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Doormat || | 2000 - 2001 | stainless steel and nickel-plated pins, canvas, glue | 3 x72.5x42 cm
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Present Tense | 1996 | soap, glass beads | 4.5 x 241 x 299 cm
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Quarters | 1996 | mild steel | 275.5 x 517 x 517 cm
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current and previous pages: Interior Landscape | 2008 | steel bed, pillow, human hair, table, cardboard tray, cut-up map, wire hanger | dimensions variable
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Measures of Distance | 1988 | video | 15 minutes Roadworks | 1985 | video documentation of performance | 6.45 minutes
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Hanging Garden | 2008 | jute bags, earth, grass | 140 x 350 x 100 cm
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Witness | 2008 | ceramics, stone | 84 x 57 x35cm
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Untitled (cut-out 1) | 2005 | tissue paper | 38.1x 44.5x 2.8 cm
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Set in stone | 2002 | engraved marble, hemp, oak shelf | 24 x 65 x 20 cm
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Still Life | 2008 | ceramics, wood | 83.5x 200 x 100 cm
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new meaning in contemporary Lebanon. The currently bullet-ridden body and broken arm of the
Monument's figures - damage accrued during the Lebanese civil war - have been intentionally
left un-restored so that the scars stand testimony to the monument's role as a witness to the
civil war. Interestingly enough, the etymology of the title Witness and the term martyr both stem
from the Arabic root word ‘shahada’. Most recently, the monument has taken on an even more
layered symbolism as Beirut's Martyrs' Square has become the site of frequent demonstrations
and protests by rival political parties who take turns in appropriating the space to their own cause.
By placing a fragile replica of the Matryrs' Monument within the space of the gallery, Hatoum
interrogates the premise of shared national values often ascribed to the Monument and questions
their assumed permanence throughout times of change.

Hatoum's work succeeds in communicating the state of living in a region fraught with war and
conflicts. Her exhibition in Amman offered viewers not only new forms of art but also new ways
of experiencing it. On June 28, 2008, Hatoum received an honorary doctorate from the American
University of Beirut along with the Palestinian legislator and academic Hanan Ashrawi. In her
acceptance speech, Ashrawi eloquently elucidated several of the issues raised by Hatoum's
work that have been highlighted in this essay: “In Palestine (as in Lebanon and other stricken
lands), when the public space hecomes constricted and opaque and the discourse of deception
prevails, and when power constructs supersede human/humane considerations, we need the
courage to intervene before inaction becomes complicity and acquiescence turns to defeat. For
we are required to dismantle not only illegal settlements but also coercive constructs of mental
and physical intimidation; to challenge not only the confines of prison cells and checkpoints,
but also the blockade of ignorance and abuse ... Unless we agitate, dear friends, we will not be
able to provide our children (and grandchildren) with that rare gift of a future of tolerance and
tranquility.""

Ashrawi's words underline the ways in which Hatoum's work ‘agitates’ viewers and provokes them
to ask questions. The ‘states of being' is about crossing over to Hatoum's world and letting down
our guard in order to experience her work with our body, mind, and soul while simultaneously
being aware that meaning is multi-layered and worth the challenging journey. | have seen
Hatoum's work in many settings around the world: San Francisco, Chicago, New York, London,
Paris, Venice, Jerusalem, and Sharjah. In Amman, the immediacy of the experience of her art is
50 poignant that the sense of the personal and universal is one; at Darat al Funun, Hatoum's work
has reached what Manzoni described as the "germ of total humanity.” Decades from now, when
future generations view Mona Hatoum's art, it will be the human condition as a consequence of
man's actions in her lifetime that will continue to convey, with equal poignancy, the scars we left
on this earth.

Notes
1 Piero Manzoni, 'For the Discovery of a Zone of Images, 1957', in Mona Hatoum, ed. Michael Archer, Guy Brett,
Catherine de Zegher, Phaidon Press, London, 1997, p. 108.
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The works in this exhibition were made in Amman, Cairo, Berlin, Rochefort (France), Pietra Santa (Italy), London,
Munich, New York, and Vancouver.

Amelia Jones, '‘Body"in Critical Terms for Art History, ed. Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff, University of Chicago
Press, Chicago, 2003, p.264.

Cut-out tissue paper in repetitive patterns are traditional Mexican decorative banners used on several festive
occasions, the works bears relation to the “Day of the Dead" festival banners when on the second day of this event
colored tissue paper is replaced with black and white cut-outs representing the arrival of the animas (souls of
the dead) and the departure of the angels. For Mexicans this annual event is not a day of mourning but rather a
celebration of life and an occasion to honour the dead.

Control Processes is defined by anthropologist Laura Nader as a process of control that emphasize the importance
of ideas as dynamic components of power penetrating every aspect of our lives through institutions that influence
people to participate in their own domination, resulting in control.

Abdelrahman Munif, The Trench (Al-ukhdud, 1985), translated by Peter Theroux, Pantheon Book, London 1991.
Abdelrahman Munif, Thakera [il mustagbal, Beirut, al Muassa al Arabeyyah 1il Dirasat wa al Nashir, 2003.

Desa Philippi, Do Not Touch in Mona Hatoum, Arnolfini, Bristol, 1993.

Assia Djebar, Women of Algiers in Their Apartment, trans. by Marjolijn de Jager, University of Virginia Press,
1992.

Edward W. Said, ‘The Art of Displacement: Mona Hatoum's Logic of Irreconcilables’ in Mona Hatoum: The Entire
World as a Foreign Land, ed. Sheena Wagstaf, Tate Gallery, London, 2000.

Etel Adnan, In the Heart of the Heart of Another Country, City Lights Books, San Francisco, 2005, p. 9.

Mahmoud Darwish, Not to Begin at the End, Al-Ahram Weekly, Cairo, issue No 533, 10 - 16 May 2001.

Mahmoud Darwish, A Noun Sentence in 'The Butterfly's Burden' (2007) translated by Fady Joudah, Washington,
USA, Copper Canyon Press, 2007.

From an artist's statement regarding Bukhara (brown) 2007 a work exhibited in Never-Part in conjunction with
Masarat Palestinian Festival at the Palais des Beaux-Arts, Brussels, Belgium, Oct 19 - Nov 11, 2008.

Edward W. Said, Reflections on Exile, 1984 in Mona Hatoum, ed. Michael Archer, Guy Brett, Catherine de Zegher,
Phaidon Press, London, 1997, p. 110.

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees: http://www.unhcr.org/cgi, accessed Sept. 14,
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http://www.aub.edu.lb/news/archive/preview.php?id=84960n , accessed Sept. 30, 2008.
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voice as she reads aloud her mother's letters in English. The photographs and sound recordings
were produced by the artist on a visit to Beirut during a brief reprieve in Lebanon's merciless civil
war (1975-1991); both mother and daughter were aware that shelling could start any time, the
impending danger that loomed outside contrasting with the relaxed atmosphere inside.

The work's metaphors are multi-layered and biographically-based. Although deeply personal,
it can also be read as a feminist critique of the portrayal of women in Western cultures and the
taboo of subjects of a sexual nature in Arab cultures. Despite the subtle reference to the Western
Orientalist's voyeuristic gaze, the viewer is obliged to concentrate on the intimate exchange
between motherand daughter thatinvalidates the objectification of the female body. Certainly, it
is not surprising that Hatoum has chosen the bath as a site for intimacy. Baths, whether private or
publicwomen's baths, 'hammams', are spaces where one sheds one's clothes as well as inhibitions,
and women share private stories, gossip, jokes and other intimate conversations. Within the
privacy of her own bath, Hatoum's mother's naked hody can be represented in its naturalness.
The intimacy of their relationship is further magnified through language; the letters imposed on
Hatoum's mother's hody imply the distance and precious time lost in exile. The horizontal lines
of the Arabic script, which denote the classical form of the Arabic language, contrast with the
fluid colloquial conversation that is interspersed with laughter. The lines of script form both a
curtain of separation and a protective shield for the daughter in her exile and the mother at home.
Themes of exile and separation echo throughout the film; the physical absence of the daughter,
the letters and the English voice-over are all reminders of distance. Furthermore, the English
reading of the letters is detached and monotonous, conveying a sense of disorientation as if their
true meaning has been lost in translation.

Hatoum's piece Hanging Garden from 2008 is another poetic reminder of personal and collective
tragedies of displacement and exile. In this recent work, Hatoum fills burlap sacks with Jordanian
soil and covers them with sprouting grass that smells of damp, fertile earth. In doing so, she
creates a harricade structure that simultaneously references life and death. For viewers who have
witnessed any one of the region's ten wars in the Tast sixty years, thisimposing installation evokes
asense of impending danger, powerlessness and vulnerability. The stalks of green grass signify
the pervasive presence of such barricades in Palestine, Iraq and Lebanon, where, over time, they
become covered in grass. The rough burlap material of the sacks also contrasts with the soft grass
that symbolizes the persistence of life and nature's ignorance of constructed barriers.

Gardens also carry a historical reference to exile. The Hanging Gardens of Babylon, one of the
seven ancient wonders of the world, were built in 600BC by King Nebuchadnezzar Il for his
homesick wife as a recreation of the green landscape of her homeland. This reference contains
particular significance to contemporary Jordan where homesick Iragi refugees numbered 481,000
in 2007.'° For these stateless Iraqis, Hanging Garden suggests optimism in the face of death and
destruction. However, the reality is that even their dreams of Babylon are made of foreign soil
and that building Baghdad is as elusive as the archeologist>s dream of discovering Babylon.

A similar theme of unfulfilled dreams is implied in one of Hatoum's earlier works Every door a
wall (2003) in which a newspaper article, printed on a translucent curtain, reports the capture of
illegal workers whilst being smuggled across the Mexican border into the United States. Hiding
for long hours in the suffocating bellies of trucks, workers are discovered by border guards with
x-ray technology, which reduces humans to traces or shadows. The work brings to mind Ghassan
Kanafani's novel “Men in the Sun," which deals with the tragic death of three Palestinian men.
Exiled from their homeland without official travel documents, the men attempt to cross the
Iraqi border, seeking work in neighbaring oil-rich Kuwait. As the truck traverses the horder, the
stifling heat suffocates the men and their desperate cries for help are unheard. The story is a
metaphor for the social and political obstacles faced by Palestinians in their struggle for freedom.
Although worlds apart, Mexicans and Palestinians face death in pursuit of the basic human need
to survive.

The muted voice of the Arab East is also invoked in the piece Set in stone (2002), yet this time in
relation to the West. Inspired by the toy telephone fashioned by children from discarded tin cans,
Hatoum reproduces this rudimentary phone in the shape of two linked Styrofoam cups sculpted
in white marble. In the fashion of tombstone engravings, Hatoum carves the words East and West
(in Arabic) on each cup. A hemp yarn connecting the two marble cups lies limp, a metaphor for the
untenable communication between East and West.

Medals and Memorials

Since the early 1980s, subjects Hatoum has dealt with in her work have been harbingers of the
new world order and its outcomes: military interventions; occupations that have led to increased
displacementand exile; poverty that has brought about vulnerability and instability; the erosion of
civillibertiesand human rights that has resulted ininsecurity and threat; environmental disasters:
surveillance; and the rise of repressive regimes. Installed in one of the gallery's alcoves, Medal of
dishonour (2008), a small bronze medal in which the globe is portrayed in the shape of a hand-
grenade, epitomizes these issues. The globe is detailed with the continents, which are dwarfed
by a prominent map grid. The phrase ‘Made in the United States," usually imprinted on the back
of manufactured products, is inscribed on the medal’s surface in Arabic. The piece is a satirical
reference to America's global ambitions and accompanying failures. The Arabic script, combined
with the title, imply America's failure to win the hearts and minds of the Arab people and the
consequences of its policies in the region, which have resulted in Toss of life and in millions of
stateless refugees.

Witness (2008) deals with the subject of memorials and how their meaning changes through time.
Witness, which was produced in collaboration with the Iraq al Amir Women Cooperative Society,
is a 70 cm high ceramic version of the Martyrs' Monument in central Beirut. The original statue
was erected in 1916 to commemorate the Lebanese uprising against the Ottoman Authorities.
This revolt resulted in the execution of several Lebanese nationalists in what is today known as
Martyrs' Square. Despite its initial commemorative role, the Martyrs' Monument has assumed a

71



+and - | 1994-2004 | steel, aluminium, sand, electric motor | 27 x 400 cm diameter

JURPUERED IS VAl - TS FUDURISPRTEN PR | SRTIELECTR I

68

Since Present Tense (1996), Hatoum has created a number of projects that incorporate hand-
made maps including the triptych in this exhibition titled 3-D Cities (2008). In this installation,
Hatoum spread out printed maps of Beirut, Baghdad and Kabul on three wooden tables linked
by wooden trestles. Circular sections of the maps have been delicately incised into cone shapes
that protrude above or recede below the surface. A dialectic is created by the protruding domes,
signifying construction, and the hollow recesses, suggestive of craters left by explosions as a
result of car bombs or aerial bombardment. This dialectic of positive and negative serves as a
metaphor for the paradoxical state of construction and destruction, or life and death. A similar
dialectic is explored in + and - (1994-2004), in which a rotating arm draws and then erases
circular lines in sand.

The positive/ negative relationship in 3-D Cities is recreated in Afghan (red and orange) (2008);
in this work, a rug's woven pile was unraveled to produce the shape of a Gall-Peters equal-area
projection of the world map. The woven areas contrast with the negative spaces that create the
map. The map redraws the continents according to their real proportions in contrast to popular
ones drawn from a Euro-centric perspective in which Northern countries are depicted as larger
than those in the Southern hemisphere. Afghan has a biographical reference to Hatoum's
childhood memories of home and exile. Hatoum's father was an avid collector of Persian carpets
and had amassed a large collection at their home in Haifa. Unable to return home in 1948, only a
part of the collection was salvaged by his mother who managed to make a final trip back hefore
the borders were closed off. The salvaged rugs covered the floor of Hatoum's home in Beirut.
Hatoum remembers her favorite rug and its grid formation: “The carpet | used for this work is an
almost identical but smaller version of a carpet that lay on the floor of the bedroom | shared with
my sisters in our Beirut home. It has a typical Bukhara pattern of small hexagonal medallions with
a navy blue outline in a grid formation on a brown background. | sometimes think that my love
for grid and geometric structures must have originated from the countless hours I, as a child, had
spent playing on that carpet.™

The loss of home and its contents along with land and country leads to themes of exile or ‘ghorba’
in Arabic, an uncomfortably familiar state of being for the majority of Arabs. Few have been
unaffected by exile either personally or through separation from loved ones. Edward Said speaks
for millions of Arabs who find themselves in a state of limbo: “Just beyond the frontier between
‘us" and the ‘outsiders' is the perilous territory of not-belonging: this is to where in a primitive
time peoples were hanished, and where in the modern eraimmense aggregates of humanity loiter
as refugees and displaced persons..."?

Hatoum examines manifestations of exiliclife in her autobiographical video Measures of Distance
(1988). The artist took still photographs of her mother in the shower at their home in Beirut onto
which she superimposed letters written to her by her mother in Arabic. The writing thus serves
as a screen that blurs her mother's nakedness. The video's sound track consists of intimate
conversations between Hatoum and her mother on the subject of sexuality along with Hatoum's
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their personal belongings. This was not the case however. Their home, like many others, was
seized along with all their furnishings: art works, carpets, family photos, and heirlooms. After
sixty years, each object - from the mundane to the precious - is fixed in nakba time, faithfully
waiting for its rightful owner to return. The chair in Static I/ signifies both the loss of the home
and the triumph of memory.

Less formidable and more delicate, the grid in Untitled (willow cage) (2002) is composed of
willow twigs woven together in the shape of a bird cage. The simple construction and natural
material of the cages's grid is poetic and indicates a balanced relationship with nature. Moreover,
the door of the cage is left open and the top section remains unwoven. In this work, the grid's
incompleteness signifies freedom and optimism in contrast to feelings of entrapment in works
such as Light Sentence.

From steel to twigs to the most delicate and unruly material of human hair, the grid takes on
new meanings in Hatoum's work. In Keffieh (1993-1999), the Arab male headdress associated
with masculinity is embroidered with female human hair to create the traditional grid pattern of
the keffieh. Stray fringes of hair peek seductively from the edges of this square headdress like
the untamed strands of hair that slip from under the hair covering (veil) worn by conservative
Moslem women. Through material and form, Hatoum suggests the proximity of the female and
male in order to comment on Arab and Islamic social norms and gender roles. Indeed, this piece
questions taboos by feminizing a symbol of masculinity. Hatoum attributes this work to a common
expression, 'l was so angry, | was about to pull my hair out’. Hatoum explains: “l imagined women
pulling their hair out in anger and controlling that anger through the patient act of transcribing
those same strands of hair into an everyday item of clothing that has become a potent symbol of
the Palestinian resistance movement. The act of embroidering can be seen in this case as another
language, a kind of quiet protest.”

As a young girl-guide in Beirut, Hatoum used a simple hand-made loom, a wooden frame studded
with metal spikes evenly spaced around its edges, to weave small mats that were later combined
to create rugs/bedding for the poor. The artist employed a similar loom to weave Hair grids with
knots (2006), a set of six woven hair grids, 10 cm squared each, painstakingly woven in an open
grid then knotted together; removed from the confines of the loom, the hair grids hang limply and
precariously fromlong strands of hair. In contrast to the grid which is tightly woven in the 'electric
wire' mat in Undercurrent (2004), the hair grids are less rigid and more fluid: their warp and weft
are left open as if the dreams and thoughts of women once trapped in the tight weave of carpets
are now free. Traditionally a female task, weaving requires patience and involves long, repetitious
hours. This tedious yet creative craft is one for which women are underpaid and rarely recognized
for their artistic abilities. The Tabor intensive work of weaving is further accentuated by Hatoum
in her replacement of thread by hair, which requires even more effort to interlace. The delicate
and ephemeral nature of hair is in contrast with Hatoum's use of barbed wire in other works. This
piece is so fine and delicate that it is barely visible, yet its grid structure gives it strength. The

work recalls the hinaries of order and disorder, rigid and free form, and captivity and freedom. It
also references the passage of time, life and death, and the social taboos regarding body debris.

Mapping the Grid

There are several maps in this exhibition that trace their origin to Hatoum's Present Tense, a work
created in 1996 during a residency at Anadiel Gallery in Jerusalem where she had her first solo
exhibition in the Arab world. Present Tense is an installation piece of a grid composed of 2,400
blocks of olive oil soap from Nablus, a town north of Jerusalem. The surface of the soap blocks is
embedded with tiny red glass beads that trace the boundaries of the disjointed areas or cantons
carved out of historic Palestine by the Oslo Agreement (1993) as the future Palestinian state.
The transient nature of the soap holds the promise of dissolving these inequitable borders and
contrasts with the centuries-old tradition of soap-making preserved by Palestinians. Hatoum
often employs puns in her titles and this piece is no exception. Her use of the term 'tense’ relates
to the perpetual tension in the unresolved status of Palestinians. This state of affairs is also
referenced through her choice to eliminate the word ‘perfect’ from the suggested grammatical
term 'present perfect tense'.

Hatoum's observation onthe consequences of the Oslo agreement has also been clearly articulated
by the Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish who resigned from the executive committee of the
Palestinian Liberation Organization in opposition to the agreement. His statement in this regard
describes the current state of Palestinians as a result of the Oslo agreement: “...under the cover
of an elusive peace process, to dispossess the Palestinians of their land and the source of their
livelihood, and to restrict them to isolated reservations besieged by settlements and by-passes,
until the day comes when, after consenting to end their demands and struggle, they are allowed
to call their cages a state.”? Darwish has also used the term ‘present tense' in his poem “The
Butterfly's Burden,” which decries the unresolved present:

Where is the road to the road?

And where are we,

the marching on the footpath of the present
tense, where are we? Our talk a predicate

and a subject before the sea, and the elusive foam
of speech the dots on the letters,

wishing for the present tense a foothold

on the pavement ...

Israel's unilateral redrawing of the map of the West Bank has resulted in the most inhumane living
conditions in flagrant violation of international human rights treaties. Boundaries are set favoring
the expansion of Israeli settlements by aland grab policy whereby Palestinians are forced off their
land, with their homes destroyed and their movement restricted by eight meter high separation
walls.
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multiplied in the installation Light Sentence (1992). In this piece, two rows of wire-mesh lockers
are stacked and arranged in a U shape to create a grid that runs down the center of a large, long
room and towers over the viewer. A motorized bare bulb at the end of a wire moves slowly up
and down, casting shadows of the Tockers on the floor, ceiling, and walls. The movement of the
bulb creates lacey, grid -like shadows that ripple across the room's surfaces, destabilizing its
materiality and sense of security by simulating an earthquake-like tremor. Inside the space,
the viewer's oversized shadow blends with the Tockers' reflection, creating a visceral response
of confinement and instability. The lockers, similar to cages used in animal experimentation,
suggest life in densely populated urban spaces where people seem to be caged in a concrete
jungle of uniform, Tow-income tenement blocks. Asinanumber of Hatoum's works, the title isa
play on words—referencing both, the phrase "alight prison sentence” and the contrasting state of
revere created by the movement of the soft shadows.

In Interior Landscape (2008), an installation created specifically for this exhibition, Hatoum
worked with a local blacksmith to transform the wire support of a bed into a grid of barbed wire.
Set in an alcove, the bed, without its mattress and with its chipped paint, resembles a prison
bed. A symbol of comfort and repose becomes a nightmarish object. In stark contrast to the bed's
barbed wire base, Hatoum placed a soft pillow onto which she has sown a map of historic Palestine
with strands of her own hair. Stray hairs that naturally fall out onto beddings and pillows are
considered unclean and repulsive and are usually brushed off in disgust. Here, however, the
strands of hair coalesce into the map of Palestine as if responding to a persistent dream.

The map of historic Palestine is repeated on the wall next to the barbed-wire bed. Fashioned
from a pink wire clothes hanger, the map hangs like a lifeless silhouette. Next to it, a basket-like
paper bag cut out from a printed map of Palestine is suspended, its body slotted like a chain-link
wire fence. A small three- Tegged coffee table wobbles against the wall, unsteady in its support
of alight-weight paper plate on which the artist has drawn map-like shapes by simply tracing the
outline of oil stains. The bedroom normally associated with peace and tranquility is turned into a
discordant space filled with tension and uncertainty. None of its elements are functional: a bed
without a mattress; a broken table; a cut out map; a useless hanger. Together, these objects create
adisconcerting, surrealist landscape. In this piece, as in others, Hatoum creates a domestic space
that “offers neither rest nor respite."" As such, the installation serves as a metaphor for the state
of being of Palestinian refugees who are living the Tongest ongoing conflict in modern history.

Passage of time, memory and loss are central to the history of the 'nakba’ or catastrophe of 1948,
when over half of the population of Palestine was uprooted from their homes. In Static I/ (2008)
an ornate metal chair, ordinarily found in the quaint gardens of secure and blissful homes, is a
victim of lost time, represented by the spider web grid that covers it The web is made of red glass
beads which symbolize red poppies, a commonly used reference to homeland and sacrifice in
Palestinian literature. Mona Hatoum's parents were dispossessed of their home in Haifa and took
refuge in Lebanon. Like all Palestinians, they believed that they would soon return to retrieve
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object: the hand-grenade. Nature morte aux grenades (2006-2007) demonstrates Hatoum's
brilliantfusionof materialandsubject. Uponfirstglance, crystalshapes, producedinltaly, resemble
a selection of deceptively seductive candy. Only upon closer inspection does the viewer become
aware of the strong visual resemblance of these “candies” to hand-grenades. A ceramic version
of this work, Still Life (2008), was produced for the exhibition at Darat al Funun in collaboration
with the Iraq al Amir Women Cooperative Society in Jordan. The society is a collective of women
who replicate small urns and archaeological artifacts, dating back to Hellenistic and Byzantine
times, which have been unearthed in nearby sites. The colorful ceramic objects in Still Life were
crafted in the shape of diverse types of grenades such as those referred to as pomegranate,
ball, eqg, lemon and pineapple. Disquised as delicate and decorative, the grenades invert their
conventional associations with warand death. Hatoum's choice of title represents a second, clever
inversion--the Dutch tradition of still life, known as nature mortes, that speaks to mortality.

Controlling Processes®

| first encountered Mona Hatoum's work on a street in Brixton, London. | had three young
children in tow, trying to navigate my way through a crowded street next to an open market in
a predominantly Tow-income, Afro-Caribbean neighborhood. Hatoum was walking barefoot,
dragging a pair of Doc Martin boots that were tied to her ankles by their laces (Roadworks (1985);
avideo of this performance is part of the current exhibition). In Hatoum's performance, military-
style boots were reduced to followers instead of leaders, an act that transgressed the authority
traditionally symbolized by them. Furthermore, the empty boots interrogated the power structure
of racism through their association with groups such as the National Front. At the time, | was
unaware of the work’s reference to the Brixton riots, which were sparked by heightened police
presence in the area. | saw in Hatoum's work one of the first attempts by an Arab artist to respond
toalocalincidentnot of immediate relevance to Arab culture. Instead, the performance addressed
the local politics of her adopted home while also clearly resonating with the colonial and post-
colonial political power structure in the Arab world.

Themes of control, surveillance and coercive power are at the heart of Hatoum's work. On arriving
in London in 1975, Hatoum became aware of the proliferation of surveillance cameras in public
places. The Orwellian 'Big Brother' invasion of personal and public space were first explored in her
performances Don't smile, you're on camera! (1980) and Look no body! (1981). Today, with the
rise of control over all aspects of our lives, we are more aware of its subtle forms and can better
appreciate Hatoum's early observations on its menacing consequences.

The tension between the individual and the authority/institution is a theme that runs through
several of Hatoum's works as well as the novels of Jordanian-born Saudi writer Abdelrahman
Munif, one of the most prominent Arab writers of the 20th century. Munif's quintet novel “Cities
of Salt" portrays a transformation in the Bedouin culture of a fictional kingdom; it depicts the
apprehension that seized the country in the early years following the discovery of oil. Munif's

epic novel is a scathing portrayal of the birth of an authoritarian regime or 'police state' sustained
by foreign oil corporations and a surveillance culture so pervasive that, according to Munif, it, "...
can hear ants crawling in the dark."® The state of incarceration, whether real or metaphorical, is a
recurring theme for Munif; in his novels, he describes the state of war, violence and entrapment
as a normal consequence of the lack of freedom, individual liberties and self-determination.’
Control and incarceration are themes woven into the grid found in several of Hatoum's works.

Grid Power

In the late eighties, Hatoum initiated a body of installation work that took first the grill and then
the grid as its basis. These installations forced viewers to engage with an object whose materiality
prompted a physical and sensory experience. In The Light at the End (1989), Hatoum arranges six
electric heating rods into a grill. Although the piece recalls Dan Flavin's vertical arrangement of
neon lights bulbs, Hatoum overlays the installation with a spatial metaphor: that of a prison cell.
From a distance the elements’ orange hue is seductively alluring, attracting the viewer closer only
to be repelled by its threatening heat. Moreover, the viewer is unsure whether the rods serve to
protect or entrap. In this way, Hatoum interrogates the language of Minimalism by endowing it
with socio-political relevance.

The grid as a medium of control is explored in Grater Divide (2002), a Victorian three fold-out
cheese grater scaled to human dimensions. Here, domesticity at a distance transforms into
a threatening menace up-close. The intimidating serrated holes of the grater are like camera
apertures, following the viewer's every move. The grid's rigid and precise patternin Grater Divide
becomes the viewer's mental and physical incarceration: there is no central point of reprieve. Its
seriality overpowers body and mind. Desa Philippi describes the repetition of the grid in Hatoum's
work as speaking to an involuntary compulsion associated with death in Freudian theories of
psychoanalysis in which repetition, “signals lack of control and self-determination.”® There is a
feeling of domestic confinement evoked in several of Hatoum's works as well such as Grater Divide,
a 'mashrabeyyah’-like screen, or Homebound, in which a wire fence surrounds familial objects.
Wire fences are referenced by Algerian writer and filmmaker Assia Djebar in her novel “Women of
Algiers in Their Apartment”. Djebar employs the wire as a metaphor for the unattainable status of
empowerment of women inindependent Algeria: “Barbed wire no Tonger obstructs the alleys, now
it decorates windows, halconies, anything at all that opens onto an outside space..."® Lebanese
poet and artist Etel Adnan has written on wires that imprison the body and mind: “The thread of
this century is made of wire. German camps surrounded by wire and spike, ... British wires in
Egypt. Israeli wires in Palestine and on the southern border of Lebanon. People's mouths sewn
with wires and Che Guevera's body bandaged with them... All the little electric wires which criss-
cross my brain, attaching inanimperfect way one thought to another, my hunger to my exile, and
my body to this place. Each one of us is a dog attached by steel threads to a purpose, waiting for
lightning to strike."*°

The disquieting exaggeration of the physical object as with the case of the kitchen grater is
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beset by conflict, Misbah destabilizes the status quo by threatening the safety and comfort of
the ‘buffer zone' that claims to shield from violence. The viewer's unsettling encounter with
Hatoum's work is further accentuated by the physical setting of the exhibition spaces at Darat al
Funun. Housed ina renovated 1920s home, the galleries' thick stone walls muffle the surrounding
urban noise and maintain a cool interior typical of the tranquil and sheltered spaces of Islamic
architecture. The serene and contemplative environment of the building contrasts with the nature
of emotions elicited by the installation.

In Hatoum's art, themes and objects employed in past works often reappear later on. Over a 24
year period, for instance, the figure of the toy-soldier recurs in a number of pieces. This is not
surprising considering the number of wars the artist has witnessed in her life-time. Over my
dead body (1988) shows a photograph of the artist's face in profile with a toy-soldier perilously
poised on her nose. The title of the work appears in bold next to the image. Hatoum's rebellious
facial expression works with the miniature size of the toy to diminish and shift the conventional
authority of the soldier. Moreover, Hatoum co-opts her own body to interrogate the dominant
power structure: Using humor as a strategy, Hatoum elucidates political and feminist concerns,
defiantly dismissing Western stereotypes of the subjugated Arab or Muslim woman whose body
has been the site of the Orientalist gaze and, most recently, one of the reasons justifying the
“liberation" wars in Iragq and Afghanistan.

Over my dead body, first created as a billboard, has become one of Hatoum's iconic images. In
contrast to other works in which the viewer's subjectivity is the site of mediation, in this work, it
is the artist's body that is the locus through which patriarchal authority and power are resisted.
Roadworks (1985) is another such example. Just as Over my dead body focuses on Hatoum's
profile, so Roadworks zooms in on her bare feet. In both works, the body's visual fragmentation
represents an example of what art historian Amelia Jones describes as how “artists at the turn
of the twenty-first century have performed or produced images of the body's incompletion that
negotiate the death-dealing capacity of representation and explore our desire to make and view
pictures as means of producing/projecting substitute bodies."?

The theme of war is again witnessed in three other works in the present exhibition. In Round
and round (2007) a circle of toy-soldiers cast in bronze are placed on a bronze coffee-end like
table. The piece's reference to the futility of war complements Misbah, described earlier, in
addition to the works Untitled (cut-out 1) and Untitled (cut-out 2), both from 2005. The latter
were inspired by Mexican banners made from cut-out tissue paper that the artist came across
during a residency in Mexico a few years earlier.* In both works, outlines of soldiers face one
another as though in combat, surrounded by the pattern of eight-pointed stars that take on the
appearance of explosions, transforming these festive decorations into a deadly reminder of the
vicious cycle of war.

Issues of conflict are apparent in another recent installation composed from a conventional war
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Central to Hatoum's oeuvre is the elemental human psyche that she elucidates with an economy
of material and form that is the hallmark of minimalism and conceptual art. Her exhibitions are
permeated with the tension of oppositional emotive experiences - desire and revulsion, safety
and fear, security and threat - thereby creating 'states of being' within which the vieweris at once
implicated and challenged.

Hatoum's style is distinguished by the phenomenological perception that conveys simultaneous
feelings of perceived normality and impending danger, keeping the viewer's psyche in constant
flux. As a result, the visitor's senses are heightened, left in a state of instability while also attuned
to their own physical presence. Once inside Hatoum's world, there is ‘no way out." Within this
state, one is forced to question the reality of the human condition within the personal as well as
current socio-political context. Hatoum's artistic strategy is clearly articulated through the words
of Italian conceptual artist Piero Manzoni, " [for the artist] ... it is a question of the conscious
immersion in himself through which, once he has got beyond the individual and contingent level,
he can probe deep down to reach the living germ of total humanity."

Installation and mixed media practices are relatively new to the Arab world due to the almost non-
existence of post-modern theoretical discourse in art education. Hatoum's exhibition is therefore
in stark contrast to most regional exhibitions in which the art object dictates the narrative and
the experience is aesthetic rather than experiential. In this much overdue solo exhibition at
Darat al Funun, Hatoum employs a wide range of media including installation, sculpture, video
and performance to address subjects such as the body, gender, home, exile, identity, power
structures, control, life, and death. In these works, Hatoum manipulates the intrinsic qualities
of materials, often appropriated from the Tocal culture, to subvert an object's familiar function
within the space and site of the exhibition.?

This strategy is clearly at work in Misbah (2006-2007) a kinetic installation at Darat al Funun.
Misbah, the Arabic term for lantern, was originally created in 2006 for an exhibition at the
Townhouse Gallery in Cairo. The work is composed of a constantly rotating brass lantern incised
with the figures of soldiers and eight-pointed stars. Upon entering the space, the vieweris drawn
to a soft, mesmerizing light in the darkened room. On the room's walls and ceiling, the circling
lantern casts silhouettes of soldiers brandishing their guns, constantly pursuing one anotherina
perpetual cycle that engulfs the visitor in its dizzying motion.

The installation, which, at first, invokes happy childhood memories of lanterns popular during
Ramadan, is abruptly invaded by soldiers so that the work becomes a metaphor for lost innocence
and a childhood interrupted by violence and conflict. No matter where the viewer stands in the
space, his/her body becomes the central axis of a celestial motion that evokes the purity of
Mandalas or Sufic dance, a purity eclipsed by the soldiers’ shadows whose perpetual rotation is a
metaphor for the futility of war.

In the context of Jordan, a country that prides itself on its relative political stability in a region
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Mona Hatoum (texts by Madeleine Schuppli and Briony Fer) Basel: Kunsthalle Basel

Mona Hatoum (text by Giorgio Verzotti) Milan: Charta

Mona Hatoum (text by Jean-Charles Masséra) Thiers, Reims, Anvers: Le Creux de I'Enfer, Le Collége, Muhka
Mona Hatoum: The Entire World as a Foreign Land (texts by Edward W. Said and Sheena Wagstaff) London:
Tate Gallery Publishing Ltd.

Mona Hatoum: Domestic Disturbance. (interviews with Janine Antoni and Jo Glencross, texts by Louis
Grachos, Laura Steward Heon, and Joseph C. Thompson) North Adams: MASS MoCA; Santa Fe: SITE Santa Fe
Mona Hatoum. (text by Cecilia Fajardo-Hill) Caracas: Sala Mendoza

Mona Hatoum. (texts by Tamar Garb, interviews with Janine Antoni and Jo Glencross) Salamanca: Centro de
Arte de Salamanca (CASA); Santiago de Compostela: Centro Galego de Arte Contemporanea

Mona Hatoum. (texts by Francisco Reyes Palma and Marfa Inés Garcia Canal) Mexico City: Laboratorio Arte
Alameda

Mona Hatoum. (text by Jorge Contreras) Oaxaca: Museo de Arte Contemporaneo de Oaxaca

Mona Hatoum. (texts by Ursula Panhans-Biihler, Volker Adolphs, Nina Zimmer, Richard Julin and Elisabeth
Millgvist, and Christoph Heinrich) Hamburg: Hamburger Kunsthalle

Mona Hatoum (texts by Stephanie Snyder and Alix Ohlin), Portland, OR: The Reed Institute, Reed College
Mona Hatoum (text by Andrew Renton), White Cube, London

Mona Hatoum: Unhomely, (text by Kirsty Bell), Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin

Mona Hatoum: Undercurrents, (texts by Whitney Chadwick and Alix Ohlin), XIIl Binnale Donna, Palazzo
Massari PAC, Ferrara
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2005

2006

2008

OVER MY DEAD BODY, Museum of Contemporary Art Sydney, Australia
Mobile Home, Alexander and Bonin, New York

Douglas F. Cooley Memorial Art Gallery. Reed College, Portland, Oregon
Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin

Galleria Continua, San Gimignano, Italy

Hot Spot, White Cube (Mason's Yard), London

Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris

Undercurrents, Xl Biennale Donna, Palazzo Massari PAC, Ferrara
Unhomely, Galerie Max Hetzler Temporary, Osramhdfe, Berlin
Hanging Garden, Daadgalerie, Berlin

Present Tense, Parasol unit foundation for contemporary art, London
Darat al Funun, Amman, Jordan

Selected group exhibitions since 1989

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

Intimate Distance, The Photographers' Gallery, London (and tour)

Uprising, Artist's Space, New York

The Other Story, Hayward Gallery, London ; Wolverhampton Art Gallery, Wolverhampton ; Manchester City Art
Gallery and Conerhouse, Manchester

The British Art Show, McLellan Galleries, Glasgow; Leeds City Art Gallery and Hayward Gallery, London

TSWA Four Cities Project, New Art for Newcastle, Newcastle upon Tyne

Passages de I'image, Musée national d'art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

Video and Myth, The Museum of Modern Art, New York

|V Bienal de 1a Habana, Havana, Cuba

Interrogating Identity, Grey Art Gallery and Study Center, New York (and US tour)

The Interrupted Life, The New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York

Pour la Suite du Monde, Musée d'Art Contemporain de Montréal, Montreal

Manifeste, 30 ans de création en perspective 1960-1990, Musée national d>art moderne, Centre Georges
Pompidou, Paris

Four Rooms, Serpentine Gallery, London

Grazer Combustion, Steirischer Herbst '93 Festival, Graz

Eros, c'estlavie, Confort Moderne, Poitiers

Espacios Fragmentados,V Bienal de la Habana, Havana, Cuba

Sense and Sensibility: Women and Minimalism in the Nineties, Museum of Madern Art, New York

Cocido y Crudo, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid

Heart of Darkness, Kréller Miiller, Otterlo, Holland

ARS 95 Helsinki, Museum of Contemporary Art, Helsinki

Identity and Alterity, Italian Pavilion, 46th Venice Biennial, Venice

Rites of Passage, Tate Gallery, London

fémininmasculin - le sexe de I'art, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

The Turner Prize 1995 exhibition, Tate Gallery, London

QOrient/ation, 4th International Istanbul Biennial, Istanbul

Inside the Visible, Institute of Contemporary Art, Boston; The National Museum of Women in the Arts,
Washington; Whitechapel Art Gallery, London and Art Gallery of Western Australia, Perth (1997)
fremdKarper/Corps étranger/Foreign Body, Museum fiir Gegenwartskunst, Basel

Distemper: Dissonant Themes in the Art of the 1990s, Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washington
Inclusion:Exclusion, Steirischer Herbst ‘96, Graz, Austria

Life/Live, La scéne artistique au Royaume-Uni en 1996, de nouvelles aventures, Musée d'art Moderne de la
Ville de Paris, Paris and Centro Cultural de Belém, Lishon

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

De-Genderism:détruire dit-elle/il,Setagaya Art Museum, Tokyo

Material Culture: The Object in British Art of the 80s and 90s, Hayward Gallery, London

Kwangju Biennale, Kwangju, South Korea

Sensation: Young British Artists from The Saatchi Collection, Royal Academy of Arts, London, Hamburger
Bahnhof, Museum fiir Gegenwart, Berlin and Brooklyn Museum of Art, New York (1999)

Art from the UK, Sammlung Goetz, Munich

Wounds: between democracy and redemption in contemporary art, Moderna Museet, Stockholm

Close Echoes, Public Body & Artificial Eye: City Art Gallery, Prague and Kunsthalle Krems, Czech Republic
Real/Life: New British Art, Tochigi Prefectural Museum of Fine Arts, Fukuoka City Art Museum, Hiroshima City
Museum, Tokyo Museum of Contemporary Art and Ashiya City Museum of Art History (1999)
Traversées/Crossings, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa

Minimal-Maximal, Neues Museum Weserburg Bremen, Staatliche Kunsthalle Baden-Baden, Germany and
Centro Galego de Arte Contemporanea, Santiago de Compostela, Spain (1999)

XXIV Bienal de Sao Paulo, Fundacao Biennial Sao Paulo

Emotion - Young British and American Artists from the Goetz Collection, Deichtorhallen, Hamburg

7" International Cairo Biennale 98, Cairo

Looking for a Place, SITE Santa Fe's Third International Biennial, Santa Fe, New Mexico

LaCasa, ilCorpo,ilCuore, MuseumModernerKunstStiftung Ludwig, Viennaandthe National Gallery, Prague (2000)
The Century of the Body, Photoworks 1900-2000, Culturgest, Lishon and Musée de 1'Elysée Lausanne (2000)
The XXth Century - one century of art in Germany, Neue Nationalgalerie, Berlin

Art Worlds in Dialogue - From Gauguin to the Global Present, Museum Ludwig, Cologne

Sincerely Yours, Astrup Fearnley Museet for Moderne Kunst, Oslo

Friends and Neighbours, The 4" EV+A Biennial, Limerick City Gallery of Art , Limerick

Vanitas: Meditations on Life and Death in Contemporary Art, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts, Richmond
Between Cinema and a Hard Place, Tate Modern, London

Orbis Terrarum, Museum Plantin-Moretus, Antwerp

La forma del mondo/la fine del mondo, Padiglione d'Arte Contemporanea, Milan.

Vision and Reality, Louisiana Museum of Madern Art, Humlebaek, Denmark

MAN-Body in Art from 1950-2000, Arken Museum for Moderne Kunst, Skovvej, Denmark

No es 5010 1o que ves. Pervirtiendo el minimalismo, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid

El Instante Eterno / The Eternal Instant: Art and spirituality at the change of the millenium, Espai d'Art
Contemporani de Castell6, Castelld, Spain

Field Day: Sculpture from Britain, Taipei Fine Arts Museum, Taiwan

(Self) Portraits, Alexander and Bonin, New York

El Mundo Nuevo / The new world, Bienal de Valencia, Valencia, Spain

In weiter Ferne, so nah, neue paldstinensische kunst, IFA-Galerie Bonn and touring to IFA-Galerie Stuttgard
and IFA-Galerie Berlin(2002)

[ Dono / The Gift, Palazzo delle Papesse, Centro Arte Contemporanea, Siena; Centro Cultural Candiani, Mestre
Documenta XI, Kassel, Germany

Another World: 12 Bedroom Stories, Kunstmuseum Luzern, Switzerland

40 Jahre: Fluxus und Die Folgen, Nassauischer Kunstverein, Weishaden

The Benefit of Art: Postfeminist Positions from the Goetz Collection, Kunsthalle Baden-Baden

Sculpture, Alexander and Bonin, New York

Comer o no comer/ To eat or not to eat, CASA - Centro de Arte de Salamanca, Salamanca, Spain

M_ARS - Art and War, Neue Galerie am Landesmuseum Joanneum Graz, Austria

Micro/Macro, Contemporary British Art, Mucsarnok Kunsthalle, Budapest, Hungary

Banquete. Metabolism and Communication, ZKM Center for Art and Media, Karlsruhe, Germany

[I Raconto del filo. Cucito e Ricamo nell" arte contemporanea, MART - Museo di Trento e Rovereto, Trent
OEUROPE EXISTS, MMCA - Macedonian Museum of Contemporary Art, Thessaloniki, Greece Migration,
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Artist setting up her work at Darat al Funun
Photo Fakhri N. al Alami
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Mona Hatoum

1952 Born Beirut, Lebanon.

1970-1972 Beirut University College, Beirut
1975-1979 The Byam Shaw School of Art, London.
1979-1981 The Slade School of Art, London.
Livesin London and Berlin

Individual exhibitions since 1989

1989
1992
1993
1994

1995

1996

1997
1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

The Light at the End, The Showroom, London

The Light at the End, Oboro Gallery, Montréal

Mona Hatoum, Mario Flecha Gallery, London

Dissected Space, Chapter, Cardiff

Recent Work, Arnolfini, Bristol

Le Socle du Monde, Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris

Galerie René Blouin, Montréal

Musée national d'art moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris

White Cube, London

Short Space, Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris

The British School at Rome

The Fabric Workshop and Museum, Philadelphia

Anadiel Gallery, Jerusalem

Current Disturbance, Capp Street Project, San Francisco

Quarters, Via Farini, Milan

De Appel, Amsterdam

Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; The New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York.

Galerie René Blouin, Montréal

Museum of Modern Art, Oxford and the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh

Kunsthalle Basel, Basel

Castello di Rivoli, Museo d'Arte Contemporanea, Turin

ArtPace Foundation for Contemporary Art, San Antonio, Texas

Le Creux de I'Enfer, Centre d'art contemporain, Thiers, France

Alexander and Bonin, New York

Le College, Frac Champagne-Ardenne, Reims, France and MUHKA - Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst, Antwerp
The Entire World as a Foreign Land, Duveen Galleries, Tate Britain, London

Images from Elsewhere, fig-1, London

SITE Santa Fe, Santa Fe, New Mexico

Domestic Disturbance, Mass MoCA, North Adams, Massachussets

Sala Mendoza, Caracas

Laboratorio Arte Alameda, Mexico city

Huis Clos, CASA - Centro de Arte de Salamanca, Salamanca, Spain (permanent Installation)

Grater Divide, White Cube, London

Centro de Arte de Salamanca and Centro Galego de Arte Contemporanea, Santiago de Compostela, Spain
Alexander and Bonin, New York

Museo de Arte Contemporaneo de Oaxaca, Oaxaca and Ex-Convento de Conkal, Yukatan, Mexico

Photo and video works, Uppsala Konstmuseum, Uppsala, Sweden

Amajorsurvey, HamburgerKunsthalle, Hamburg; KunstMuseumBonn, Magasin35StockholmKonsthall, Stockholm
Galerie René Blouin, Montréal, Canada 51
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In Kafka's “The Metamorphosis," for instance, Gregor Samsa wakes up to find himself transformed
into a bug. His horrified family keeps himin a dark room. Whenever his sister comes in to clean
the room, Gregor considerately hides under the couch and veils himself with a sheet. As time
goes on, the family more or less forgets about him, piling the room with unwanted furniture, so
that the territory that Gregor once occupied as his own becomes the repository for the unwanted
detritus of the family's domestic life. In the end, effectively evicted from his family's memory,
he dies alone. In Corps étranger, the body undergoes a similar metamorphosis. Enlarged and
onscreen, it turns into a bug under a microscope. Once an easily accepted fact of life, a reqular
human body, it grows uncomfortably, massively different, tempting the viewer to reject it just as
Gregor's family rejected him.

In much the same way, La grande broyeuse (Mouli-Julienne x 21) (2000) plays with scale
to create an alternate reality where the familiar grows strange. A Mouli-Julienne, a kind of
grinder for meat or vegetables, is magnified into an enormous structure that towers over the
heads of its human audience. Standing tall on three legs, with its erect handle, it Tooks more
like a sensate animal than a simple tool. At its center, where the food to be milled would
be placed, is a giant cavity, a devouring space that is easy to see as a vagina dentata writ
humoarously large. Yet there are more meanings at play in La grande broyeuse than just this
psycho-sexual one; as in Hatoum's other work, the feminine is inextricably connected to other
forms of strangeness.

Hatoum herself has referred to Kafka as a source of inspiration for her work, specifically
connecting his story "In The Penal Colony" to La grande broyeuse. "In the Penal Colony" tells the
tale of a traveler visiting an unnamed colony in a foreign land—a distinctly non-European Tocale
characterized as a sandy valley with barren slopes and an oppressively hot climate. In this place
he encounters an officer who is about to execute a condemned man for disobeying his superiors.
The officer and the traveler speak French while the condemned man does not, a linguistic gap that
supports the colonial framework of the story.

The device used for the execution is both laborious and sadistic. Itinvolves a set of needles that
will inscribe a lesson (in his case, “Honor Thy Superiors") on the condemned man's body. This
monstrous tattoo will slowly pierce his body through, putting him to an agonizing death. As in
Hatoum's video Measures of Distance, words are overlaid upon the body; but in Kafka's Titerally
harrowing tale, Tanguage functions not just as image but as murder weapon.

Deeply enamored of this machine, the officer hopes the traveler will condone its use, but he is
horrified instead. At the story's climax, understanding that the machine's days of use are coming
to an end, the officer pardons the condemned man and takes his place, ordering the machine to
write the words "Be Just” on his own body. When it goes into action the machine self-destructs,
though not before killing the officer. Asit falls apart, numerous gears shaped like immense round
cog-wheels rise up from it and spill to the ground.

Next to the grinder of La grande broyeuse three Targe disks lie on the ground, as if they too have
spilled from the machine. Inlight of Kafka's story, La grande broyeuse seems to occupy a specific
moment: after the machine has begun to self-destruct, yet before it falls apart completely.
Broken but standing, the machine seems ready for re-use. So too with the power relationships
the work evokes, from colonial politics written on the body to the danger zones of womanhood;
they haunt us still.

What does it mean to say that Hatoum's work is Kafka-esque? The link between themisimportant
not just because of the surrealism that suffuses their work, but because that surrealism serves to
draw attention, again and again, to the possibility that things can vanish: a body, a room, a home.
At the conclusion of "In The Penal Colony," the traveler flees the colony, but the story doesn't
say where he's going, and it seems unlikely that he'll be able to forget what he has just seen even
if he eventually does get home. As Said has pointed out, the impact of colonialism continues to
reverberate throughout the modern world, in the globalized lives we lead, and the intersecting
power structures that affect us all. The work of Mona Hatoum plots the outlines of these shifting
reverberations. If the entire world is a foreign land, then her work draws a chilling map of the
terrain.

Notes

1 Bomb, number 63, Spring 1998.

2 Michael Archer, Guy Brett, Catherine de Zegher. Mona Hatoum. Phaidon, 1997.

3 Edward W. Said, "The Art of Displacement: Mona Hatoum's Logic of Irreconcilables,” in The Entire World as a
Foreign Land, Tate Gallery, London 2000.

4 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism, Alfred A. Knopf, New York 1993.

following pages: La grande broyeuse (Mouli-Julienne x 17) | 1999 | mild steel | main sculpture: 343 x 575 x 363 cm, discs: each 4.5 x 170 cm diameter
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Corps étranger | 1994 | video installation with cylinderical wooden structure, video projector, amplifier, speakers | 350 x 300 cm diameter
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This sense of gender and territory entwined together harks back to Corps étranger, Hatoum's well-
known 1994 video installation. The title of this installation, which translates as "Foreign Body,"
refers to the body of an individual foreigner—Hatoum herself—but also to the multiple degrees of
intrusion involved in its execution and viewing. To make the video, Hatoum had a doctor insert
a tiny endoscopic camera (itself a foreign body) inside her. The resulting film draws a highly
magnified map of the human form: traveling from her eye to the inside of her flesh, over the
geography of her skin. Asthe camera moves across living tissue and trails along her skin, it shows
the body in amazing detail: in shades of red and brown and white, wet and dry, highly visceral,
and pulsating with life. The images play on a circular screen set into the floor, while the screen
itself is placed inside a wooden cylinder—like a large circular voting or telephone hooth—which
the viewer must enter.

Corps étranger turns awoman's body inside out and puts that interior on display. By closing in on
that territory, it forces us to look at the body in an unusual way. As a result, its images cleverly
overturn the objectification of the woman's body pervasive in Western society: you may see every
part of a woman in a men's magazine, but you surely won't see her capillaries or organs or the
inner cavities of her body.

The installation can also be interpreted as a commentary on the veiling of the female body
prevalent in many Eastern societies. Feminists such as Fatima Mernissi have argued that sexual
inequality in Islamic societies is hased on a view of the female body as the source of some
threatening power, a danger that has to be contained. To neutralize this threat, women must be
covered—which is to say dressed, veiled, and secluded.

In Corps étranger, the ultimate private space becomes public, and the largeness of the images
of the female body lends them a frightening, even consuming power. Yet it would be wrong
to say that there is no veil or seclusion here. The cylinder that encloses the video adds a layer
of confinement that the viewer is forced to share; in order to see these images, you must step
inside and join the body in its secretive place. You must look down on the images too, since
the video, set in the floor, plays at your feet. So the viewer's position in relation to the work is
conspicuously complicated by its formal elements: you have to examine where you stand. Asin
You Are Still Here (1994), in which text on a mirror speaks directly to the viewer's reflection, this
work involves and implicates the viewer—personally, physically, even geographically.

Like Franz Kafka, another artist who felt perpetually alienated from the society in which he lived,
Hatoum seems to thrive on immersing the viewer in these intricate divisions between inside
and outsider. Kafka, a German Jew who lived in Czech-speaking Prague, threaded the feeling of
dislocation through the fabric of his work, and Hatoum—fluentin Arabic, French, and English, born
in one country, with allegiance to a second and a life lived in a third—does the same. What rises
from this outsider's sensibility is a parallel universe worthy of science fiction: their work inhabits
an alternate reality where reqular lives assume dream-like forms.

45



Undercurrent | 2004 | cloth covered electric cable, computerised dimmer unit, light bulbs | dimensions variahle
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composed of a building collapsed and turned inside out, its skeleton exposed. If the square at
its center recalls a carpet, the house it conjures is not a cozy one. Instead, the mood created is
obliquely menacing, hinting of cellars and interrogation rooms, of dangerous areas where we will
not be safe.

Given that the building for which these components were designed has apparently evaporated, we
might ask what function they are now serving. We seem to catch themin the midst of an evolution
into something else. Consider the shape of the cable as it spills out from the square mat into
individual, curving tendrils. Splayed out on the floor, the work seems to create its own territory,
like a map of some invented land. Each tendril reaches out from the center towards some new
geography. Ifleftalone, the movement of the tendrils suggests, Undercurrent might continue to
expand across the floor, annexing the space around it. Here, as elsewhere in her work, Hatoum
invests ordinary objects with political echoes.

Finally, and perhaps most intriguingly, Undercurrent looks—and acts—like more than an object.
Though cable andTight bulbs have mechanical functions, the tendrils have a delicate and animated
feel. Inthe biomorphicstructure of its cables, with the breathing pace of its lights, the work seems
to glow with purpose and intent. It could be an organism, a being with consciousness. Perhaps
that consciousness is malevolent: the sinuous tendrils evoke Medusa's head, that frightening
nucleus covered with snakes, one glance from which could turn a person to stone. In this sense,
encountering Undercurrent feelslike a reckless form of trespass. Or perhaps the consciousness of
the work is not threatening but poignantly isolated, its glowing lights emitting a message whose
meaning we are unable to decipher.

Aliving being, territory, or house turned inside out: all of these associations can be layered into
Hatoum's work. Each of them gives us the feeling of a world where things are not quite as they
should be—inaway we can't quite put our finger on. The bulbs brighten and dimin silence, hinting
at all the trouble we know goes on beneath the surface, all the disturbing undercurrents of our
time.

Another installation work, Home (1999), consists of a rectangular table behind a wire fence,
cluttered by the same kind of mechanical kitchen implements (colanders, graters, a whisk, a
ladle, a grinder) made of gleaming stainless steel. Arrayed on the table, these tools glow with
light and buzz with an audible electrical current. They could be a nightmare version of a child's
fantasy—that his toys come to life at night, when he is not present to witness their behavior—or
they could be weapons, though it is left to the viewer to imagine how they would be deployed.
Home is frightening in the same way that darkness and music are the scariest part of horror
movies: a sense of danger infuses the atmosphere, but the exact nature of the threat remains
unclear. Regardless, the danger zone of Home is clearly a domestic area, and therefore one that
is feminine. Electrified and behind wire, Home suggests that gender itself may be a dangerous
territory, as well as a form of exile.
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Homehound | 2000 | Kitchen utensils, furniture, electric wire, light bulbs, computerised dimmer unit, amplifier, speakers | dimensions variable
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Where are the people who once lived in this strange, uncomfortable home? They have either
escaped its confines or been evicted from it; the wire fence exists either to protect the viewer on
the outside or to hold in the family. A sense of unknown catastrophe emanates from the place.
Presumably the scene contains clues to some mysterious past events, if we only knew how to
decipher them.

The noted Palestinian scholar Edward Said has written of Hatoum's installations that "in the age of
migrants, curfews, identity cards, refugees, exiles, massacres, camps and fleeing civilians... they
are the uncooptable mundane instruments of a defiant memory facing itself and its pursuing and
oppressing others."? But Hatoum doesn't wield these instruments of memory, as Said calls them,
with blunt force. Questions linger: did the family leave for good? Were they killed? Would they
even want to return to such a frightening, potentially harmful place? There's a Tot of ambiguity
to this work, and that may be the point. Lacking a definitive frame of reference, Homebound
refuses to moralize about a particular culture or to name the names of either the oppressor or the
oppressed.

Said's work famously has sought to address how cultural products, including literature and visual
arts, have been used to grant authority to political coercion. Atthe same time, he has documented
the complex interreactions, even mutual influence, between East and West. "To ignore or
otherwise discount the overlapping experience of Westerns and Orientals,” he has written, “the
interdependence of cultural terrains in which colonizer and colonized co-existed and battled each
other through projections, as well as rival geographies, narrative, and histories, is to miss what is
essential about the world in the last century."

It is exactly this overlapping experience—one that obfuscates the “tidy definitions of otherness”
she mentioned to Janine Antoni—that Hatoum's work is uniquely situated to express. This art
doesn't bridge cultures; it doesn't bring disparate people together and unify them in sentiment
or spirit. Rather, her ghostly installations boil these rival geographies and histories down to
a minimalist essence, leaving the barest furnishings behind. As a result, all cultures—and all
viewers—are implicated in the punishing scenarios her installations put on display.

Like Homebound, Undercurrent (2004), uses electricity to create an atmosphere of threat. It is
composed of electrical cable, light bulbs, and a computerized unit that brightens and dims the
lights at the pace, Hatoum has said, of “slow hreathing."” The nucleus of the sculpture is a square
mat of woven cable, from which tendrils snake across the floor, each strand ending in a 15-watt
bulb.

The ambiguity of the work hegins with its ingredients. Cable has a specific function—to provide
the wiring inside buildings—and we are generally told to stay away from it when exposed. Light
bulbs are meant to brighten the interiors of built spaces. They hang from ceilings, covered by
lampshades or fixtures, and are not to be laid out on the ground. Undercurrent, then, seems
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Traffic | 2002 | compressed card, plastic, metal, beeswax, human hair | 48 x 65 x 68 cm
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culture, a multi-layered, multi-media portrait of co-existence. The mood is one of both love and
sorrow, because the multiplicity arises from fracture, separation, and displacement.

Starting from these early pieces, Hatoum has continued to employ the body as material for art,
down to the use of her own hair. InJardin public (1993), a chair sports a neat triangle of pubic
hair. Inits punning title (public/pubic) and its clever portrait of the body in an inanimate object
Jardin public conjures the Surrealist spirit and wit of Magritte. According to Hatoum, the piece is
rooted in the common etymology of public and pubic, referencing the advent of sexual adulthood,
and the concomitant entrance into civic life on the part of an individual. In Traffic (2002), two
suitcases sit on the floor, attached by a thick mass of human hair. This work presents a dense
set of meanings. It can be seen as a metaphor for those who travel, carrying their baggage
(emotional, cultural and literal) from one culture to another. At the same time, it reminds us
that no object exists in our lives without getting tangled up in our own bodies, our emotions, and
our sense of ourselves. Lastly, its title seems to suggest an association with human trafficking;
perhaps the hair is spilling out from a body not quite contained within these two suitcases. The
juxtaposition between the untidy reaches of the body and the rigid asceticism of the object
evokes the Freudian shiver of the uncanny. In much the same way, Keffieh (1993-1999) shows
us a scarf (a headdress traditionally worn by Arab men) embroidered with hair, whose tendrils
escape it on all sides. The tendril motif, which recurs elsewhere in Hatoum's work, lends this
piece a vivid and snakelike animism, reminding us that culture is alive and breathing, arisen
from and written on the body.

Recently, Hatoum's art has migrated into new areas, while maintaining its feminist and political
consciousness. Instead of showcasing the physical presence of the body, the work tends to
present household objects, such as furniture and kitchen implements, whose relationship to
human beings is implied rather than shown. Often there are cages and barriers containing these
objects, isolating them from the viewer, asifina prison cell. The resulting installations, deserted
by people yet haunted by their presence, create a malevolent atmosphere that suggests the
aftermath of violent events. Situated with obvious care within the hallowed space of a museum,
they could be the preserved artifacts of some deeply disturbed, possibly fictional, culture—
remnants by which its character may be judged.

In Homebound (2000), part of Hatoum's Tate Britain exhibit "The Entire World as a Foreign Land,"
the contents of the kitchen and bedroom stand in an empty space, behind a wire fence. Though
removed from the building that once housed them, these objects are nonetheless situated as they
would be inside: the chairs, for example, are grouped around a table as they would be in a kitchen.
Scattered on top of the table lie various utensils: a cheese grater, a sieve, a colander. Lights
strung within these utensils brighten and dim and the 240-volt electrical current that connects
them is amplified to a threatening buzz. Also furnishing the scene are a cot, a lamp, a birdcage,
and a sofa stripped down to its metal frame; no fabric or mattress appears anywhere to soften the
harsh edges of these skeletal objects.
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and sea-sickness. All these toy soldier pieces are imbued with Hatoum's trademark ambiguity.
Do they make war small, something to look down upon? Or do they remind us that war is bred into
us even as children, even in the way that we play, so that there is no innocence in the world?

Thus, not even the simplest object, in Hatoum's hands, is innocent, and no refuge can be found
anywhere. Every Door a Wall (2003) takes an ordinary curtain and inscribes it with a newspaper
article describing an X-ray scan of illegal immigrants smuggled inside a truck, showing that
we can't, and shouldn't, hide behind the covering comforts of home decor. Perhaps nowhere
is this juxtaposition more neatly expressed than in Doormat I/ (2000-2001) in which the word
"welcome" is recessed among stainless steel pins that resemble a bed of nails. Whatever home
viewers of this work are being ushered into, they had better be careful inside. Doormat I/ also
evokes the colloquial use of the word doormat for a person in a relationship, usually a woman,
who allows herself to be dominated and abused. The pins, then, offer a sly image of resistance,
the prickly threat of an oppressed person waiting to seek revenge on the oppressor. Thus, once
again, associations of home retain a gendered edge, articulating an embedded feminism, at once
wry and biting.

Hatoum's feminist concerns date back to the early stages of her career, when she first garnered
critical attention for video and performance pieces focusing on the body. In So Much | Want to
Say (1983), a video shows her mouth gagged by male hands, while a voice repeats the title. The
sound occurs at normal speed, while the image stutters, updating from a still every eight seconds.
The disjunction between sound and visual adds extra impact to the already powerful image of
censorship. Like many of Hatoum's pieces, this work situates the body as the Tocus of a network of
concerns—political, feminist, and linguistic—thereby eliciting a highly visceral response. "l have
always been dissatisfied with work that just appeals to yourintellect and does not actually involve
you in a physical way,"” Hatoum once told interviewer Michael Archer. "For me, the embodiment
of an artwork is within the physical realm; the body is the axis of our perceptions, so how can art
afford not to take that as a starting point? We relate to the world through our senses."?

Likewise, Hatoum's work Measures of Distance (1988) layers complex resonances on the
body. It shows video footage of her mother in the shower, with Arabic text across the image of
her naked body. Like a veil or a fence made of barbed wire, language cuts across her hody but
does not disquise it, leaving its essential outlines and the fact of its nudity plain. The piece re-
appropriates the image of the female body as one that exists to be objectified by a male gaze—the
gaze hereis one of longing, butitisalonging between mother and daughter, between people and
language, between camera and the subject. The sound of letters between Hatoum and her mother
being read out loud accompanies the scenes, recording a dialogue between mother and daughter
across a geographical expanse, as well as across the gap between generations. The soundtrack
has Hatoum reading the Tetters in a monotone while an animated Arabic conversation also takes
place, neither mode or language privileged above the other; so too with the image of the naked
body, overlaid with text. Measures of Distance is about multiplicity of sound and image and

37



Dormiente | 2008 | mild steel | 27 x 230 x 106.5 cm

@) 1o X T Xy | adgs [ veen | detie

34

more abstractly to humanviolence and cruelty. Without communicating direct political messages,
most pieces ring with political echoes.

In her sculptures No Way and No Way I/ (1996), for example, she plugged the holes of a strainer
and a colander with metal bolts, so that these objects take on the appearance of weapons (a mace
andaland mine). According to Hatoum, who made the first of these sculptures during a residency
in Jerusalem, the inspiration for these works came to her when she experienced the frequent and
unexpected obstruction of roads by military police in that city. But the connotations evoked by
these pieces do not end there. Because they are made from kitchen objects most frequently used
by women, No Way and No Way I/ seem to express a sense of claustrophobia, even deep rage,
experienced by women alone.

Indeed, in much of Hatoum's work, areas of the home we associate with female nurturing and
comfort—the kitchen, the bedroom, the nursery—are charged with menace and distortion. The
resultis a sense of domesticity set against itself, of cognitive dissonance hetween the traditional
function of the objects displayed and their materials and execution. In /ncommunicado (1993),
a cradle made of steel, set on wheels, its springs replaced by cheese wires, suggests abuse and
imprisonment rather than the sleeping safety of an infant. Similarly, Grater Divide (2002) looks
like a folding screen—one that might typically segment off parts of a room, or that a woman
might change clothes hehind—but is pocked with the slanted holes of a cheese grater, so that
the object evokes not privacy but a visceral terror of abrasion. Dormiente (2008) offers an
equally mismatched pairing of object and materials: it's a bed one would never want to lie on,
on which no rest would ever come. Beautifully made and scary, these devices attract and repel
simultaneously.

Even children's toys are deployed to uncanny effect, as Hatoum makes use of miniature soldiers.
In Over my dead body (1988), a hillboard shows Hatoum's face in profile, as she stares down a toy
soldier perched on her nose. A sense of humor enlivens this photograph, as Hatoum's haughty
stare makes oppression and war seem tiny, even laughable. She stares at the soldier the way one
might Took at an annoying fly. And yet the text of the title is important: “over my dead body," for
many people in the world, is a reality that can't be shrunken or reduced. In e (infinity) (1991-
2001), the toy soldiers march in the formation of an infinity symbol, never achieving anything,
endlessly in pursuit of an unseen enemy. Arranged on an end table, such as might be found in a
person's living room, this commentary on the never-ending circularity of war is both puckishly
humorous and pointedly critical.

If e (infinity) is playful, then Misbah (2006-2007) is ghostly and sad, using light and shadow
to construct an atmosphere of mystery and violence. In this work, the cutouts of a brass lantern
(mishah is the Arabic word for lantern) cast illuminated silhouettes of soldiers and stars into a
dark room. As the Tantern constantly rotates, the soldiers rush around the room, and the star-
shapes blur, taking on the look of explosions. The motion induces twin feelings of enchantment

35



Alix Ohlin

This text is an expanded version of an article with the same title first published in Art Papers, Atlanta, May-June 2002
The full text was published in Mona Hatoum: Undercurrents, Xl Biennale Donna Ferrara catalogue 2008

There's no place like home, the saying goes, and the art of Mona Hatoum sets out to prove this
pointin a distinctly unsettling fashion. Home in her work is a mythical location: a place charged
with Toss and violence, from which we are permanently exiled, yet to which we are always drawn.
In her spare, minimalist installations, objects we may think we recognize—a colander or a cheese
grater—glow and buzz with menacing electrical current, or loom ominously over our heads, many
times the sizes they ought to be. Known quantities, thus altered, turn foreign. This familiarity
breeds not contempt but a shared sense of dislocation; viewers of Hatoum's work step into her
world as strangers in a strange land.

Foreignness has many associations, and Hatoum, whose style is edgily surreal, highly controlled,
and bold, adeptly exploits them all. In her hands foreignness unfolds to reveal a tangled web of
implications: the feminist, the political, the Kafka-esque existential. Though she first made her
name with pieces focusing on the body, Hatoum has lately moved towards less narrative, and
consequently more elusive, work. Yet this shift has not robbed her art of its impact. In fact, her
recent work gathers its force from the indirect, mysterious ways in which it probes the fractured
dream of home.

Hatoum was born in Lebanon of Palestinian parents who, due to the reluctance of Lebanese
authorities, were never able to obtain Lebanese identity cards, and became naturalized British
citizens instead. As a result, the feeling of not quite helonging to the society in which she
lived ingrained itself into her existence early on. Later political events increased this sense of
alienation: in her early-twenties, Hatoum traveled to London for what was intended to be a brief
visit. Then civil war broke out in Lebanon, and she was not able to return home. Stranded in
London, she attended art school, studying at both The Byam Shaw School of Art and the Slade
School of Art and absorbing in her training the disjunctive humor of surrealism as well as the
streamlined composure of minimalism. That break in her twenties turned out to be fateful;
Hatoum has lived in the West ever since.

Still based in London and more recently dividing her time between there and Berlin, Hatoum
spends a great deal of her time traveling, and she has created much of her recent work during
stays at artists' residencies. This nomadic lifestyle—as well as her bifurcated personal history in
both the Middle East and the West—informs her work with a uniquely global perspective.

Understandably, Hatoum has rebelled against being over-identified with her biography. "I'm
often asked the same question,” she told the artist Janine Antoni in a 1998 interview. "What
in your work comes from your own culture? As if | have a recipe and | can actually isolate the
Arab ingredient, the woman ingredient, the Palestinian ingredient. People often expect tidy
definitions of otherness, as if identity is something fixed and easily definable."" But to take
her background into consideration when thinking about her art is not the same thing as reducing
it to the sum of its geographical parts. And, undeniably, her work courts a certain amount of
biographical interpretation; it walks a fine line between invoking specific conflicts and referring
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know, being an artist yourself, when you start working with materials, they sometimes take you
elsewhere, and one has to be open enough to make changes if something is not working out the
way you conceived it on paper or conceptually. Forinstance, when | was making /ncommunicado,
| was originally going to connect safety pins together to make a grid that would replace the
mattress support. | was going to call it something like “Safety Net."” But when | started putting
the pins together, it did not work visually. | felt that it Tooked too literal. Having put the bed
together without the platform, | loved that feeling of void in it. Somehow there was something
wrong with activating that void too much. | wanted it to be much more subtle. | had already done
an installation where | had stretched thin wire across a whole gallery space, and the wires were
interrupting the body of the viewer in the main space at ankle level. When you got to the Tower
space the same wires hit you at the neck level. | wanted to rework that feeling of threat and
dissection of the space into a more contained object, and of course because it is an infant's cot, it
gives it a more psychological dimension.

JA: | find your objects to be stubborn in the best of ways. They are unyielding, conceptually
tight, and formally imposing. They are what they are. It is your taste for the literal that | am most
interested in. | want to talk about how you make meaning, and the fact that your meaning isin the
object and not applied to it.

MH: | want the meaning to be imbedded, so to speak, in the material that I'm using. | choose the
material as an extension of the concept, or sometimesin opposition to it, to create a contradictory
and paradoxical situation of attraction/repulsion, fascination and revulsion. For instance, |
intentionally used a very sensuous, translucent silicon rubber to make the Entrails Carpet. You
want to walk all over it with bare feet. On the other hand, when you recognize the pattern on the
surface of the carpet, you realize it's something very repulsive. It looks like entrails splayed out
all over the floor, as if it's the aftermath of a massacre. There's a kind of attraction/repulsion
operating here.

JA: When | was looking at your show at the New Museum, | thought of Eva Hesse and some of her
poems and was wondering whether she is an influence.

MH: Eva Hesse was very much a model figure for my generation of women artists. She was around
when Minimalism was happening, but her work was so much more organic and to do with the body.
Someone once made a parallel between Socle du Monde and the series of cubes Eva Hesse made,
which she called Accession. They said, my piece was like an inversion of the cubes she made
with industrial material - perforated steel, where she inserted rubber tubes into the holes. So on
the inside, she created a furry surface. A quiet exterior and a tumultuous interior. In fact, when
| made Socle du monde, | wanted to use the cube, the minimalist form par excellence, and turn
it onits head, so to speak, by covering it with something that not only looks very organic, but is
almost frightening because you don't immediately recognize what the texture is made of. Unlike

the minimalist cube that would have been made of perfectly machined surfaces, untouched by
human hands.

JA: It's interesting because it feels very solid; the surface is very vulnerable. And, of course,
you're dying to touch it. (laughter).

Ayear and a half ago we both spent a month at Sabbath Day Lake, which is the only active Shaker
community leftin the world. We lived with seven Shakers in a residency that was called “The Quiet
inthe Land." That's really where we got to know each other. How did the experience of living with
the Shakers and their philosophy affect your work?

MH: There was such a beautiful, family-like feeling about the Shaker community, which activated
all sorts of forgotten needs. They had taken us in as a part of their family, which | thought was
very courageous of them, hecause who knows what artists are up to. There was a beautiful
feeling of being settled and a warm domesticity, which is in complete contrast with my nomadic
existence. The work | made there happened very organically and ended up making reference to
kitchen utensils and a kind of nostalgic domesticity. Being in this situation gave me permission
to work with simple craft processes, maybe even reconnect with a gentle side of myself. | felt like
working with my hands rather than constantly conceptualising about the work before making it.
The Shakers talk about "hands to work," which is quite nice - this kind of focusing all the time on
the making. Being always occupied was a wonderful and sobering experience.

JA: The other half of that statement “hands to work," is “hearts to God."
MH: Oh, | forgot about that one. (laughter)

JA: How was it for you to be in these spiritual surroundings where that was really the focus of the
making?

MH: Although this was the focus, it never came out in any kind of preaching. They are the perfect
example of a truly spiritual community, which you experience in the way they conduct their
ordinary every day life without the dogma and the preaching. They show their beliefs by what
they do, not what they say.

JA: It wasn't imposed upon us at all.

MH: Yes, I'm against organized religion but that doesn't mean I'm not a spiritual person. It was
only when | found myself living in the West that | started valuing the spiritual side of myself.
Keeping hold of the spiritual side became quite a focus at one point. | got into meditation in order
to compensate for the Tack of spirituality around me.
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MH: The video was shot with the help of a doctor using an endoscopic camera. It didn't hurt at all.
| was given a drug that seemed to dull the pain, but | remained completely conscious, and as my
insides were being filmed, - | was directing the video at the same time. | called it Corps étranger,
which means "foreign body," because the camera is in a sense this alien device introduced from
the outside. Also, itis about how we are closest to our body, and yet itis a foreign territory, which
could, for instance, be consumed by disease long before we become aware of it. The “foreign
body" also refers literally to the body of a foreigner. It is a complex work. It is both fascinating
to follow the journey of the camera and quite disturbing. On one hand, you have the body of a
woman projected onto the floor. You can walk all over it. It's debased, deconstructed, objectified.
On the other hand, it's the fearsome body of the woman as constructed by society.

JA: It also swallows you. You go into the body, both in the image but also in the installation.

MH: Precisely. You enter the cylinder and you stand on the perimeter of the circular video image
projected on the floor. You feel like you are at the edge of an abyss that threatens to engulf you.
It activates all sorts of fears and insecurities about the devouring womb, the vagina dentata, the
castration complex.

JA: Inthe end, was it important that it was your body?

MH: It had to be my body.

JA: In aweird way it's a kind of offering. It's an exposure. Did you feel invaded in any way?

MH: | wanted the work to be about the body probed, invaded, violated, deconstructed by the
scientific eye. But when we were filming, | was too concerned about getting the right images for
my video to connect personally with any of these feelings.

JA: What role does intuition play in your art?

MH: As | got more confident about my work, | started allowing myself to be more intuitive. One
of the first and most intuitive decisions | made was to make the video with my mother, Measures
of Distance. At the time, it wasn't quite resolved in my head, but | decided to make it and worry
about the consequences later. | was going against the grain of the current ideological discussion,

but I'm so glad | made it.

JA: Does the work change very radically while you're making it, or do those decisions happen
beforehand?

MH: There is a certain amount of decision-making that happens beforehand. But as you probably
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MH: Yes, it makes me think of the paintings Magritte made where every surface in the painting
- the person, the table, the window - everything has been chiselled out of rock. Also, Magritte's
Madame Récamier, where the stiff-looking woman from David's painting has been replaced by a
coffinlying on a chaise long.

JA: Earlier we talked about whether people pick up these references and how most people are
likely to talk more about everyday life. That piece has as much to do with Surrealism as it does
with Minimalism. One would think that was a big leap in one work, but in the end they seamlessly
come together. (pause)

MH: I'like to use furniture in my work because it is about everyday life. Some of the objects are
vaguely useful, but often they turn into uncanny objects. We usually expect furniture to be about
giving support and comfort to the body. If these objects become either unstable or threatening,
they become a reference to our fragility. For instance, Incommunicado is an infant's hospital cot.
It has been stripped to the bare metal, which makes it cold and harsh, and instead of having a solid
hase to support the mattress, there are thin wires that have been stretched across the frame. It
looks more like an egg-slicer, and you immediately associate it with a situation of danger and
abuse. | called it Incommunicado to associate it with prisoners in solitary confinement. But also
aninfantin those situations has no ability to communicate about extremes of fear or pain.

JA: It's an interesting object, because it feels so cold. The minute you look at it and think of an
egg-slicer, it becomes incredibly visceral.

MH: When | started making these works, | was criticized for not showing the “spectacle of horror,”
but expecting the viewer to imagine for themselves the impending disaster. | personally felt that
this was precisely the strength of the work and a sign of maturity in the way the work conjures up
certainimages in the viewer's mind. That these things are implied through the visual poetry of the
work, rather than didactically stated, is much more satisfying for me.

JA: I wonder whether it's something to do with the fact that people want you to act out for them,
to do for them what they can't do themselves. | agree that it's much more interesting to have the
viewer establish a relationship to the object and then analyse that response, as opposed to seeing
you act out a relationship.

MH: 1 find work that obviously reveals itself, its intentions, so boring. It is about spoon-feeding
people instead of treating them as intelligent and imaginative beings who could be challenged
by the work.

JA: Why don't we talk about Corps étranger. First, what was it actually like to do the piece? Did it
hurt? And second, what about the position of the camera as literally penetrating your body?
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body, early death issues, etc., but does it all through the language of art.

JA: Solet's talk about "“the body." We hoth get lumped into this category. Could you speak about
the specificrole of the body in your works? Inalot of your pieces the body is physically absent but
implicitly present, or the body in question is really that of the viewer. I'm interested in the way
you make the viewer feel physically in an installation or in front of an object.

MH: The body became an issue for me when | was a student in the late seventies at the Slade
School, which is part of London University College. It was a very cool environment that favoured
intellectual inquiry. But | had this distinct feeling that people around me were like disembodied
intellects. [twasin opposition to this kind of attitude that | started focusing intensely on the body,
first using its products and processes as material for the work, and Tater using it as a metaphor
for society - the social body. Without going into too much detail here, it seemed that anything |
wanted to work with at the time was faced with restrictions and even censorship. | was perceived
as this isolated incident, a person coming from nowhere and trying to disrupt a respectable
intellectual environment. Those same issues that | was trying to discuss in my work at the time
have become such common currency in the art world now - | mean in a very general sense, the
focus on the body. By the late eighties | wanted to take my body, the body of the performer, out
of the work. | wanted the viewer's body to replace mine by interacting directly with the work.
My work is always constructed with the viewer in mind. The viewer is somehow implicated or
even visually or psychologically entrapped in some of the installations. The sculptures based on
furniture are very much about the body, too: they encourage the viewer to mentally project him
or herself onto the objects.

JA: There are two works that have epitomized the range from which you approach the body in your
work - both bed pieces, which in the end somehow become the body. One is Marrow, which for
me is a collapsed body. It is so moving because it brings me to the fragility of the body, or a kind
of disappointment when the body has failed you. The fact that it is a collapsed crib also makes me
think of a past that has imploded under its own weight. Divan Bed, a bed made out of cold steel,
seems to be about the alienated body, a body grown uncomfortable with its own environment. Do
you want to talk about that range?

MH: | called the first work Marrow, asin "bone marrow," but without the bone structure to support
it. So as you say, it becomes the collapsed body. | used a honey-coloured rubber that looks quite
fleshy. In Divan Bed, | used tread-plate, which is an industrial flooring material. The distinctive
raised pattern of the tread-plate is a cold, unyielding equivalent to the soft, quilted material that
usually covers a divan bed...I was originally going to call the piece “Sarcophagus". That gives you
anidea of what | was thinking about.

JA: Both Divan Bed and Marrow are built in the same way that surrealist images are constructed.
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letters, translated into English.

JA: I'love the way your questions are very confrontational, and yet she keeps saying, “My dear
Mona, the love of my heart."

MH: Right, she uses even more flowery expressions that have no equivalent in the English
language. When | made Measures of Distance, it felt Tike | had unloaded a burden off my back. |
felt afterwards that | could get on with other kinds of work, where every work did not necessarily
have to tell the whole story, where | could just deal with one little aspect of my experience. That's
when | started making installation work.

JA: If we look at your body of work at the New Museum, the later work becomes much more open.
The political is there, but it has changed forms. Rather than being topical, it is experimental.
Especially in the installations where the viewers find themselves in an uncomfortable position
- from a position of instability, their response seems to yield the meaning.

MH: In the early performance work | was in a sense demonstrating or delivering a message to
the viewer. With the installation work, | wanted to implicate the viewer in a phenomenological
situation in which the experience is more physical and direct. | wanted the visual aspect of the
work to engage the viewer in a physical, sensual, maybe even emotional way; the associations
and search for meaning come after that. And although the title might direct your attention to one
aspect of the work, | hope the work remains open enough to allow different interpretations. A
woman here at the New Museum said that the light bulbs fading on and off in Current Disturbance
made her think of a sexual orgasm. How beautiful! But, she said, then she remembered that my
work is supposed to be political and had to think about the lights in the cages as representing
people in prison. So | think that's a very good example. There is no single interpretation, which is
why I always find it problematic when museums and galleries want to put up an explanatory text on
the wall. It fixes the meaning and limits the reading of the work and doesn't allow viewers to have
this very expansive imaginative interpretation of their own that reflects on their experience.

JA: What role do you want your art to play and what role do you feel the art world has cast you in?

MH: | want the work in the first instance to have a strong formal presence, and through the
physical experience to activate a psychological and emotional response. In a very general sense
| want to create a situation where reality itself becomes a questionable point. Where viewers
have to reassess their assumptions and their relationship to things around them. A kind of self-
examination and an examination of the power structures that control us: Am | the jailed or the
jailer? The oppressed or the oppressor? Or both? | want the work to complicate these positions
and offer an ambiguity and ambivalence rather than concrete and sure answers. An object froma
distance mightlook like a carpet made out of lush velvet, but when you approach it you realize it's

made out of stainless steel pins, which turns it into a threatening and cold object rather than an
inviting one. It's not what it promises to be. So it makes you question the solidity of the ground
you walk on, which is also the basis on which your attitudes and beliefs lie. When my work shifted
from an obviously political, rhetorical attitude into one bringing political ideas to bear through
the formal and the aesthetic, the work became more of an open system. Since then | have been
resisting attempts by institutions to fix the meaning in my work by wanting to include it in very
narrowly defined theme shows.

JA: Well, in this climate of political correctness, people really don't know what to do with you if
you don't fulfil certain stereotypes. Do you think that has pushed us, as artists, into making work
that refuses to be defined in that way? That it is a natural response to shy away from reinforcing
the stereotypes? Knowing it's much more complicated than that.

MH: I've always had quite a rebellious and contrary attitude. The more | feel | am being pushed
into a mould, the more | feel like going in the opposite direction. Like when | made a work called
Jardin Public. | discovered that etymologically the words “public” and “pubic” come from the
same source. | used a wrought-iron chair similar to those you see in public gardens in Paris - |
gave it a French title to emphasize this association. And | implanted pubic hair in a triangular
shape on the seat, like grass growing out of the holes. | enjoyed the surreal aspect of this work.
By the way, my point of entry into the art world was through surrealism —in fact, the first art book
| ever bought was on Magritte. So this work was quite humorous and light-hearted; but at the
same time you could read it as a comment on the fact that women's genitalia are always on public
display. A number of people were surprised by this work. | realized that people didn't expect to
see humour in my work.

JA: When you were talking about people wanting you to speak from the margins, as an outsider, as
the other, it reminded me of the artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres trying to locate himself at the centre.
He took a form that was recognizably art, in the high art sense of the word, and slid his content
underneath or inside of this form. People would accept his pieces initially and then have to deal
with what they were really about.

MH: With the early performances, | saw myself as a marginal person intervening from within
the margins of the art world, and it seemed logical to use performance as a critique of the
establishment. After a while | was becoming dissatisfied with the obviously rhetorical attitude
and | wasn't sure any more whether the work | was doing was really what | wanted to do or the
result of internalising other people’s expectations and the fact that | had been moulded in the role
of political artist. It's quite a thin line. | wanted to make work that privileges the material, formal,
visual aspect of art making and try to articulate the political through the aesthetics of the work.
| Tike Gonzalez-Torres's attitude because his work is both aesthetic and political. What | admire
most about his work is that it looks very simple, yet it deals with issues of vulnerability of the
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your mother clearly. The sound works in the same way. | felt like | was straining to eavesdrop ona
private conversation. The video doesn't have the direct quality that those later pieces have.

MH: Yes, Measures of Distance is quite a significant work for me. | see it as the culmination and
conclusion of all the early narrative and issue-hased work. For years | was trying to make general
and objective statements about the state of the world. With Measures of Distance | made a
conscious decision to delve into the personal — however complex, confused, and contradictory the
material | was dealing with was. During a visit to Beirut in 1981, | had taken a dozen slides of my
mother taking a shower. At the time, feminism had so problematised the issue of representation
of women that images of women vacated the frame; they became absent. It was quite depressing.
Forafewyears|agonized overwhether|should use these images of my motherin my work. I didn't
make the workinits final formuntil 1988, butin between |l used the materialina performance work.
Anyway, once I made the work | found that it spoke of the complexities of exile, displacement, the
sense of loss and separation caused by war. In other words, it contextualised the image, or this
person “my mother," within a social-political context.

JA: I canrelate to your battle about whether to work with those images with your mother, because |
had similar questions when | started to work with my parents. | suddenly realized that my baggage
had somehow come from them and to work with them meant asking them to confront these issues.
At a certain point | had to ask myself whether it was my right to ask this of them and to expose
theminthisway. | waswondering whether the fogginess of Measures of Distance reflects a kind of
ambivalence about exposing something quite intimate about your relationship with your mother
- as well as an attempt to express the complexity by not allowing it to settle down anywhere.

MH: Yes, sort of wading through a mess of meaning.
JA: Which you do so beautifully, visually.

MH: Well, | wanted to explore the complexities through the juxtaposition of several formal and
visual elements that create paradoxical layers of meaning. | wanted every frame to speak of both
closeness and distance. You have the close-up images of my mother's naked body, which echo
the intimacy of the exchange between us. These are overlaid by her letters, which are supposed to
be a means of communication, yet at the same time, they prevent complete access to the image.
People saw the Arabic writing as barbed wire.

JA: Or a veil.
MH: That's right. | structured the work around my mother's letters, because letters imply distance

yet they are dealing with very intimate questions. And you've got our animated voices speaking
in Arabic and laughing, which is contradicted by the sadness of my voice reading my mother's
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naturalized British, so I've had a British passport since | was born. | grew up in Beirut in
a family that had suffered a tremendous loss and existed with a sense of dislocation.
When | went to London in 1975 for what was meant to be a brief visit, | got stranded there because
the war broke out in Lebanon, and that created another kind of dislocation. How that manifests
itselfinmyworkisasense of disjunction. Forinstance, inaworklike Light Sentence the movement
of the light bulb causes the shadows of the wire mesh lockers to be in perpetual motion, which
creates a very unsettling feeling. When you enter the space, you have the impression that the
whole room is swaying, and you have the disturbing feeling that the ground is shifting under your
feet. Thisisan environment in constant flux - no single point of view, no solid frame of reference.
There is a sense of instability and restlessness in the work. This is the way in which the work is
informed by my background. On the other hand, | have now spent half of my life living in the
West, so when | speak of works like Light Sentence, Quarters, and Current Disturbance as making
a reference to some kind of institutional violence, | am speaking of encountering architectural
and institutional structures in Western urban environments that are about the regimentation of
individuals, fixing theminspace and putting them under surveillance. What I am trying to say here
is that the concerns in my work are as much about the facts of my origins as they are a reflection
on, oraninsightinto, the Western institutional and power structures | have found myself existing
in for the last twenty-odd years.

JA: What makes one claim one history and not another? | am from the Bahamas but was educated
inthe U.S. as you were in London. Isn't Minimalism as much a part of our history as where we are
from?

MH: Precisely. | was completely taken in by Minimal and Conceptual Art when | was on my
first-degree course. Going to University afterwards, which was my first encounter with a large
bureaucratic institution, | became involved in analysing power structures, first in relation to
feminism, and then in wider terms as in the relationship between the Third World and the West.
Thisled me to making confrontational, issue-hased performance works that were fuelled by anger
andasense of urgency. Later, when I gotinto the area of installation and object making, | wouldn't
say | went back to a minimal aesthetic as such. It was more a kind of reductive approach, if you
like, where the forms can be seen as abstract aesthetic structures, but can also be recognized
as cages, lockers, chairs, beds...The works therefore become full of associations and meaning
- a reflection on the social environment we inhabit. Unlike minimal objects, they are not self-
referential.

JA: In the show at the New Museum | was struck by the difference between the formal aspects of
your later sculptures and an earlier piece like Measures of Distance. Itis a piece that haunted me
ever since | saw it a couple of years ago. This work is very personal, yet its form is illusive. You
can't quite get atit. Visually, you are looking through layers of information: first, the handwritten
letters in Arabic and, finally, the figure of your mother; you never quite see the nude image of
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Janine Antoni

Interview first published in BOMB Magazine, NY, issue no. 63, Spring 1998, pages 54 - 61
BOMB interviews may be viewed at:www.bombsite.com

| met Mona Hatoum in December 1994 when we were installing our work, side by side, at the Reina
Sofia in Madrid. The exhibition was called "Cocido y Crudo," [The Cooked and the Raw.] Mona was
showing Corps étranger, a video made with a medical camera that had been threaded in and out
of her orifices and along her body' surface. | was showing Slumber, a performance where at night
| slept in the museum gallery, and in the day | weaved, from strips of my nightgown, the pattern
of my rapid eye movements into an endless blanket.

The Reina Sofia, a former hospital, was a beautiful and scary place. Each night in the old building
| could hear many sounds - as if the spirits were wandering around its long halls. Even the guards
who passed through my room every hour told me they were afraid of a ghost named Ataulfo. It
was not easy to sleep. And every morning at six o'clock | would jump out of my skin, waking to the
lights and sounds of Mona's video automatically turning on.

Since then, Mona and | have often appeared side by side, in many exhibitions. Most recently, we
spent a month together at the only active Shaker community, in Sabbath Day Lake, Maine. This is
where | finally got close to Mona, but | felt | knew her way back in Spain when all day long | weaved
while listening to the pulse of her body.

Mona Hatoum: | dislike interviews. I'm often asked the same question: What in your work comes
from your own culture? As if | have a recipe and | can actually isolate the Arab ingredient, the
woman ingredient, the Palestinian ingredient. People often expect tidy definitions of otherness,
as if identity is something fixed and easily definable.

Janine Antoni: Do you think those kinds of questions have made us overly self-conscious about
how we represent ourselves and its effect on the work?

MH: Yes, if you come from an embattled background, there is often an expectation that your work
should somehow articulate the struggle or represent the voice of the people. That's a tall order
really. | find myself often wanting to contradict those expectations.

JA: Everyone seems eager to define you. When | was looking at your catalogue and the articles
written about you, | was struck by a certain consistency. Three articles started as follows:
“Lebanese-horn artist, Mona Hatoum"; “Hatoum was born into a family of Palestinian refugees”;
“Mona Hatoum is a woman, a Palestinian, a native of Beirut. . ."

MH: It's more the inconsistencies that hother me, like when people refer to me as Lebanese
when | am not. Although | was born in Lebanon, my family is Palestinian. And like the majority
of Palestinians who became exiles in Lebanon after 1948, my parents were never able to
obtain Lebanese identity cards. It was one way of discouraging them from integrating into
the Lebanese situation. Instead, and for reasons that | won't go into, my family became
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but somehow aren't any more, even though memory clings to them relentlessly. There is nothing
of Eliot's scared discipline here. This is a secular world, unpardoned, and curiously unforgiving,
stable, down-to-earth. Objecthood dug in without a key to help us understand or open what
seems to be locked in there. Unsurprisingly then, Lili (stay) put, is the name of one of Hatoum's
brilliantly titled works.

Herworkis the presentation of identity as unable toidentify withitself, but nevertheless grappling
the notion (perhaps only the ghost) of identity to itself. Thus is exile figured and plotted in the
objects she creates. Her works enact the paradox of dispossession as it takes possession of its
place in the world, standing firmly in workaday space for spectators to see and somehow survive
what glistens before them. No one has put the Palestinian experience in visual terms so austerely
and yet so playfully, so compellingly and at the same moment so allusively. Her installations,
objects and performances impress themselves on the viewer's awareness with curiously self-
effacing ingenuity which is provocatively undermined, nearly cancelled and definitively reduced
by the utterly humdrum, local and unspectacular materials (hair, steel, soap, marbles, rubber,
wire, string, etc) that she uses so virtuosically. In another age her works might have been made
of silver or marble, and could have taken on the status of sublime ruins or precious fragments
placed before us to recall our mortality and the precarious humanity we share with each other.
In the age of migrants, curfews, identity cards, refugees, exiles, massacres, camps and fleeing
civilians, however, they are the uncooptable mundane instruments of a deflant memory facing
itself and its pursuing or oppressing others implacably, marked forever by changes in everyday
materials and objects that permit no return or real repatriation, yet unwilling to let go of the past
that they carry along with them like some silent catastrophe that goes on and on without fuss or
rhetorical bluster.

Hatoum's art is hard to bear (like the refugee's world, which is full of grotesque structures that
bespeak excess as well as paucity), yet very necessary to see as an art that travesties the idea of a
single homeland. Better disparity and dislocation than reconciliation under duress of subject and
object; betteralucid exile than sloppy, sentimental homecomings; better the logic of dissociation
than an assembly of compliant dunces. A belligerent intelligence is always to be preferred over
what conformity offers, no matter how unfriendly the circumstances and unfavourable the
outcome. The point is that the past cannot be entirely recuperated from so much power arrayed
against it on the other side: it can only be restated in the form of an object without a conclusion,
or a final place, transformed by choice and conscious effort into something simultaneously
different, ordinary, and irreducibly other and the same, taking place together: an object that
offers neither rest nor respite.
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presumably non-domestic use is waiting to be defined. They are unredeemed things whose
distortions cannot he sent back for correction or reworking, since the old address is unreachably
there and yet has been annulled.

This peculiar predicament might be characterised, | think, as the difference between Jonathan
Swift and T.S. Eliot, one the great angry logician of minute dislocation unrelieved by charity,
the other the eloquent mourner of what once was and can, by prayer and ritual, be restored. In
their vision, both men begin solidly, unexceptionally from home: Lemuel Gulliver, Swift's Tast
major persona, from England; the narrator of Eliot's poem 'East Coker' sets out from home as a
place ‘where one starts from'. For Gulliver the passage of time culminates in a shipwreck after
which he fetches up on a beach, tied down by tiny ropes affixed to his hair and body, pinioned to
the ground, immobilized by six-inch human like creatures whom he could have wiped out by his
superior strength but can't because (a) he is unable to move and (b) their tiny arrows are capable
of blinding him. So he Tives among them as a normal man except that he is too hig, they too small,
and he cannot abide them any more than they can him. Three disconcerting voyages later, Gulliver
discovers that his humanity is unregenerate, irreconcilable with decency and morality, but there
is really no going back to what had once been his home, even though in actual fact he does return
to England but faints because the smell of his wife and children as they embrace him is too awful
to bear. By contrast, Eliot offers a totally redeemable home after the first one expires. In the
beginning, he says, ‘houses rise and fall, crumble, are extended, are removed, destroyed'. Later,
however, they can be returned to ‘fora furtherunion, a deeper communion / Through the dark cold
and the empty desolation’. The sorrow and Toss are real, but the sanctity of home remains beneath
the surface, a place to which one finally accedes through lTove and prayer. In ‘Little Gidding’, the
last of the elegaic Four Quartets (‘East Coker' is the second), Eliot borrows from Dame Julian of
Norwich the line ‘all manner of thing shall be well' to affirm that after much sorrow and waste, love
and the Incarnation will restore us to a sense of ‘the complete consort dancing together’, a vision
that shows how ‘the fire and the rose are one'.

By contrast with Eliot, Swift's profanity is incurable, just as the dissociation of Gulliver's sense
of homely comfort can never be made whole or what it once was. The only consolation - if it is
one - is the ability he retains to detail, number and scrupulously register what now stocks his
state of mind in his former abode. Hyppolite Taine called Swift a great businessman of literature,
someone to whom objects no matter how peculiar and distorted can be carefully placed on a shelf,
inaspace, inabook orimage. In Mona Hatoum's relentless catalogue of disaffected, dislocated,
oddly deformed objects, there is a similar sense of focusing on what is there without expressing
much interest in the ambition to rescue the object from its strangeness or, more importantly,
trying to forget or shake off the memory of how nice it once was. On the contrary, its essential
niceness - say, the carpet made of pins, or the blocks of soap pushed together to forma continuous
surface onto which a map is drawn with red glass beads - sticks out as a refractory part of the
dislocation. A putative use value is eerily retained in the new dispensation, but no instructions,
no 'how-to" directions are provided: memory keeps insisting that these objects were known to us,

13



Edward W. Said

Text first published in Mona Hatoum: The Entire World as a Foreign Land, Tate Gallery, London, 2000

Consider the door handle's place as you stand before the entrance to a room. You know that as you
reach forward, your hand will move unerringly to one side or another of the door. But then you
don'tencounterthe handle, curlyour fingers around it, and push forward because ... it has actually
been placed two feet above your head in the middle of the door, perched intransigently up there
where it eludes your ready grasp, cannot fulfill its normal function, and does not announce what it
is doing there. From that beginning dislocation others necessarily follow. The door may be pushed
open on only one of its hinges. You must therefore enter the room sideways and at an angle but
only after your coat or skirt is caught and torn by a nail designed to do that every time the room is
entered. Inside, you come upon a carpet of undulating curves, which on close examination reveal
themselves to be intestines frozen into plastic stillness. The kitchen to your right is barred by
minuscule steel wires strung across the door, preventing entrance. Gazing through those wires
you see a table covered with colanders, large metal spoons, grinders, sifters, squeezers, and egg
beaters, connected to each other by a wire that ends up connected to a buzzing light-bulb that
flutters off and on disturbingly at random intervals. A bed in the left corner is without a mattress,
its legs akilter in a grotesque rubbery wilt. A mysterious tracing of white powder forms a strange
symmetrical pattern on the floor beneath the bare metal springs of a baby's crib next to it. The
television set intones a scramble of jumbled discursive sounds, while a camera imperturbably
emits animated images of an unknown person's innards. All this is designed to recall and disturb
at the same time.

Whatever else this room may be, it is certainly not meant to be lived in, although it seems
deliberately, and perhaps even perversely to insist that it once was intended for that purpose:
a home, or a place where one might have felt in place, at ease and at rest, surrounded by the
ordinary objects which together constitute the feeling, if not the actual state, of being at home.
Next door, we find a huge grid of metal bunks, multiplied so grotesquely as to banish even the
idea of rest, much less actual sleep. In another room, the notion of storage is blocked by dozens
of what Took like empty Tockers sealed into themselves by wire mesh, yet garishly illuminated by
naked bulbs.

An abiding locale is no longer possible in the world of Mona Hatoum's art which, like the strangely
awry rooms she introduces us into, articulates so fundamental a dislocation as to assault not only
one's memory of what once was, but how logical and possible, how close and yet so distant from
the original abode, this new elaboration of familiar space and objects really is. Familiarity and
strangeness are locked together in the oddest way, adjacent and irreconcilable at the same time.
For not only does one feel that one cannot return to the way things were, but there also is a sense
of just how acceptable and 'normal’ these oddly distorted objects have become, just because they
remain very close to what they have left behind. Beds still look like beds, for instance, and a
wheelchair most definitely resembles a wheelchair: it is just that the bed's springs are unusably
bare, or that the wheelchair leans forward as if it is about to tip over, while its handles have been
transformed either into a pair of sharp knives or serrated, unwelcoming edges. Domesticity is
thus transformed into a series of menacing and radically inhospitable objects whose new and
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During her month-long residency at Darat al Funun, Mona Hatoum collaborated with the Iraq
al Amir Women Cooperative Society, to produce two new ceramic pieces entitled Still Life and
Witness. With attentive care, she worked with Jordanian craftswomen who struggle to earn a
living in this small village on the outskirts of Amman. The end result is magnificent creations
signed by the first visual artist and the first non-European to receive, in 2004, the Sonning Prize,
a biannual award given by the University of Copenhagen to individuals who contribute to the
"advancement of European civilization."

We at Darat al Funun - The Khalid Shoman Foundation, are proud to be hosting a solo exhibition
for internationally renowned artist Mona Hatoum. Since the founding of Darat al Funun in 1993,
our ambition has been to reveal the dynamism of contemporary art practices in the Arab world and
to foster critical discourse by providing a platform for artists to exhibit and discuss their work.
Mona Hatoum's exhibition is our crowning achievement. It emphasizes our belief in the universal
language of art and our aspiration to create an environment conducive to artistic exchange.

Our thanks go to The Edward Said Estate, the editors of Bomb magazine and Alix Ohlin for granting
us permission to use key texts on the work of Mona Hatoum for the exhibition's catalogue. Our
thanks also go to Salwa Mikdadi for her insightful text on the exhibited works, to Fakhri Saleh and
May Muzaffar who attentively translated the catalogue's texts into Arabic.

Special thanks go to the Irag al Amir Women Cooperative Society, particularly to Yusra and Sarah
Alhusami who worked diligently to produce Hatoum's ceramic works. Their commitment has been
invaluable.

Finally, our thanks and deep appreciation go to Mona Hatoum for her generosity and dedication
without which the exhibition and catalogue would not have been possible. We are grateful to her
fortaking the time to work Tocally and produce several new works specifically for her exhibition at
Darat al Funun. We hope that she will carry with her good memories of her experience in Jordan.

Suha Shoman
Founder, Darat al Funun- The Khalid Shoman Foundation
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