation in four screens

or Single-channel video, 5 minutes

mini-DV, stock images and footage, text & original music score
Producer: Khaled Hafez

Year of production: 2008

Public Screenings:

Guangzhou Triennale 2008

Thessaloniki Biennale 2009

Palazzo Piozzo, Rivoli, Turin, Italy, 2009

South Hill Park, Bracknel, UK, 2011

The Pier-2 Art Center, Kaohsiung, Taiwan, 2012

Public Collections:
Sate Museum of Art, Thessaloniki, Greece.

Synopsis

The Third Vision: Around 01:00 pm is a nostalgic narrative of visuals that | keep in my
memory and that shape my practice today. The use of stock photographs, images and
audio in this assemblage creates a hybrid story that actually took place in my personal
life in the same timeline as seen onscreen. | used the modern changing social and
military histories of Eqgypt to create the principal structure of the work.




Visions of a Contaminated Memory
Three-Channel video installation, 5 minutes, 2007 mini-DV, stock images and footage & text
Producer: Khaled Hafez & Sharjah Biennale

Year of production: 2007
(single-channel adaptation)

Public Screenings:
Sharjah Biennale, UAE, 2007
Kunstmuseum Bonn, Germany, 2007

Synopsis

This 5-minute three-channel video project (U-shaped projection) takes a comparative visual ap-
proach to past and present in the same city of cairo: architecture, people, personal tastes and
beliefs. The right screen shows overlapping imagery of deserts and Cairo people from the twen-
ties till the fifties of the twentieth century. The left screen shows overlapping imagery of water
currents and Cairo people of the new millennium. This juxtaposition is split by the front projection
that shows manipulated deja-vu materials from the official media machine of a military coup-d’etat
/ revolution.




Revolution

Single-Channel video

Hi-Def & mimi-DV, 4 minutes

Producer: Khaled Hafez & Singapore Biennale 2006
Year of Production: 2006

Public Collections:
Ars Aevi Museum, Sarajrvo, Bosna
MuHKA Museum of Contemporary Art, Antwerp, Belgium

National Museum, Bamako, Mali
State Museum of Art, Thessaloniki, Greece

Public Screenings:

1t Singapore Biennale 2006

MuHKA Museum of Art, Antwerp, Belgium, 2007

National Museum, Bamako, Mali, 2007

Ars Aevi Museum, Sarajrvo, Bosna, 2008

Queens Museum, New York, USA, 2009

Centre George Pompidou, Paris, France, 2010 State Museum of Art, Thessaloniki, Greece, 2011
8" Mercosul Biennale, Porto Allegre, brazil, 2011 42" Rotterdam Film Festival, Holland, 2012

Synopsis

An experimental screen is split on the three flag colors: Red, White and Black. The colors rep-
resent the three promises of the 1952 Pan-Arab military coup-d’etat / revolution: Social equity,
Liberty and Unity.

We learn throughout the 4 minute duration that what remains of the broken promises are the so-
clal equity of the military gun, the pseudo-liberty of the multinational / transcontinental corporate
economy, and the unity of chopping heads representing the worldwide rising right wing religious
fundamentalism.




Idlers’ Logic

Single-Channel video

mini-DV, 24 minutes

Year of production: 2003
Prizewinner Dak'Art Biennale 2004

Public Collections:
Horcynus Orca Foundation, Messina, Italy

Public Screenings:
Dak’Art Biennale, Senegal, 2004
Horcynus Orca Foundtion, Messina, Italy 2005

Synopsis

Three actors mingle and interact without dialogue in a closed space.

The 24 minutes experimental film explores, through acting and the reassemblage of stock footge
extracted from film, advertising and theater plays of the Egyptian sixites, seventies and eighties
of the twentieth century, notions of identity and what it is to be Arab, African and Middle Eastern
in a post-September 11 world.
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My Father's Memory Box
bronze-cast elements
2013
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My Father's Memory Box
bronze-cast elements
2013
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My Father's Memory Box
bronze-cast elements
2013
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people who believe in my work and myself, professionals who care about art, about my
art and about my interests as an artist; those balance between novelty and market value
without compromising the quality of the art production.

I am a daily painter who likes to take photographs, also daily. | make one short film per
year —though much less since 2015-- and one space-treatment / site specific installation
every two or three years. | like to tell stories in my practice, whatever the medium | am
using. | take joy in every step | do, and | would like the viewer to explore the same joy.

EL- Working with curators. | remember after the 12th edition of the Cairo Biennale that
we talked about quality of curators, | think it was either 2011 or 2012. | have my hypoth-
esis that it is “outsider” curators who created the impasse we see today in the biennales’
world. By outsiders | mean curators who come from outside the creative field. how impor-
tant it is to work closely for an exhibition with a curator, if it is of any importance?

KH - It is important if it is the right curator. | agree that many curators who have no formal
art / studio creative education, create more damage than good. | admire and respect
though those who come from the fields of political economy, since all art is politics, and
every politics has its economy that is reflected on the creative production. On the issue of
importance: for group and thematic shows it becomes indispensable, as well as for ret-
rospective exhibitions or landmark solos where the artist would exhibit several stages of
her/his itinerary. Lesser and much simpler exhibition may not forcibly need this collabo-
ration. The beauty of such collaboration is that it relieves the artist from certain logistics,
helps the artist decide and prioritize the solo objectives, while the curator performs the
“alternative eye” role, and have a quality exhibition that is optimal in size and content. The
artist is a studio activist like a politician, an observer like a scientist and a “"documentarist”
like a historian. Those are artists who respect their craft, and | am a form believer of the
craft. The right curator takes all this into the exhibition space.



tinuous daily studio practice with military
discipline and long studio hours. | also
have to make sure that there is enough
production cost and facility to produce
world-class quality. The continuous flow of
work ensures the presence of a long-term
project. | believe every artist must have an
‘obsession” of some sort to make her / him
fly with a stream of projects. Technique is
important too, concepts develop by long
hours of research, but bad technique is
the real enemy. | believe all art education
systems should have the first three years
of teaching technique only, then the final
semesters concept development “can be
allowed”... and | carefully selected my
words there.

EL- Your solo presentation Il Etait une Fois
a Eden at Ofok Gallery marks 32 years of
practice; your first solo Delires was at the
French Cultural Center in 1987, you were
23 then. Over those three decades, you
Started as a painter, then installation be-
came an occasional medium, then film /
video practice that started in 2003 and
ever since you have exhibited extensively
in museums as a video artist, and in the
last decade you have also exhibited —and
have been collected—photography. How
would you describe your creative itinerary
and progression ?

KH- The progression is hard and joyful.
Pleasure has accompanied me in every
step. | enjoyed taking and expressing in
new mediums each time | experimented
with a new medium. Due to my upbringing
(with both parents doctors in the army) |
grew up with tough discipline. | know that
work is hard.

Art is an utmost pleasure but it is also
hard and disciplined work. Pleasure and
passion with every step yet it is work. |
have several Hermetic mottos written on
the walls of my studio; on the ground floor
where | paint the motto that drives me is
“everything or nothing”. For that | work
harder, and follow every path and ac-
cept every possible contract that | think
I will fulfill with quality and commitment.
Like every artist | make mistakes still and
misjudge again and again. In my career
| worked with some good galleries, and |
also several times worked with the wrong
galleries in different parts of the world,
some had bad intentions, some had good
intentions and suffered bad management,
and some just had bad luck, and those
were all bad decisions that | took and
paid my bills for. But the overall effect is
towards the positive side. | am also lucky
to work today, when | am fifty-tfive, with



Havremagasinet Museum in Boden, Swe-
den, the National Museum of Bahrain, and
recently at the 56th Venice Biennale, Italy.

EL - We had a project to propose a proj-
ect to the 2015 and the 2017 Venice Bi-
ennales, but for several reasons it did not
work. On the other hand you exhibited at
the 55th, 56th and 57th Venice Biennales,
your brother Omar Donia was personally
involved in two of those exhibitions, once
as a commissioner and once as a cura-
tor of one of the National pavilions of a
country of Central America; in those three
exhibitions over six years, how were your
experience and the audience reaction to
the installation in Venice?

KH - Venice Biennale is usually and nor-
mally an atmosphere of total madness;
noise, crowd, short of manpower, short of
supplies, and a very short workday dur-
ing preparation, but the result for me was
phenomenally positive. My installation at
one blog was ranked as one of the tope
ten of all official collateral exhibitions
works, and it featured and mentioned with
images at the French cult bimonthly Art
Press as one of the official collateral high-
lights. | am quite happy with the impact,
though | would have loved a larger space
and a higher ceiling for a better impact
and an exquisite display, but the concept

was properly taken care and respected
during the assembly of the show by the
curator Martina Corgnati and the Commis-
sioner Omar Donia. The entire group exhi-
bition In the Eye of the Thunderstorm was
ranked as one of the top 3 visited official
collateral exhibitions.

EL- You adopt —and | am using your own
words _ a military discipline—for your
Studio hours. You are known to disdain
those who wait for inspiration. As an artist
myself, | must admit that | may perhaps
share some — | cannot say all—of your re-
flections, especially that | am also a pro-
ducer of large scale exhibitions that need
military discipline in their production. To
you: what is the most essential for the cre-
ative practice of an artist?

KH - for me it is not just the creative prac-
tice; like you it is also the production el-
ement. | believe in Walt Disney, Robert
Redford, Orson Wells, who all combine
the creative and the producer role, like
Mohamed Abdelwahab and Mohamed
Fawzi who also founded and ran suc-
cessfully giant record companies. None
of those names could be a producer by
simply waiting for an inspiration, they had
to be businessmen and handle budgets
and manage logistics and people too. |
am adamant and careful to having con-



Second Sonata for a Future Tomb in Three Archaeological Movements.

Installation commissioned by the Institut du Monde Arabe for its touring exhibition 25
Years of Arab Creativity, curated by Ehab El Laban, 2012.

The site-specific project makes use of the architecture and location of the Columns
Hall that serves the concept of simulating a contemporary tomb that inspires from the
past, utilize elements from the contemporary present while transcending the temporal
(time) linear element.




barriers between East and West; the fe-
male “bodies” | use for my painting are ex-
tracted from Western fashion magazines,
and the male figures come from Western
bodybuilding printed material. This find-
ing also helped solve the temporal ele-
ment: past and present, as | distort and
metamorphose my collaged contempo-
rary advertising heroes into ancient gods
and goddesses, to play a part in contem-
porary life. By making ancient goddesses
and gods become playful, naughty and
profane, | explore questions of the nature
of the “sacred”.

In this case, ancient history becomes only
a starting point of research.

EL- You always —almost in all interviews |
have read in recent years, especially af-
ter 2011-- mention your installation Tomb
Sonata in Three Military Movements, and
refer to it as your largest —and unlucki-
est—production. | remember we worked
together on that Installation too, with all
the challenges of its conception and of its
production. Is it nostalgia to that particular
work? The effort, the research, the team of
production, or..?

KH -/ had the idea in early 2010. | was still
in my old Heliopolis studio and | -by ser-
endipity—came to at last create templates
for what looks like ancient alphabets that

are based on military iconography: the
sniper, the GI, the chopper, the fighter
plane, the tank and the Kalashnikov. | was
creating large canvases and planned a
triptych that would, upon completion be
750 x 200 cm. This mixed media on can-
vas surface when it was finished was de-
scribed by Dubai-based gallerist Maliha
El Tabari upon her visit to my studio as
“total madness”. After the Cairo Biennale
installation project, the work was exhib-
ited four years later for my solo A Temple
for Extended Days at the Serkal Ayyam
Gallery with total atonement of the view-
ers. This painting was to be part of the
installation Tomb Sonata in Three Military
Movements tomb that | build for the Cairo
Biennale. The large-scale installation was
commissioned by you as the Artistic Di-
rector in December 2010; for that | cre-
ated the three-chamber room 21 meters
X 5 meters X 5 meters height. The first
chamber hosted the painting in question,
and it (the painting) was shown in black
light, a form of ultraviolet fluorescent lamp
that sees only the whites. This was my
first time —and certainly the last time-- to
show a painting in the dark. | wanted to
create an installation with paintings based
on the military iconography inflicted on
us through media-propagated imagery. |
later developed four other related tombs
in The Arab World Institute in Paris, The



Ehab El Laban, artist, The Cairo Biennale 10, 11 and 12 Artistic Director and
the curator of Il Etait une Fois a Eden, in conversation with Khaled Hafez,
Cairo, January 2019.

EL - We have planned this exhibition for over 8 years now. | remember it started with a
conversation between you and | in Paris when | was curating the 25 years of Arab Creativ-
ity exhibition for the Institut du Monde Arabe. We talked about both concept and produc-
tion; | remember we talked about the “load of cultural identity” and how not to over do
it. How do you manage to give your work “the proper dose” —if | can say so—of both the
cultural and personal identity elements? The question entails a part of how you techni-
cally avoid the trap of working with iconic imagery and narrative facts, without falling into
commercial visual clichés, and keep your signature of a valid contemporary form?

The trap is cultural | think.... It is almost like visual and cultural paganism: you say as oth-
ers say and you follow what others follow.... So one critic says do not use visual idioms,
everyone else regurgitates the proposition. We in Egypt and in different parts of the Mid-
dle East also have the same perception about Egyptian artists who attempt to use visual
elements extracted from the ancient Egyptian legacy. The problem | think exists in the
Western Post-Renaissance methods of art education, combined with Western post WWII
theoretical / critical discourse, where critics —somehow— managed to convince public
opinion that artists who use elements from ancient heritage fall into clichés, exotism, or
fall into complacency.

In my very short period of time as an abstract painter, | used textures that were formed
into esoteric signs, reminiscent of ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, but not quite. After eight
years | discovered that abstract painting is not my vocal dimension, there are masters of
abstraction in Egypt like Farouk Hosny and a few others, but not me; | needed to tell sto-
ries by figuration. At that time | had not yet started my film/video career.... | felt | needed
to tell stories and it was only natural at one point in time to use video and film as an extra
medium to express. | needed to go back to figuration —in my case it is neo-figuration—in
order to tell a story.

One day in my studio when | was reading and drawing | discovered that Batman is An-
ubis, and that Catwoman is Bastet or Sekhmet, and that Gebb the God of earth is Incred-
ible Hulk. They all have identical morphology and identical function five thousand two
hundred years after the initial inception of the concept. This finding gave me the solution
I was looking for to tell stories that were not clichés: | managed to tell a story, break the



Ehab El Laban, artist, The Cairo
Biennale 10, 11 and 12 Artistic
Director and the curator of Il
Etait une Fois a Eden, in conver-
sation with Khaled Hafez,
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as a filmmaker rather than video artist.

GN - Nationalism: Trump and new political
right-wing movements like AfD in Germa-
ny - on the understanding between East-
ern and Western cultures? How do you as
a cosmopolitan mind evaluate these new
nationalistic tendencies?

KH - Nationalism is a threat from the East
and from the West: religious right wing
to nationalist right wing. To me both are
mentally terrorizing even if not radical; it is
why many from the Egyptian intelligenzia
chose and voted for a military solution of a
ruling religious right wing. If you ask me: |
think it is a vicious circle: neo-colonialism
drives people out of their countries be-
cause the colonial forces deals with dicta-
tors who enslave their own citizens who
opt for terrorism or immigration or collabo-
ration with corrupt regimes, all feed into
nationalist thought from all protagonists.
Vicious circle that leads to no solution ex-
cept the choices of law, equal opportunity
and civil rights.

GN - And how has your personal situation
as an artist in Cairo changed since the
"Arab Spring"in 20137

KH -/ guess | am not the same person as
before 2011, and my practice will never
be the same again after 2013. | lost inter-
estin politics; | changed my priorities to vi-
sual values that transcend simple events.
I like to create works that would be time-
less in 25 years from now. How and for
how long | have no idea; | teach two days
now, and enjoy my studio practice five, in-
cluding weekends. For the past 30 years |
have built my career in Cairo, and | would
still do so in the next years. | slow down
sometimes: it may be linked to projects,
deadlines, and/or age and the selectivity /
choices that come with experience. | used
to travel 12 times a year for exhibitions a
few years ago, | decided two years ago
to select more and arrange priorities. |
am always optimistic, perhaps politics will
inspire me again: | have no idea. Today
music inspires me a lot; | have five turn-
tables, 1500 vinyl records, equal number
of CDs, some are pirated, so | play hours
of music every day as | work, and when |
do not work. If | were not a painter | would
have loved to play rock music and Jazz,
electric guitar or alto sax. Maybe it is time
to learn German and ltalian, and perhaps
a musical instrument to make noise in my
studio.



Reality that deals like you with hyperreal
realities. What do you think of this kind of
video art (I know you mentioned before
that you disdain to be called video artist
and prefers film maker), and how could be
the style and aesthetics of a new video of
yours today?

KH — | agree that my film / video practice
slowed down in the past four years; in fact
I have not scripted a video narrative since
2011; my last scripted production was
The Video Diaries: 11.02.2011. My works
for the two consecutive Venice Biennales:
2013 and 2015 (the 55th and the 56th Bi-
ennales) were non-narrative works: | shot
and edited the 2013 production between
seven cities around the notion of water,
rivers and seas. The work of 2015 was
an animation based on the elements from
my painted surfaces, hence the work was
around inflicting 2-D animated life into
a painting reference. The reason for not
getting into a narrative production is that
| lost interest in politics: totally, categori-
cally and for the moment | can claim “for
some time”. Politics always —since 2001—
drove my film/video practice, and it is in
politics that | always found my “irony”
method to tell my narrative. Since 20011,
too many people lost their lives: young,

poetic, thought that change could happen
by thought, ideas and “young methods”. |
cannot approach my work in irony many
more, and irony is my “vocal dimension”;
the method | am good at when | express.
| seek the smile of the viewer as she/he
approaches my work, and irony dwarfs in
front of loss of life. | resort more to paint-
ing and installation to express, and keep
video till one day when | am inspired to do
so. Hyperreality is a proposition of Bau-
drillard since 1980, and ever since many
artists have been inspired by the thought,
each in a different method, the idea of an
artwork simulating reality and a real with-
out origin is seductive.

For me, | like to perceive myself as a film-
maker, not as a video artist. Video is only
a tool to create film, among other tools. If
you ask me, the worst art | have seen in
my life, and the most detestable was/ is
from the video genre. Filmmaking is the
original act, where writing, scripting, edit-
ing and sound unite to form a narrative.
Non-scripted video pieces are too risky:
many times mediocre. Anyway, inspired
art --no matter what the medium is—mani-
fests and has captivating power. Medio-
cre pieces from all genres exist all around
as well. | prefer and like to think of myself



years public sphere politics, the politics of
my very own past seven years. As always,
the city as well as the NOME Gallery team
exceeded my expectations.

GN - Starting with the ,Philadelphia Chro-
mosome*“ in 2005, your works since then
are much about representing a hybrid cul-
ture that combines elements of East and
West or, as international media called it
a “the collision of cultures”. Even in your
new series, we still find that unmistaken
mix of of ancient iconography with con-
temporary elements of déja vu from ad-
vertising. Are these (and other) dichoto-
mies still the driving element in your work?

KH - Indeed; historical elements’ appro-
priation in my work allows me to hybridize,
and in fact deconstruct and reconstruct
new realities, alternative realities; this
happens naturally through visual hybrid-
ization. The process by which an ancient
god'’s mask is given to a top model from a
fashion magazine or a body builder from
an advertising of transcontinental Gym
chain allows me to hybridize and juxta-
pose on both visual and conceptual levels;
this breaks the barrier between past and
present; | demolish the preconception of

time as we would expect it in a painting.
The figures: transformed, hybridized and
metamorphosed transcend the space
and time of our real world; those figures
ooze life in their own dimension;, when
Jean Baudrillard proposed the term “Hy-
perreal”, he was referring to an image of
a time-space continuum that is frozen in
a photograph, creating its own aesthetics
due to the limitation of the one medium,
hence it becomes “an image of the real
that is not forcibly real”, hence: a work
about the real that has no “similar” origin,
the artwork becomes its own reality in its
own time-space dimension. The choice of
ancient figures’ elements is usually from
the East, and choice of the “bodies —be it
bodybuilder or top model—is from West-
ern magazines, hence the East and West
dichotomy and Juxtaposition within a
timeless vacuum.

GN - You did a remarkable video in 2006,
Revolution that is also shown in your
current solo show at NOME gallery. At
the moment you seem to be more into
paintings, do you have any new videos
in mind? There have recently been pub-
lished very interesting videos like Japa-
nese designer’s Keiichi Matsudas Hyper-



On Berlin, Reality, and the Hyperreal

Blogger Gesa Noormann in conversation with Khaled Hafez on the occasion for the art-
ist’s solo presentation Realms of the Hyperreal at NOME Gallery, March Berlin, 2018, a
project that is precursor (First of a three-section-project) to the artist’s 2019 solo |l était
une fois & Eden, Ofok Gallery, Cairo, Egypt.

GN - Khaled, you had your first Berlin solo presentation “Berlin Chromosome” at Galerie
Naimah Schuetter in 2013. It was about the plurality of identities, the translocation and
a multiplicity of hybridization and constant historical changes which not only fits the lo-
cal history of your native city Cairo, but also the history of Berlin. How do you feel com-
ing back to Berlin with your solo exhibition Realms of the Hyperreal at NOME Gallery in
Berlin? What is your personal relationship with Berlin?

KH - Berlin is a love story since day one; in fact Germany is.... | came first to Germany
when | was 22, in 1985, it was still West Germany... It was a love-at-first-site affair; young-
er then, | hitchhiked like everyone else; it was different times, before visas, immigration
entry barriers, and other travel constraints. | came back only in 2007 for a group show,
and an exhibition or the other ever since, sometimes with up to six visits a year.

At Naimah Schuetter Gallery | attempted to recount a personal story with the city: drawing
played an integral part of the show; it was a great show, great opening and great recep-
tion. The city and the Naimah Schuetter gallery team paid me the tribute of love with a
great opening and a great show. At NOME Gallery, | worked with Luca Barbeni --who is
initially a curator before assuming the role of the gallerist—with every piece; painting and
sculptural video installations play equal roles in the build up of the exhibition. In Realms of
the Hyperreal solo presentation at NOME, we attempt to create a visual narrative with ev-
ery work submitting the visual threads to another work. Identity exploration still intrigues
me and constitutes an integral part of every work; the video installations (two in all) were
selected to pose more universal questions that transcend any one question: this time |
explored memory, personal spaces, and my “revisionist” perception of the past seven
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From the series Once Upon a Time in Eden,
Mixed media on canvas, 2019




links this form of narration to the function
of modern comic strips and comic super-
heroes such as Batman and Catwoman.
Keeping this aspect in mind, the compo-
sition of newspaper fragments reveals a
deeper meaning. Dealing with the function
and narration of different kinds of media
Hafez criticizes media released imager-
ies and discourses of ideology that intend
conlflict resolution over dialogue.

Besides the large-scale paintings, the se-
ries Moving forward by the Day contains
for the first time also drawings within the
context of an exhibition. In Drawing for-
ward by the Day (fig. 7) Hafez uses a line
drawing and collage technique to convey a
caricature-like image loaded with diverse
kinds of symbols. The silhouette of the an-
cient Egyptian cow Hathor and the open
window represent a possible link to the
ancient Egyptian past. Combined with the
present, such as indicated by the mobile
phone lying on the floor, the drawing sug-
gests once more a continuum and a cul-
mination of the Egyptian identity in layers.
The manifold symbolic images that docu-
ment Hafez’ observations in many years
play with the viewer’s imagination animat-
ing him to decode, encode and vice ver-
sa. Thus, there is no judgement and inter-
pretation is left to the respective viewer.
The drawing therefore entails numerous
characteristics that distinguish the artistic
oeuvre of Khaled Hatez: the ironic gesture,

the collage and multi-layering technique,
the striking appropriation and transforma-
tion of traditional symbolic iconographies
as well as the combination of ancient
and contemporary images. However, the
meaning of the artworks remains ambigu-
ous and therefore forms a very complex
negotiation of what it means to be Egyp-
tian in general and to be an Egyptian artist
in particular.

About the writers

Dr. Judith Bihr has studied Literature, Fine
Arts and Media Studies between 2004
and 2010 at the Universities of Konstanz
(Germany) and Cairo. During her studies,
she worked as a freelancer for different
magazines and newspapers addressing
the topics of art and culture. Her PhD fo-
cused on the potential of ornamental and
repetitive patterns in contemporary Egyp-
tian art and visual culture. She currently
works as a curatorial assistant at the ZKM
| Center for Art and Media Karlsruhe.
Katharina Stévesand graduated from the
University of Cologne (Germany) with a
degree in Egyptology, Classical Archae-
ology and the History of Arts. Her ongo-
ing PhD research is about the pictorial
schemes on ancient Egyptian coffins from
the Late Period, approaching new meth-
ods and concepts like the Visual Culture
Studies. She is based at the German Ar-
chaeological Institute in Cairo.



nine principle, “a complete sacred femi-
nine”, oftentimes personified in the form of
a major ancient Egyptian goddess such
as Isis, Hathor, Bastet or Sekhmet, which
may possess different qualities in differ-
ent contexts linked to their iconography
as a human female, cow, cat or lioness.
Thus, for instance, Bastet represents the
domesticated, rather gentle cat, whereas
Sekhmet is a furious and ferocious version
of the same feminine principle. Moreover,
the figure of Hathor is an indirect refer-
ence to Egypt. The cow goddess there-
fore figures prominently on his canvases,
‘embodying a particular space that is
bountiful, tolerant and nurturing to those
who inhabit it”. Additionally, the title of
the painting series Moving forward by the
Day is strongly reminiscent of the title of
the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead, a
corpus of spells designed to help the de-
ceased with the several perils of the after-
life as the ancient Egyptians imagined it.
However, the appropriation of Hathor as
a symbol for the Egyptian nation is not
a new phenomenon in modern Egyptian
art. Other Egyptian artists such as ‘Abd
al-Hadi al-Gazzar also referred to the ico-
nography of Hathor as a symbol for the
caring mother country of Egypt to evoke
an ambiguous meaning. In one painting,
al-Gazzar for instance depicted a peas-
ant woman with attributes of Hathor hold-

ing the National Charta of Gamal Abdel
Nasser. This artwork was often described
as an affirmative visualisation of Nasser’s
political approaches and therefore as so-
cialist-political art. However, the painting
contains a set of hints that permits a differ-
ent reading. For instance, the green face
of the peasant woman can stand for the
agricultural wealth of the Nile valley but
it can also symbolically represent sick-
ness. In his appropriation of Hathor, Hafez
probably refers to al-Gazzar and adopts
his technique of multi-layered symbols in
order to evoke an ambiguous meaning.

Looking closer at the painting, one rec-
ognizes text fragments that appear under
and next to the layers of paint. Hafez uses
in his paintings pieces of newspapers
and journals next to photojournalistic and
advertising imagery in order to provide a
significant addition to the medium and its
meaning and aesthetic. In his multi-media
approach Hafez attempts to transcend
the limits of the single medium by com-
bining painting with collage. In his artistic
strategy, fragments of newspapers serve
as sources of information. In a similar way
are ancient Egyptian wall paintings a form
of delivering information. Their techniques
contain a lay-outing of visual elements to
create a flat, graphic and kinetic narra-
tive that Hafez adopts in his paintings. He



sacrificing her own flesh for people to eat and live. Like in ancient Egyptian mythology,
Hathor personifies the principles of joy, motherhood and love. The surface of the canvas
displays a bright colour palette. It corresponds to the flat and graphic surface of ancient
Egyptian tomb walls. As stated by Yasmine Allam, "His narratives are created using the
rules of ancient Egyptian painting with flat graphic surfaces and human forms striding
across rigid registers”. However, the impression of flatness vanishes immediately if one
looks closer at the canvas. The texture of the painting is very rich: The highly complemen-
tary aligned colour palette is applied in thick layers evoking manifold dripping lines that
dominate in particular the lower part of the canvas symbolizing for Hafez the diversity of
people. In contrast to the vivid play of dripping colours, the upper part is dominated by
white, fawn and grey stone colours forming irreqular quadrates of brush calibres. In com-
pliance with Hafez they symbolize compartmentalization and boxing in their delimited
form, a form of isolation. The upper half of the painting also shows a line of runners mov-
ing from left to right on a path leading upwards. Besides the Egyptian gods, the runners
play a prominent symbolic role in Hafez’ artistic concept. He thereby plays with the word
flight in its several meanings as escaping, as flying, as climbing and as running. Thus, the
runners can represent the flight from one identity to another, migration, forced mobility,
exodus or simply climbing from one level to another. According to Hafez, this flight can
be from East to West like brain drain or as a flight into oneself as isolation.

Apart from the prominent two Hathor figures and the runners, the painting shows a variety
of diverse other symbols such as tulips and Islamic stars. According to his geographi-
cal and cultural background, the viewer’s interpretation and decoding of the respective
symbols may differ. Nevertheless, the viewer will immediately understand that they allude
to the different layers of Egyptian identity. Once again, the artistic concept challenges
apparent dichotomies such as religious versus secular. Whereas the Islamic star refers to
religious streams of thought, the tulips carry a profane sensual reminiscence for Khaled
Hafez. The use of collage technique together with the dripping paint thereby reinforces
the notion that these binaries, like the painting, are constructed.

In his painting and drawing series Moving forward by the Day | (2013, fig. 7) Hafez re-
turns to the iconography of a fashion model cut out from a glossy fashion magazine,
digitally reworked and combined with the crown of ancient Egyptian goddess Hathor
in order to create once again a hybrid symbolism. Here, Hafez refers to a divine femi-



multi-faceted, comprising not only the Arab-Islamic part but rooted far more deeply and
more complex in a culture that has long perished but is still all the more present in Egypt
today. However, the idea of a current ‘Pharaonic identity’ is at the same time highly prob-
lematic as is demonstrated by the denotation of ‘Egyptian art’, which within an interna-
tional discourse is often understood as merely synonymous with Pharaonic art and there-
fore neglects the existence of current artistic practices. Furthermore, Pharaonic elements
were used in the beginning of modern Egyptian art in the first half of the 20th century
in order to develop a genuine modern art that was highly nationalised. As Patrick Kane
states, the local elite and landowner class at that time used the topic of Pharaonism in
the arts “as a metaphor of authority of the monarchy” in order to maintain their privileged
status. Therefore, whereas ancient Egyptian subjects were functionalised within the Eu-
ropean orientalistic discourse in order to legitimise imperialism and colonial power, the
same images were thus conducive to the symbolisation of nationalism within the Egyptian
discourse. The same artistic subject was appropriated, decontextualized and conferred
a new meaning, which served an ideological purpose. By using Pharaonic elements in
his artistic strategy, Hafez therefore may not only point to the propagandistic strategy of
ancient Egyptian wall paintings and compare them with the current globalised imagery
but also critically refer to a modern Egyptian context.

Furthermore, Hafez constantly reflects on the role of visual culture in current Egyptian
society. What kinds of meanings should visual art and expression generate? What is the
role of artists in this transforming process? One place in which these questions were dis-
cussed has been Hatfez’ artistic studio. He has opened his studio in Cairo every Friday to
invite young artists from all disciplines to debate about art and society, the future of the
country and its cultural institutions. According to Hafez, the difficulty of aesthetic expres-
sions lies in generating an essential distance, in order to create artistic concepts that
are not only documentary or reactionary, but that achieve socially relevant meaning and
self-reflection. This brings up the question of how history can be expressed artistically in
an appropriate way to reflect genuine artistic expressions and to avoid being solely an
artistic chronicler.

In the beginning of 2012, he presented a new painting series named On Code, Symbols
and Stockholm Syndrome. The symbol of the ancient Egyptian goddess Hathor, often
represented as a cow, plays a prominent role as apparent in the work Two Stockholm
Hathors and One Nute (fig. 5). In Hafez’ opinion, Hathor is a nourishing deity, who is even



tion to the multi-layered symbols and
icons that characterise his painting tech-
nique, Khaled Hafez’ artworks often show
humour, such as in his video-work The
A77A Project: On Presidents and Super-
heroes (2009, fig. 4). The single-channel
video shows a critical view of Egyptian so-
ciety, which is conveyed in a complex yet
humorous way by contrasting images of
poverty and chaos with allusions to an an-
cient Egyptian heritage referred to by for
example the Sphinx of Gizeh but also the
main figure of the video - the god Anubis.
In the video, to the sound of a disco tune,
Anubis and Batman step out of the paint-
ing Outside Temples and merge into a
jackal-headed figure. With the 1967 resig-
nation speech of former President Gamal
Abdel Nasser as a soundtrack, the new-
formed superhero Anubis strides across
the Egyptian capital city, witnessing vari-
ous paradoxical situations “from the cha-
otic and comical, to the uncomfortable”.
The problems of the country are revealed
in an analytical manner, with a certain de-
tachment. Hafez states that the video is
yet again “an ironic investigation into the
‘hybrid’ nature of the Egyptian identity and
the social changes that the artist has per-
sonally lived through, both growing up and
as an adult in Egypt”. The ironic strategy
is also manifest in the title of the video. In
Egypt 'A77A’ (pronounced ‘ahha’) is first

and foremost a vulgar expression, deriva-
tive of an Arabic word, which is not un-
derstood as vulgar but has developed
an offensive meaning in Egyptian dialect.
According to Hafez, the title comprises
the notion of hopelessness, picturing a
Situation that does not bear any solution.
It is derived from the resignation speech
of Nasser in the background, from which
Hafez isolated the phrase ‘I decided to
step down”, played on tempo and finally
resulting in the echoing words of ‘A77A".
In the writing of the word ‘A77A’ Hafez also
alludes to the change of script in Egyp-
tian history — the borrowing of particular
letters of a different writing system to rep-
resent certain phonetics, which has hap-
pened twice in Egyptian history — firstly in
the creation of the Coptic alphabet with
borrowed Greek letters and secondly in
modern times, when bloggers borrowed
Latin letters and Arabic numerals to rep-
resent Arabic phonetics. This is the case
with ‘A77A°, where the number ‘7’ stands
for the Arabic letter, which corresponds
to the pharyngeal fricative ha. Thus, the
video includes several layers of meaning
in its visual and auditive part, partly cul-
turally bound and partly trans-cultural but
also trans-historical.

Through the inclusion of the ancient Egyp-
tian heritage, its Pharaonic roots, as it is
most intriguing in the transformation of
Batman-Anubis, Hafez suggests in his ar-
tistic oeuvre that the Egyptian identity is



the icons of a hegemonic order as it is symbolised by the Big Mac, the ironic gesture can
simultaneously intend another and incongruent meaning and therefore deconstruct the
predominant discourse from within. In a postcolonial context, this ironic strategy can offer
a critical reflection on the cultural development that has taken place due to the increas-
ing globalisation process. The so-called Open-Door-Policy and the neoliberalism, which
were implemented by the former president Anwar as-Sadat, were oftentimes criticised by
Egyptian intellectuals as a subtle form of neocolonialism.

Furthermore, the current consumerist world strongly operates with dichotomies and con-
ventionalises them into attractive visual products. With its underlying humour and sen-
sitivity, Hafez’ work thus challenges the viewer to rethink the constructiveness of these
binary dispositions. Hafez explores the different modes of narration in order to decode
the modi operandi of communication within images. In his opinion, ancient Egyptian wall
paintings and modern mass media are comparable to Jean Baudrillard’s Theory of Simu-
lation. They both create an illusion and become a simulacrum of history. Ancient wall
paintings create an attractive visual illusionist realm, showing the deceased tomb owner
in scenes of sheer happiness together with his family or scenes of victory over the forces
of evil for example. Similarly, modern mass media create parallel realms of reality in
terms of their own agenda and intent, which slowly blur the boundaries of the fake and
the authentic. Thus, the simulacrum comes true and evokes an illusionist ‘reality’. Hafez
takes the ideas of Baudrillard’s philosophy to question notions of truth in a contemporary
globalized world loaded with all kinds of symbols, icons and consumer goods paired
with ideology and hegemony. In the end Hafez concludes, “everything is ‘sellable’ and
‘package-able”. Thereby, he invites the viewer to question his own objectivity. Hafez’
artistic concept therefore counts for more than a mere repetition of the past art heritage.
It rather refers to current events in EQypt and the Arabic world. However, the final signifi-
cance of his artistic conceptualisation and his denotation anti-difference remains open
and ambiguous as the ironic strategy undermines one single and final interpretation. It
rather plays with a plethora of multi-layered potential meanings that are simultaneously
deconstructed.

His assimilation of Batman and Anubis in Outside Temples is a recurring theme in Hafez’

artistic oeuvre, which is also evident in other media apart from his paintings. In addi-
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East-West visual alphabets and address
a plethora of issues surrounding taken for
granted dichotomies”. For instance, in his
research about three Egyptian contempo-
rary artists, Hafez defines these hybrid art
forms in the case of photo-based works
as Hyperreal Pop that critically reflects on
the impacts of the global consumer world
of Western advertising on the Egyptian
culture and aesthetics and at the same
time attempts to bridge the gap between
Eastern and Western visual culture.

Coming back to Hafez’ emphasis on the
topic of identity, the denotation of anti-dif-
ference can mean to take a “deconstruc-
tive look at difference” and an extraction
of common grounds. However, the con-
cept of anti-difference entails ambigu-
ous meanings. With regard to his artistic
Strategy of layering and transformation,
this complexity is further stressed. Hafez
challenges the notion of Egyptian identity
through the use of ancient Egyptian ref-
erences and iconography, together with
today’s new icons. He lets Anubis meta-
morphose into Batman thus eliminating
the notion of past and present, East and
West, sacred and profane. The artwork
therefore draws the attention of the viewer
to a hybrid cultural identity in the present

time, which Hafez oftentimes humorously
likens to a ‘Big Mac’. The layers of this Big
Mac comprise the ancient Pharaonic, the
Christian and Coptic as well as the Mus-
lim-Arabic strata of Egyptian society. Situ-
ated at crossroads of the Mediterranean,
Egypt has long been a confluence of di-
verse cultural influence. It is impossible to
isolate any single strand, in the same way
that the flavour of a Big Mac is not quite the
same without the meat, lettuce or the sea-
soning. In opposition to current discours-
es of difference, Hafez sees the Egyptian
identity not as a single entity but rather as
a culmination of diverse layers and influ-
ences. In doing so, he analyses the emer-
gence of these divisions and their effect
on the world. It is very striking that Hafez
applies the notion of a Big Mac when he
describes the multi-layered structures of
the Egyptian identity; especially, because
the Big Mac emblematically symbolises
the so called McDonaldization and Ameri-
canization of the world that stands for a
global phasing and therefore constitutes
a threat for cultural diversity. So, why does
Hatez choose such a striking image for his
concept of the Egyptian identity? Look-
ing at the ironic gesture of Hafez’ artistic
strategy, this seemingly paradox can re-
veal a different meaning. By referring to



onic past. Looking at a small stone model
of Anubis and a Warner Brothers model of
Batman, he discovered that both figures
are identical from the front view and from
the back view. They only differ in their pro-
file view, where the drawn-out muzzle of
jackal-headed Anubis becomes visible.
By doing so, Hafez points to the aston-
ishing affinities between different kinds of
images, which at first sight do not seem
fo have a connection. The term similari-
ties that covers merely the “superficial
physical resemblance in morphology” is
thereby in Hafez’ opinion not sufficient
enough. He is rather looking for what he
termed anti-difference: This concept “im-
plies more profound physical, psychologi-
cal and behavioural similarities”.

The hybrid art form of Batman-Anubis is
further intensified through the collage
technique that attaches the heads of both
figures on well build bodies cut out from
glossy bodybuilder magazines. Hafez
digitally reworks the cut-outs and manu-
ally integrates them into the canvas in or-
der to create a symbolic narrative. In other
collage series elements of the cat-headed
goddess Bastet and the lioness-headed
goddess Sekhmet are consequently min-
gled with the iconography of the contem-

porary comic-heroine Catwoman. Simi-
larly, the crown of the ancient goddess
Hathor is worn by flawless supermodels
cut out from beauty and fashion maga-
zines. The artistic concept thereby exam-
ines the idealization and idolization of the
human body in creating ageless superhe-
roes. According to Hafez, every civilization
sought the imaginary superhero for pro-
tection against evil forces: In a continuous
‘cultural recycling’ the notions of super-
heroes as well as other ideas, faiths and
beliefs have evolved and been combined
in new ways to form universal yet cultur-
ally newly-fashioned visual languages. In
an ironic manner, the iconographies refer
fo the synthesis of contemporary identi-
ties that subsist, despite the diversity and
specificity of cultures and heritages. As
mentioned above the intercultural distri-
bution of iconographies and images is not
restricted to the present as the discussion
on a ‘visual’ or ‘pictorial turn’ might sug-
gest. Images were always part of an inter-
cultural and transhistorical appropriation.
They refer to universal human experience,
which different visualisations depend on
cultural and temporal contexts. According
fo Hafez, this increased reach of global
visual culture presents for many artists
“an opportunity to make use of hybrid









rent globalized art scene that oftentimes
presents contemporary artworks from
Arab countries under specific labels and
frames. The international interest in con-
temporary art from the Middle East has
dramatically increased over the last cen-
tury — particularly after 9/11. However,
contemporary artworks under the label
of this region are usually not recognized
as individual artistic concepts displayed
within an international art scene but rather
as local expressions “under the umbrella
of platforms with a specific geographical
or ethnic focus, to which artists must cater
if they expect to be included”. Such ex-
hibition practices frequently run the risk
of repeating and confirming orientalistic
perceptions in spite of (or actually due to)
the attempt of reflecting on issues such as
the role of tradition, religion, gender and
so forth. By combining different images
such as ancient Egyptian gods with con-
temporary icons and playing with the ste-
reotyped idea of being an Arab, Egyptian
or Muslim, Hafez ironically undermines
these constructed clichés of the East con-
sidered as an absolute difference. This
visual representation as the ‘Other’ of the
modern West was expressed by diverse
European Orientalists from the beginning
of the 19th century onwards, who have

had a great influence on the reception of
Egyptian identity even by Egyptians them-
selves.

Globalization, Cultural Heritage and
Superheroes: The Critical Potential of
Khaled Hafez’ Multi-layered Iconogra-
phy

One of the most striking images of Hafez’
artistic oeuvre is the cross-faded com-
bination of ancient Egyptian god Anubis
and comic-hero Batman, as represented
in the artwork Outside Temples (fig. 3).
This intertwined iconography of two su-
perheroes — as Hafez describes it — ema-
nates from his earlier painting and collage
work series that examine the meaning
and significance of diverse symbols and
icons and their development into collec-
tive visual expressions. As an historical
overview would demonstrate, icons have
often been used and reused within differ-
ent cultures and epochs, constantly being
appropriated, de-contextualised as well
as acquiring a new meaning that fits into
the respective frame. Hafez has started to
explore these multi-layered image circu-
lations during his Fulbright Fellowship at
the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts in
2005 by challenging the visual difference
between icons of contemporary popular
culture and inherited symbols of a Phara-




dia, which transform pictures into conventional icons. For Hafez, the drawings are very
personal testimonies of his own identity, the real him, so he stated when being asked to
comment on the ironic and sarcastic gesture of the drawings.

Hence, the concept of irony is crucial for Hafez’ whole artistic strategy and forms the
underlying gesture of his multi-layered artworks. In general, the concept of irony can be
defined as saying what is contrary to what is meant. In the case of Hafez’ artistic con-
cept, the ascription of irony as a concept of incongruence is more complex. Displaying
an ironic image, the artworks evoke an ambiguous meaning. The iconography seems
primarily cheerful and funny, but then the social meaning becomes obvious. The ironic
strategy thus creates a kind of interface between the semantic meanings, which are at
first perceived euphemistically and the later ascertainment of the hidden inherent signifi-
cance. The ambiguity decelerates the process of understanding the potential meaning
and induces a moment of reflection. The concept therefore does not intend one single
meaning that the viewer is able to decode but rather challenge the potential of meaning
itself. Therefore, the artistic strateqy raises questions about the relevance and meaning
of symbols and icons in the current globalised world that arose from a collective memory.
The ironic gesture is also apparent in Hafez’ video oeuvre, in which he approaches the
whole notion of him being Middle Eastern in a humorous manner. For instance, his single-
channel video Idler’s Logic (2003, fig. 2) is an experimental investigation to denote what
“it is to be Arab, African or Middle Eastern in a post-September 11 world”. It features
three actors engaging in a closed space without dialogue, mostly seen smoking, drink-
ing, singing or being idle in general. These scenes are mingled with footage from film,
advertising and theatre plays of the Egyptian 60s, 70s and 80s. Here, Hafez plays with
Stereotypes of Arabs as being idle in a highly sarcastic and ironic way. The repeated ref-
erence to guns — the actors are loading and pointing guns as well as guns are lined up on
the wall — is a reminder of the influence of media propagated imagery, “a new aesthetic of
demolition” and war iconography that has shaped notions of the Middle East as a region
defined by conflict.

The meaning of the video can also be interpreted as a critical comment on the cur-









tie and a Gold Breast Watch), both com-
posed of literary and visual ‘snapshots’
of places, people and pictures. Raising
the question of Egyptian identity, they in-
clude ancient Egyptian gods next to men
in business suits, Pharaohs hurling air-
planes and other intriguing compositions
(fig. 1). The viewer is immediately drawn
into this new visual language. Some fig-
ures resemble the artist himself, sitting on
a table and drawing or following an an-
cient Egyptian god. Besides a reflection
on Egyptian identity, the drawings entail
many subjects that Hafez later explores
within his paintings and video works such
as collective memory, globalisation and
cultural heritage. Hence, they form an
early visual expression of Hafez’ inspira-
tion. The drawings stand autonomously
next to the painting, installation and video
works, and differ from them by being more
autobiographical. For Hafez, these highly
personal reflections were namely created
at key ‘'moments of choices’ in his life: He
wrote the journal that became Safahat min
Muthakirat ‘Atil in 1995, the year he decid-
ed to leave his studies in clinical medicine
to pursue a career in the arts. His second
book, ‘Atil bi Rubat ‘Anuq wa Saa't Sadr
Thahabiya, contains extracts from his

Jjournals written between 1998 and 2002,
when he was working in marketing and
advertising to finance a maturing art prac-
tice. In this book, he explores corporate
and contemporary culture as well as his
travels. The prose follows a very distinct
rhythm: “observation, reflection, question-
ing”. The line drawings of both books were
always realized in parallel to the original
prose. Some are linked to the prose, some
are entirely autonomous. Calling himself
an idler, Hafez ironically comments on his
profession as an artist. However, this cli-
ché is in reality opposed to his strict dis-
cipline in creating art works in his studio,
working from early in the morning until late
in the evening. According to Hafez, the
idler is a well-educated cynic who actually
'worked' in different jobs - approximately
eight jobs - to produce an artistic career,
clearly alluding to himself. In addition, the
description of being an idler has a deeper
meaning as it puts Hafez’ artistic perspec-
tive in the position of a distant observer.
As an idler, he is able to follow creative
paths freely and to engage in reflections
on his surroundings. They suggest a criti-
cal reflection on his artistic practice and
raise questions of creative process and
identity in a culture defined by mass me-



ancient Egyptian gods in a capitalist con-
sumer world. His artistic strateqy breaks
the barriers between varied dichotomies
such as modern/traditional, local/global,
East/West as well as secular/religious in
order to debate their synthesis and devel-
opment into universal and global symbols.
In doing so, he challenges widespread
dichotomies and critically reflects on the
construction and conditionality of such bi-
nary models of thought as maintained by
today’s globalized world.

Emphasising the notion of identity, Hatez
artistic strategy thus not only raises ques-
tions about the meaning of these multi-lay-
ered image combinations on a semantic
and symbolic level but furthermore stress-
es the necessity to analyse how these
icons are artistically transformed and ab-
Stracted in order to entail statements that
refer to current events. As we will demon-
strate, Khaled Hafez uses diverse forms of
media approaches and artistic techniques
in order to depict multi-layered forms of
Egyptian identity that themselves carry an
ambiguous meaning. He strongly theoriz-
es his own artistic concept by combining
elements of popular culture with a sophis-
ticated philosophical framework. Howev-
er, this layer of meaning is only possible
fo detect when the viewer is acquainted
with the visual language of both ancient
Egypt and contemporary popular culture
as these images are nevertheless bound

to their cultural and historical background.
At the same time, Hafez emphasises that
technique is as important as his artistic
strategy in order to make his depictions
and their inherent story line open and
accessible. In this regard, his artworks
posses a very seductive aesthetic ap-
pearance especially when it comes to his
large, colourful canvas paintings for which
he is best known.

Being an Idler: The Concept of Irony

Khaled Hafez’ artistic outcome is strongly
related to his own personal experience
and the resulting notion of what it means
to be Egyptian in his opinion. Starting his
career in medicine, where he graduated
with his master’s degree in dermatology in
1992, Hafez simultaneously followed the
evening classes of the Faculty of Fine Arts
in Cairo. At first, he moved into abstract
painting but soon turned to figurative and
collage techniques as well as video and
installation art in order to challenge the
notion of identity depending on the rela-
tive medium. Alongside these practices,
Hafez has incessantly created innumer-
able drawings together with prose lines
in his private journals, even before his ca-
reer as an artist. Parts of this large draw-
ing collection were published in 2012 in
his two autobiographical books: Safahat
min Muthakirat ‘Atil (Pages from the Di-
ary of an Ildler) and ‘Atil bi Rubat ‘Anuq wa
Saa't Sadr Thahabiya (Idler with a Neck-



On Identity and Cultural Visuality
Khaled Hafez and the Art of Antidifference
By Judith Bihr and Katharina Stévesand

Focusing on the multilayered notion of identity, Egyptian artist Khaled Hafez (*1963)
probes the question of what it means to be Egyptian, Arab, Middle Eastern, African, etc.
within different overlapping media approaches such as video, painting and drawing. He
combines icons of contemporary popular culture with inherited symbols of a Pharaonic
past, for example by intermingling ancient Egyptian gods with images of today’s global-
ized consumer world. This is most striking in his appropriation of the ancient Egyptian
god Anubis with the iconography of the comic-hero Batman. Taking on a highly ironic
point of view, Hafez critically reflects on the construction and conditionality of binary
models of thought such as modern/traditional, global/local, secular/sacred and there-
fore challenges widespread dichotomies. By referring to postmodern concepts such as
Baudrillard’s Theory of Simulation, Hafez strongly theorizes his own artistic concept and
thereby challenges the viewer to go beyond an aesthetic enjoyment of the artwork.

The complexity of Hafez’ artistic oeuvre not only raises questions about the symbolic
meaning and the contextual frame of the respective artwork, but also stresses the role of
the artist and the artistic concept within a postcolonial discourse. As this article will dem-
onstrate, Hafez uses diverse kinds of media approaches in order to depict multilayered
forms of Egyptian identity that carry an ambiguous meaning. With the artistic strategy
of irony, he does not only undermine propagated dichotomies but also questions the
meaning of symbols and icons itself. Thereby, the identity concept remains open in his
complex artistic oeuvre.

“In every difference there are elements of common grounds capable of creating bridges.
In my artwork, western idioms, pictographs and icons of popular culture can assume
similar roles for ancient popular cultures. | metamorphose icons from Eastern and West-
ern cultures, ancient and contemporary cultures, and weave all to create a narrative ac-
cessible to different age groups, East and West, and | even attempt: past and present.”

Since the mid-1990s the oeuvre of Egyptian artist Khaled Hafez has increasingly focused
on the assimilation of diverse symbolic iconographies that offer an artistic exploration of
his ‘principal obsession’, the notion of identity in general and of his very own identity as
an Egyptian artist in particular. Within different overlapping media approaches such as
video, painting and drawing, Hafez constantly combines signs and symbols that arose
from a traditional art heritage with contemporary icons, for instance by ironically relocating
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Once Upon a Time in Eden:
a paradise of pleasure

Il était une fois & Eden is journey of visual pleasure offered by an interdisciplinary artist,
who enjoys every step of the road to creation of an artwork. In his painted surfaces as well
as his sculptural elements’ installations, the world of Khaled Hafez is where all is symbol,
all is code, all is dancing, all elements suspended in defiance to Newtonian gravity, yet
every element is in its proper place space. The space is like no other: skies, lands and
seas are almost devoid of gravity, yet all hybrid elements are attracted to each other by
astral gravitational forces in a reality of its own, visually —and logically-- defying our stan-
dard laws of physics.

For over two decades Hafez has used distorted and manipulated imagery derived from
popular culture superheroes to represent contemporary visual values in juxtaposition with
ancient codes, symbols and mythological deities. In his quest to break barriers between
spiritual Eastern and the industrial Western values, as well as between past and present
as a hypothetical representation of linear « time ».

Hafez creates canvases and sculptural elements that question formal and informal social
controls in playful dynamics. As his visual industry standards, Deities are transformed
into superheroes, icons of sports, fashion and advertising are transformed into angels,
fallen angels, and lost angels in spaces of « in-between-ness ».

Playfulness and irony play a major role in Hafez visual language across all his mediums
of expression; Hafez believes that both artist and viewer must enter a game of coded
pleasures while interacting with the artwork. Hafez fascination —and belief—in graphic
design as a tool for expression is congruent with his life long obsession of deciphering
the ancient Egyptian methods of the process painting, as well as the coding of a compel-
ling visual narrative.

Omar Donia, MPA
Cairo 2019



his beautiful money belang”

o whom does !

Installation view from Contaminated Belief: a multi-layer interdisciplinary project that
entails painting, sculptural installation and three-channel video commissioned by Shar-
jah Biennale 2007, curated by Jack Persekian. Sharjah Museum of Art.
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Khaled Hafez is born in Cairo, Egypt in 1963 where he currently lives and
works. He studied medicine and followed the evening classes of the Cairo
School of Fine Arts (Faculty of Fine Arts) in the eighties. After attaining a medi-
cal degree in 1987 and M.Sc. as a medical specialist in 1992, he gave up
medical practice in the early nineties for a career in the arts. He later obtained
an MFA (Terminal degree) in new media and digital arts from Transart Institute
(New York, USA) and Danube University Krems (Austria). Hafez practice spans
the mediums of painting, film / video, photography, installation and interdisci-
plinary approaches. Hafez is a Fulbright Fellow and Rockefeller Fellow.
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3 Mardin Biennale, Turkey, 2015

6 " Moscow Biennale, Russia, 2015

1st Trio Biennale, Rio De Janeiro, Brazil, 2015

1t Bienal del Sur, Caracas, Venezuela, 2015

15 " Fotofest Biennale, Houston, USA, 2014

55 " Venice Biennale, Italy, 2013

11" Havana Biennale, Cuba, 2012

9 " Bamako Photo Biennale, Mali, 2011

8 " Mercosul Biennale, Brasil, 2011

12" Cairo Biennale, Egypt, 2010

Manifesta 8, Murcia, Spain, 2010

2" Thessaloniki Biennale, Greece, 2009

3 Guangzhou Triennale, China, 2008

7 " Sharjah Biennale, UAE, 2007

15t Singapore Biennale, 2006

6" & 7" Dakar Biennale, Senegal, 2004 & 2006

Hafez works were shown at:
Museuo Provincial de Holguin, Cuba, 2016

Tirana National Art Gallery, Albania, 2016

Kosovo National Art Gallery, 2016

Crete Museum of Contemporary Art, 2016

The Worker and the Kolkhoz Woman Museum, Moscow, 2015
Uppsala Museum of Art, Uppsala, Sweden, 2014

Art Sonje Center, Seoul, Korea, 2014




Khaled Hafez: The Temporality of Concept and of Production

Back in 2012, the curatorial concept of Il Etait Une Fois & Eden started with a dialogue between
Khaled Hafez and myself. It was Paris at night, under a small rain, while walking out of the Institut
du Monde Arabe. | was assembling the 25 Years of Arab Creativity exhibition for which | served
as Artistic Director, and | had invited Hafez to build a sequel to his 2010 mega installation Tomb
Sonata in Three Military Movements that was commissioned for the Cairo Biennale 2010, another
exhibition that | directed artistically. The challenge for our collaboration then was how to produce
a “part II” project without falling into the pitfall of repetition, as well as how to create a smaller
“‘curated” sequel in high quality with an average production budget.

While building his sequel “Second Sonata for a Tomb in Three Archeological Movements: Sound,
Light, Arm”, a conversation started around a solo in Cairo at Ofok Gallery, where Hafez would use
his favourite two mediums: painting and film, with sculptural elements to create a visual experi-
ence that is on the one hand compressive of his diversified skills as trans-genre interdisciplinary
artist while maintaining a compelling narrative that is identifiable as his own once the viewer en-
ters the space. Several meetings ensued upon our return to Cairo, and the project got postponed
due to Hafez’s engagement with previously-planned international exhibition commitments, and
my almost 24 months commitment with the Surrealist exhibition that took place at the Palace of
the Arts in Cairo a few years later.

With Il Etait Une Fois a Eden, the curatorial team of Ofok Gallery led by myself are almost certain
that we will surprise our gallery audience with this carefully curated and selected works of Khaled
Hafez. The project is the fruitful crowning of six years of work, with content that transcends the
formal physical and the temporal, with codes and symbols that will enchant the viewers with on
both levels: the narrative and the visual. Hafez sources may be partially known, but the content
leaves the viewer to engage in questions, and a pleasurable viewing experience.

Ehab El Laban,
Director of Ofok Gallery



Installation view from Contaminated Belief: a multi-layer interdisciplinary project that
entails painting, sculptural installation and three-channel video commissioned by
Sharjah Biennale 2007, curated by Jack Persekian. Sharjah Museum of Art.



Khaled Hafez: A Personal Visual Language

It is always a pleasure to write an introduction to a colleague and a
friend. Today | write my introduction for Khaled Hafez, a friend and a
peer from my own generation; a friend since the inception of his ca-
reer with his first solo presentation in 1987.

Since the beginning of his itinerary, Hafez was in a frantic attempt
to create his own visual language, one that inspires from the ancient
Egyptian painting methods while sustaining the contemporary core
concepts intrinsic today to modern models of visual communication.
His schemata - or battery of techniques, using the term created by
Sir Ernst Gombrich- especially that of color, is clearly influenced by
ancient Egyptian murals.

In his current Exhibition, Hafez shares with his viewers, through paint-
ing, sculptural elements, animated screens and installation, a playful
visual journey, where line, color and form all play in contribution to his
personal narrative. His alphabetical elements —in static or in kinetic
states-are “layout-ed” in almost designers’ methodology to create a
compelling universe of mass and space.

Ofok Gallery and its curatorial team always succeed in attracting
prominent artists and their gigantic projects in carefully curated solo
presentations. This exhibition hosting Khaled Hafez, his personal
language and his outstanding works is an addition to the Gallery’s
achievements.

Professor Khaled Sorour, Ph.D.
Head of the Fine Arts Sector



View from Mapping Strife group presentation, Deborah Colton Gal-
lery, Houston, Texas, USA, 2014.
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