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PREFACE

This publication is the materialization of a focused dialogue carried on between
Mahmoud Khaled and myself in the period preceding and following his solo
exhibition When Meanings Face Glossy Surfaces that opened at the Contem-
porary Image Collective in Cairo in December 2010. From the very beginning
of our collaboration, we were both intent on producing a publication that does
.not act as a documentation of the show but rather as another manifestation of it

When Meaning Face Glossy Surface pulls together five new and existing works
by Khaled produced between 2008 and 2010. The works span a range of media
such as video, photography, sculpture, installation and text. On the curatorial
level, it was imperative for us to take the actual artworks as a point of depar-
ture and use them as a springboard for formulating a curatorial context rather
than the usual other way around. Since 2004 Khaled and myself have worked
together on more than six projects, several of which had been new commissions
for theme-based group projects. These often-intense collaborations and stimu-
lating exchanges have certainly fed into the desire of working together on a solo
.project that becomes bigger than the sum of its parts

The publication as an object is an important feature. It taps into the artist’s
practice of repositioning existing forms and their functions to destabilize ac-
cepted meanings. In this case, the standard brown A5 envelope in all its severe
bureaucratic trappings draws upon Khaled’s engagement with fluctuating states
of security and fragility, intimacy and secrecy and the areas of intersection be-
tween what is personal, official, institutional and public

The transcript itself is a highly edited version of multiple conversations con-
ducted in both Arabic and English over Skype, email and telephone. Because
of the very tight budget under which we were working, practically all contribu-
tions were pro bono with the exception of the printing, and Khaled completed
.most of the translation of the text

Aside from the challenging conditions of production, perhaps the more demand-
ing aspect of completing this publication was simply to resume normal activity
after being consumed by the 25 January events that have shaken the very foun-
dation on which life as our generation knows it rests. Due to the heavily charged
political atmosphere, it seemed practically impossible to gain a critical distance
vital for artistic or curatorial practice. Nonetheless, as Khaled aptly puts it, dis-
.cussing and analyzing works are acts that fit the current moment

-Aleya Hamza
August 2011



Aleya Hamza:

Aleya Hamza is a Cairo-based independent curator and a member of the cura-
torial collective HAMZAMOLNAR. Hamza completed her MA in Visual Culture
at Goldsmiths College, London (2001), and her BA in Political Science at the
American University in Cairo (1997). She worked as curator at the Contempo-
rary Image Collective — CIC, Cairo (2006-2009) and as associate curator at the
Townhouse Gallery, Cairo (2003-2005). She was director of the Falaki Gallery
at the American University in Cairo (2003 ) where she was also adjunct lecturer
(2003-2005).

Her recent curatorial projects and collaborations include When Meanings Face
Glossy Surface, solo exhibition by Mahmoud Khaled, CIC (2010-2011); Indi-
cated by Signs: Contested Public Space, Gendered Bodies and Hidden Sites
of Trauma in Contemporary Art Practices, Book Project (2010) Indicated by
Signs, Bonner Kunstverein, Bonn (2009); New Entries_PhotoCairo, Museet
for Fotokunst, Odense (2009); PhotoCairo4: The Long Shortcut (2008); Tales
around the Pavement, public space / CIC (2008-2007); PhotoCairo3: Image
Statement Position, Townhouse Gallery / CIC (2005); Toys, Townhouse Gallery
(2004); Interruption, Campus Magazine (2004). She is currently working on an
exhibition at the Level 2 Gallery of the Tate Modern and CIC (2012).

Mahmoud Khaled:

In Mahmoud Khaled’s work we are subjected to the conceptual effects of an
observant gaze that is primarily concerned with the boundaries and in-between
zones of public life and its personal counterparts. Subjectivity is made objective
and objectivity is subjectified to create an encounter with both the public and
private domains at the very same instance.

Born in 1982, Alexandria, Egypt, where he lives and works. In 2004 Khaled
has received a B.F.A in painting from Alexandria University. He has shown
his works in solo and group exhibitions in different art spaces and centers in
Europe and the Middle East including BALTIC Center for Contemporary Art,
Gateshead, UK, Stedelijk Museum Bureau Amsterdam (SMBA), Netherlands;
Bonner Kunstverein, Bonn, Germany,; UKS, Oslo, Norway; Townhouse Gal-
lery and Contemporary Image Collective/ CiC, Cairo, Egypt; Makan, Amman,
Jordon; Salzburger Kunstverein, Salzburg, Austria, Sfeir-Semler Gallery, Bei-
rut, Lebanon; AAS/SM, Izmir, Turkey and Art Dubai 2010. Also his projects has
been featured in several international biennales such as Manifesta 8: European
Biennale for Contemporary Art; Biacs 3, Seville Biennale, Spain and 1st Ca-
nary Islands Biennale, Spain.




Aleya Hamza:

I would like to start our conversation with title of your solo exhibition
When Meanings Face Glossy Surface at the Contemporary Image Col-
lective in Cairo in 2010/2011 in which five new and existing pieces were
shown together for the first time. We had discussed the title repeatedly
when we were preparing for the show. From my perspective, this title
suggests a set of artistic strategies that you typically employ in your art
practice to reflect on certain recurring themes or questions.

Mahmoud Khaled:

Great. | also imagine that this conversation reflects the curatorial ex-
change behind putting the five pieces together in that show.

For me, the title highlights a mode of questioning surrounding the notion
that an artwork generates some of its meaning by its form and representa-
tion, but also that there exists a certain expectation from the audience for
an artwork to be visual, to have a material form.

Aleya:
This point — that image and form act as an interface for the production of

meaning in an artwork is definitely crucial in your work and particularly
to this exhibition, but here I was also referring to the title as a means for
exploring dualities. In almost all your work, you set up juxtapositions.
Formally you do this in a number of ways: duplication, split screens
(such as the video in Safety Zoom), images and their alternates (Google
Me) displacing the function of objects (Niche, and The Studio as a Work
of Art). These strategies produce a certain friction that sparks off a spiral
of reflection on the very nature of the material that we are presented with.

Mahmoud:

I see dichotomy and juxtaposition as key tactics in my practice, and this
approach has informed the choice for the title of the show. In a way, I
practically filter all my ideas through these two concepts, which redefines
the work, the elements it is composed of, its internal relationships, mean-
ings, aesthetic qualities and social and political connotations. I also have
a stubborn belief that elements cannot survive as they are, that they can
only survive in pairs or in relation to other things. Basically like personal

relationships, even if the counterpart is imaginary.

The phrase When Meanings Face Glossy Surfaces sums up this process
pretty well, and I think that’s why it took us some time to discus the title
at the early stages of the project. Morevover glossy surface is a plane that
constantly produces images by its mere presence in space, so this indefi-
nite mechanism of image production is what I am interested in in the title.

Aleya:

Yes. Through this tactic, subtexts surface in the works, so even in a piece
like This Show is my Business ostensibly a straight forward single chan-
nel video portrait of a male oriental dancer, we find ourselves confronted
with the protagonist’s echo. At a certain point in your interview with Oz-
gen, he talks about being marginal, or ‘under the table’ He is referring to a
state in which an individual is a celebrity of sorts in certain niche circles,
but completely marginal in their own local environment. This allusion to
the figure of the contemporary artist who are far more know in a particu-
lar international circuit than in his or her own immediate environment
rings very true.

Can you explain what you mean by “expectation of the artwork”? Expec-
tation is usually bound up with certain assumptions, value judgments and
prejudices relating to a particular context or situation.

Mahmoud:

Expectation, and the role it plays in shaping thoughts and actions has
always been in the back of my mind at the outset of every project. It is a
dilemma I am confronted with as an artist and I try to engage with it as
a subject in my work. As a student, I studied painting in a classical aca-
demic school. We were always driven towards a very formalist, rigid and
preconceived understanding of art. But then I realized as I was develop-
ing a more conceptually-driven practice that I'm drawn to ideas that have
no physical form to speak of. After graduation this force transformed into
a professional pressure to present physical objects in a gallery space. So
in a way I encounter this dilemma in most of my work. In some works its
less immediate, but it is constantly there.



Most of the pieces in this show have been inspired by encounters I have
had in different residencies, pieces like Google Me, This Show Is my Busi-
ness, Safety Zoom and even Niche. These works are often placed within
a framework of the very charged multiculturalists discourse dominating
the international art scene. Inevitably, preconceived ideas and expecta-
tions about issues such ethnicity, class, religion etc. influence the readings
of the works.

Aleya:
The Studio as a Work of Art in particular embodies this weight of expec-

tation, even though its conditions of production of were quite different
from the other four because it was a new work.

Mahmoud:
Exactly. This piece was the master key to the logic of the show.

Aleya:
The physical object and the space that you created in The Studio as a Work

of Art can be understood as a physical manifestation of the artist’s burden.
You set up a room that has a clinical, sterile, oppressive atmosphere. And
you built in it a monumental block composed of a massive stack of blank
canvases - an “artist’s block” of sorts. You used a material, a support base
made for two-dimensional representation to make a three-dimensional
sculptural piece. Again, we are witness to this process of displacement of
objects, functions, and materials. Inevitably this collapse between the two
practices or modes redefines their roles. Was this at all a concern for you?

Mahmoud:

I was not necessarily concerned with these two mediums as such; rather I
was concerned with questions relating to the raw meaning and value of an
artwork. I was very interested in the canvas as a surface that is at once very
inviting and challenging for an artist to record a certain artistic value at a
specific moment in time. This very classical relationship between painter
and canvas is something I experienced during my academic education. At
the same time, I have always driven by a desire to create a monumental
minimal sculpture based on a very logical and conceptual process.

In a way this work is born from a more abstract inquiry into artistic pro-
duction and the creative process that is generated by the condition of be-
ing academically trained as a painter. Painting is a particular mode of
artistic production that is emotionally charged and extremely personal,
which can explain the stereotypical image of the painter figure.

As a viewer, when you see this amount of canvases stacked on top of each
other you automatically think about “expected” number of future art pro-
duction (and here we're talking about paintings of course) but in reality
you are acutely viewing a materialized sculptural work.

Aleya:

At the core of this project, and arguably most of your work, there is a very
strong impulse to reconcile conceptual concerns (where the idea is at the
forefront, where your own experience in a certain context informs the
work, and where there is an internal dialogue with or critique of the art
object itself) with very formal and aesthetic ones. You have a complicated
relationship to formalism, one that is both critical of it but at the same
time fetishizing it.

Mahmoud:
Yes, this is definitely the impact of being trained as a painter.

This piece constitutes a point of culmination for the debate surrounding
value, materiality and form in a work of art that was triggered during the
working process of the exhibition. In a way it could be seen as a radical
departure from my previous work in that the form of the work, its physi-
cality, was prioritized, a rather modernist formalist concern that seems
at odds with the conceptual inclinations seen in the other works, and in
which subject and content override the emergence of its physical form.

I also play around with stretched canvas and the value associated with its
function in the production of a work of art. Canvas is taut surface pre-
pared to receive and contain the charge and labour of the painter figure,
which makes it a popular material for image production. However here
it is used as raw material to produce a sculptural piece that is built on a



a formal logic connected to its mass and relationship to the physical space
that it occupies.

Typically, any raw material acquires an artistic value when it is subject to a
process of reformulation. For example, when we consider the value of an
unadulterated lump of bronze and another of clay, bronze is valued more
than clay because of its materiality. But if these two materials are subject
to an artistic intervention, the balance between the values tips.

This is precisely why I used canvases as main raw material in this sculp-
ture, and what interests me here is that this gesture frees the sculpture
from the limitations imposed by the values and connotations tradition-
ally associated with aesthetic material. It allows it to derive it actual value
from its functional role in the creative process, in addition to the value
added from being a component in a sculptural work.

Aleya:
Do you think that Niche works in a similar way to The Studio as a Work

of Art? They are both framed as sculptural works and they both displace
the function of the objects they are composed of.

Mahmoud:

Yes I do, but there are some differences that I'd like to start with particu-
larly as the impulse for making each of the works came from very differ-
ent places.

Niche primarily concerns itself with the objet d’art and its display as you
wrote in the exhibition text. I dont see process as a main or fundamental
layer in the work in which we are faced with a readymade object con-
sidered as an artistic piece within a specific social and cultural context.
This object (the cabinet) and its aesthetics, functionality and it’s social and
class connotations act against the logic of the white cube and what it con-
tains. Essentially, Niche was born from a certain experience at a certain
time in a certain place.

On the other hand The Studio as a Work of Art was not necessarily a
process-oriented piece, yet it is very engaged with questioning and high-

lighting the creative process as an intellectual endeavor. Aesthetically it
acts in a friendly way with this logic of the white cube.

But both pieces spring from this fascination with the form of formalist
sculpture. I see both pieces as sculptures that were inspired by thoughts
and questions related to the “identity” of an artist and an artwork from
a professional and personal which is a thread that runs throughout the
show.

Aleya:

I know that Niche has a connection to the residency at Hangar in Bar-
celona that you did in 2009 and that the series of small photographs on
display inside the ornate vitrine are of Muntjuic park. Did you produce
and show the work when you were there?

Mahmoud:
I just worked on the photographs there, but the idea of the piece devel-
oped when I came back to my studio in Alexandria.

Aleya:
When you were taking the photographs, did you already have a precon-

ceived idea of how you will show them?

Mahmoud:
No not at all. The whole project was developed in different phases.

Aleya:

Am I correct in understanding that you were less interested in the aes-
thetic value of the images and more in the significance of the location as
a cruising park?

Mahmoud:

There is a very inquisitive and voyeuristic characteristic in all of the fif-
teen images which fundamentally taps into two important features in the
cruising act itself, so you are right in that regard. The series started with
an interest in this game but then after a while of shooting in this cruising
space and of course you know how annoying the camera could be in a



space where everyone wants to be anonymous, so it was totally clear for
me then that I would not show any human bodies. I became interested
in concentrating more on the traces of the actions in the location. But
then after sometime I got compelled by the aesthetic power of the park
and started to focus on that too. I also want to mention here that I highly
edited the pictures in terms of color, contrast, value etc. which was also
important as I wanted to make them very atmospheric and picturesque,
in an attempt at mimicking the type of images and tableaus I'm used to
finding in the family houses of relatives and friends - a type of image /
artwork presented as antique, as part of the standard set up of the salon
and living rooms of these peoples homes.

In a way the aesthetics and the taste of these pictures has been always as-
sociated in my mind with the notion of the family as an institution that
most people have experienced at some point in their life and that’s also
why I later decided to present the pictures in this way in an ornate cabi-
net. The cabinet of course also functions symbolically as a kind of “closet”
where you can hide and lock many things but at the same time you cannot
prevent the desire of showing stuff. On different levels, voyeurism and in-
vestigation as tactics can be traced in earlier works like Safety Zoom and
As If You Weren't in Your Own Home.

Aleya:

When we were working on the flow between the pieces in the exhibition
space mise-en-scene was constantly at the back of your mind and we've
had numerous discussions about this. Why was controlling the relation-
ships between the works, and possibly the viewing process so important?

Mahmoud:

I didn’t intend to control the viewing process but in this exhibition it was
very important to work on the physical relationship between the viewer
and each piece, that’s also why the flow between the pieces was designed
in dialogue with the CIC space. And as you said each work in the show
was presented with a sense of mise-en-scene and a camouflage. I usually
prefer to deal with the white cube with this notion in mind because it ac-
tivates the relationship between the viewer and the work more effectively

instead of allowing the white cube to neutralize this exchange.

In the past, I saw the white cube as a sterile and nondescript place that
holds up any kind of artistic material for optimal scrutiny. From this
primarily functionalist perspective, I imagined the white cube as negative
space, receding in relation to the works shown within it. After working
in this type of environment, I quickly discovered that this very aspect,
its neutrality, is what gives the white cube authority and presence in rela-
tion to audiences and to a work of art. That is what intrigues me about
the white cube. I've continuously had the desire to test out the strengths
and limits of this authority. The narrative sequence between the works,
the mise-en-scene, and the material and conceptual relationships in this
exhibition presented an ideal terrain for exploring this claim.

Safety Zoom is very much influenced by the aesthetics and strategies of
film and theater and how they recreate and stage multiple interior spaces,
and here I was specifically interested in this point because film and theater
always carry fictional connotations. I wanted the video in this installation
to act as a fake documentary. I tried to highlight that too in the editing
and the voiceover of the video. It positions itself in an in-between space
between fiction and reality, owning an uncertain identity for itself apart
from these two categories that we generally use in viewing video works.
That is why the mise-en-scene in installation here was very crucial for the
identity of the work and its content.

Google me - Duplicate Self Portrait is composed of two photographs pre-
sented in two identical glass frames that imitate the glossy flatness of LCD
screens that typically show video works or moving images in a gallery
space. But the content of the work shows two photographic prints of two
paused moments of two different videos on youtube. In Niche, I placed a
little white wooden platform under the cabinet. This simple intervention
was key because it adds a sculptural value to the cabinet and makes the
viewer deal with it as an art object.

The continuum between the works was radically thrown off when you
enter the room in which The Studio as a work of Art is presented. A thick
red carpet that represents an introverted state of an artist who always pre-



fers to work in the comfort of his own home gives the viewer a totally dif-
ferent experience from walking on the hard floors in the rest of the rooms
of the gallery.

Aleya:

Another general impulse behind the exhibition was to reflect on art forms
in a certain social and cultural context and the construct of the artist as a
professional. The exhibition was also an institutional critique of sorts - of
the white cube space (as a classical form of display), of the art object, of
the artist persona. Do you have concerns that this type of discourse can
be self-referential to the point that it ceases to become of any interest to
a general art audience other than the closed circle of contemporary art
professionals? Is that an issue for you in the first place?

Mahmoud:

Sure, of course I care about that. I find it always unpleasant to produce
works for a specialised audience that is only engaged with a certain type
of interest, like art professionals, homosexuals, feminists ... etc. So this is
a general concern for me, and I think that on some level every artist has a
strong desire for his or her work to reach and communicate with as many
people as possible. But in the meantime I am very aware of my own artis-
tic positions: that I have been conditioned in a context (cultural / social
/ educational) that does not consider contemporary art as a very popular
form or as part of a more general, larger cultural field. Art has always been
alienated and has a very enigmatic presence in the cultural scene. Plus the
idea of the white cube as a physical institution does not also exist in this
context. For example do you remember our chat with a German curator
at the opening reception of the exhibition when we were talking about the
importance of the white cube as an element in this show, and she made a
comment that it is very obvious for her that the CIC gallery is a residential
apartment with clean white walls? Also if we go back a little bit in time
we will find that most of the contemporary art projects in Cairo in the
early beginning of the last decade (when I was still a student) were based
on the idea of how to make contemporary art more popular and acces-
sible to a larger audience by removing the white cube from the equation
completely, and showing the work directly to people in streets, cafes, old

hotel rooms, passages... etc., and by doing so a certain understanding of
contemporaneouty began to be established in the scene, a sensibility that
has nothing to do at all with the white cube, either aesthetically, politi-
cally or functionally. I think that’s why I find it stimulating to question
the white cube space, the art object and the persona of the artist within
its framework.

Aleya:

Do you find making work in the framework of a multiculturalist discourse
and as a result of residencies problematic?

Mahmoud:

The content and production of an artwork are always my decision and my
choice. Sometimes I apply and go on residencies specifically to produce
new works or even to look for new inspirations and area of interests. But
the main problematic in my opinion is a particular condition in which ex-
change based programs such as residencies become the primary opportu-
nity in an artist’s career, and this situation is true for many artists who live
and works in scenes that lack a solid institutional support system such as
Cairo and of course Alexandria where I'm based. Then the artwork runs
the risk of being instrumentalised to serve the agendas of the institutions
in power. The same logic applies to participation in exhibitions charged
by the same multiculturalist rhetoric. Avoiding this position has been one
of the most demanding challenges for me on the professional front. How
can I get out of a reductive (and often racist) understanding of how my
culture effects my artistic production? My problem with this discourse or
agenda is that it deals with artists and cultural producers reductively as
representatives of their land or culture or as explorers of other cultures,
often fetishizing the notion of “otherness” in a much more contemporary
and sophisticated framework that reproduces the original model of the
“ethnological museum”. The notion of identity and its formulation is far
more complicated than these popular models of multiculturalism.



Safety Zoom (2008-9) uses footage spontaneously and voyeuristically
shot by the artist during his London residency. Avoiding easy, docu-
mentary-style dichotomies of commentary and condemnation, Khaled
opts instead for a productive ambiguity. Profoundly engaging the act
of visual presentation, Safety Zoom'’s politicized liminality, part stage-
set, part installation, invests the material with the power to go beyond
mere judgment to that of reflection. This meditation on the power of
spectacle, race relations and the camera’s ability to directly affect its
subject is a continuation of the artist’s research into forms of presenta-
tion as well as the way society orders itself in relation to its members.
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Google Me / Duplicate Self-portrait (2010) presents us with two images as objects. Each image
is of a black screen shot displaying a single frame pulled from a video of a public performance at
precisely the same moment. A command bar enabling the original viewer of the online video to
play, pause, maximize or mute splits each image. Google Me began in 2008 as a response to a pre-
determined institutional art form (the artist talk) in an international context (the artist residency)
for articulating the professional identity of an artist and his practice. Since then it has evolved
into a work in multiple renditions that on one level explores the search for and the enactment of
an artistic self and its duplicates in the public domain.
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Niche (2009-10) concerns itself with the objet d’art and its display. An ornate vitrine characteris-
tic of bourgeois households showcases a set of small-scale framed photographs, abstracted crops
of wild but lush landscapes. Taken by Khaled during an artist residency, the images are depictions
of Montjuic Park, a cruising spot in Barcelona and a site for stranger intimacy in public space.
This tension between ambiguity and familiarity in the photo-installation redefines our relation-
ship to an artwork, the value assigned to it and the context that informs its meaning.
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This Show is my Business (2008) is a single channel video that borrows from the classical genre
of portraiture in its frontal figurative presentation of a heroic protagonist, and from the contem-
porary form of the media interview of a celebrity. In a public projection of an intimate encounter
with a stranger, it forms a candid yet guarded exploration of gender, profession and ethnic ques-
tions, and an artist’s quest for portraying another artist. Khaled takes an interest in belly-dance
performers as artists confronting issues related to gender identity and notions of cultural ‘authen-
ticity” in a field located outside the boundaries typically claimed by contemporary art. The project
takes as its point of departure Khaled’s accidental discovery of Khaled Mahmoud, a popular Lon-
don-based belly dancer born in Cairo, who the artist found after trying to ‘google’ his own name.
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The Studio as a Work of Art (2010) is composed of a modular minimalist sculpture that sits on a
red carpet. The monumental sculpture itself is formed of 200 blank canvases precariously stacked
over each other. In this act of reconfiguration and replacement of the formal function of a clas-
sical artistic material lies a poetic and elusive rumination on the process of building an artwork.
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