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HASSAN KHAN

Leaving the last of the national pavilions at the Arsenale 
on that frantic first day, I had just missed the ferry for the 
Giardini and was aiming for the walking route back when I 
found myself on a winding path through a small walled 
garden with grass mounds on either side. There, I heard a 
haunting and complex piece of symphonic music, rising from 
small black speakers on low poles arranged on the grass. It 
changed as a wanderer walked through; discordant yet in 
harmony, catching the visitor unaware, modest in its volume 
and physical appearance. I turned back and off the path to 
walk through again, in order to catch the snippets of voices 
and sound. 

Hassan Khan’s Composition for a Public Park (2013-2017) is 
a multichannel installation of music composition and spoken 
libretto, designed for public parks and gardens that are open 
and free and where the libretto is recorded in the language (or 
languages) of the country or city in which the work is installed. 
It comprises different movements – Stasis and Majesty, The 
Revolving Jewel, and No Political Romanticism – that are 
designated to specific spaces. In an interview, Khan (b. 1975) 

said they are designed so a “visitor can recognise something 
in what they hear but never feel like they own it completely,” 
and that is exactly what his work has achieved. “The three 
movements explore shared emotional landscapes, the strange 
place where the intimate and the public touch each other,” he 
says. “Each movement carries a voice with it that is ambiguous 
and vague enough to be recognisable by a large amount of 
people yet at the same time particular and specific enough to 
also be alien and not easily assimilable by the visitor.” 

The piece clearly worked its magic, for the judges of the 
prestigious Silver Lion award for the most promising young 
artist of this year’s Biennale chose to confer it on Khan. On a 
sensory level, his work reads like a delicate mixed hors d’oeuvre 
of music: a plate scattered with spots of dark balsamic vinegar, 
green pesto, pomegranate seeds. He weaves in snatches of text 
and the music and instruments of West and East, flavours to be 
tasted individually, and together. The first movement includes a 
brass ensemble, mizmars and piano; the second a small classical 
Arab music ensemble and electronics; and the third contrabass, 
string quartet and clapping.

VENICE BIENNALE

Hassan Khan. Composition for a Public Park. 2013 - 2017. Sound installation.
57th International Art Exhibition of La Biennale di Venezia Viva Arte Viva.

Image courtesy of the artist, Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris and La Biennale di Venezia.
Photography by Sebastiano Pellion di Persano. © Hassan Khan

“I imagine two gardens or parks,” Khan tells me, “The visible 
one the visitor walks through, as well as an invisible garden that 
hovers slightly above the physical one and that is produced by 
the content of the piece. As the visitors walk through the park or 
the garden, they are also walking through the composition itself.” 

His short, beautifully constructed texts begin when the first 
movement opens, assuming the voice of a stooped, thin old 
man, “who strives for the euphoria that our urban life promises 
but falls short”. “If you are an angry person, well, I will show you 
how that anger only breaks things and nothing else,” is one line 
in No Political Romanticism, which, as Khan notes, speaks through 
a collective subjectivity, rather than an individual one, tragically 
demonstrating how power forces us to love the things that make 
us angry, for anger that is simply contained breaks out in sudden 
hatred. “For burning needs do not disappear, they only mutate.”  

London-born Hassan Khan is a household name in the 
Middle East. He lives and works in Cairo (to where his Egyptian 
parents returned when he was five) and his work is held in 
different public (and private) collections across the region, 
including Mathaf in Doha, Guggenheim Abu Dhabi and the 
Sharjah Art Foundation. “Ironically enough, not a single work of 
mine has ever been acquired in my own home country, Egypt, 
where I have been showing publicly since 1995,” he quips. He 
is also very much an international player as a musician, having 
performed all over the world, a widely-published writer and an 
artist boasting solo exhibitions from New York and São Paulo to 
Switzerland and the UK. 

“I do not have a studio,” he explains. “I work all the time, 
everywhere, and wherever I am in the world. I work while walking 
through Korba, my comfortably bourgeois neighborhood in Cairo, 

or the hectic popular flea markets of Seoul; I work while lazing 
around at home doing nothing, while overhearing fascistic ex-
army officers and their wives gossiping at the Heliopolis club, while 
slowly dissolving in a hundred and one museums everywhere; I 
work while sipping a drink in a cafe, in a bar, in a tavern, in a pub, 
in a club, in the backstage of a theatre; I work while riding a tuk-
tuk in Delhi, on the bus in London, on the subway in NYC, on a 
train in Sweden, in a limousine in Dubai; I work while sitting at the 
public notary waiting for papers to be processed, while buying 
a book in a downtown bookstore, while politically disagreeing 
with taxi drivers, with accountants, with tea shop boys. I of course 
also work while literally, working: with actors, with film crews, 
with craftsmen, with musicians, at the printers, in a workshop, in 
a factory, at a car mechanic, or maybe just alone on my laptop or 
in one of my many notebooks.” 

“As a musician I believe in music, and as an artist I believe in 
art. For me the category ‘sound art’ does not make any sense,” he 
continues. “I believe one can work in any medium that one sees fit 
to work in. In a sense, the work always demands its own medium. 
I think this kind of art practice will continue into the foreseeable 
future. Specificity is important of course, but maybe we can think 
of specificity in terms of the work rather than the medium.” 

Khan says that for his next major project, he has been 
dreaming of a big-budget feature film produced with lookalike 
actors channeling a specially chosen pantheon of Egyptian 
comedians from the past century of film. The Slapper and 
the Cap of Invisibility (2015), which was shown at the Sharjah 
Biennale in 2015, is a sort of preparatory step towards this work.” 
Multidisciplinary, versatile and critical, we cannot wait to see 
what Hassan Khan will come up with next. 

Photography by Ali Ghandtschi

Birth date: 1975
Nationality: British-Egyptian 

Pavilion: Main show
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“I imagine two gardens or parks,” Khan tells me, “The visible 
one the visitor walks through, as well as an invisible garden that 
hovers slightly above the physical one and that is produced by 
the content of the piece. As the visitors walk through the park or 
the garden, they are also walking through the composition itself.” 

His short, beautifully constructed texts begin when the first 
movement opens, assuming the voice of a stooped, thin old 
man, “who strives for the euphoria that our urban life promises 
but falls short”. “If you are an angry person, well, I will show you 
how that anger only breaks things and nothing else,” is one line 
in No Political Romanticism, which, as Khan notes, speaks through 
a collective subjectivity, rather than an individual one, tragically 
demonstrating how power forces us to love the things that make 
us angry, for anger that is simply contained breaks out in sudden 
hatred. “For burning needs do not disappear, they only mutate.”  

London-born Hassan Khan is a household name in the 
Middle East. He lives and works in Cairo (to where his Egyptian 
parents returned when he was five) and his work is held in 
different public (and private) collections across the region, 
including Mathaf in Doha, Guggenheim Abu Dhabi and the 
Sharjah Art Foundation. “Ironically enough, not a single work of 
mine has ever been acquired in my own home country, Egypt, 
where I have been showing publicly since 1995,” he quips. He 
is also very much an international player as a musician, having 
performed all over the world, a widely-published writer and an 
artist boasting solo exhibitions from New York and São Paulo to 
Switzerland and the UK. 

“I do not have a studio,” he explains. “I work all the time, 
everywhere, and wherever I am in the world. I work while walking 
through Korba, my comfortably bourgeois neighborhood in Cairo, 

or the hectic popular flea markets of Seoul; I work while lazing 
around at home doing nothing, while overhearing fascistic ex-
army officers and their wives gossiping at the Heliopolis club, while 
slowly dissolving in a hundred and one museums everywhere; I 
work while sipping a drink in a cafe, in a bar, in a tavern, in a pub, 
in a club, in the backstage of a theatre; I work while riding a tuk-
tuk in Delhi, on the bus in London, on the subway in NYC, on a 
train in Sweden, in a limousine in Dubai; I work while sitting at the 
public notary waiting for papers to be processed, while buying 
a book in a downtown bookstore, while politically disagreeing 
with taxi drivers, with accountants, with tea shop boys. I of course 
also work while literally, working: with actors, with film crews, 
with craftsmen, with musicians, at the printers, in a workshop, in 
a factory, at a car mechanic, or maybe just alone on my laptop or 
in one of my many notebooks.” 

“As a musician I believe in music, and as an artist I believe in 
art. For me the category ‘sound art’ does not make any sense,” he 
continues. “I believe one can work in any medium that one sees fit 
to work in. In a sense, the work always demands its own medium. 
I think this kind of art practice will continue into the foreseeable 
future. Specificity is important of course, but maybe we can think 
of specificity in terms of the work rather than the medium.” 

Khan says that for his next major project, he has been 
dreaming of a big-budget feature film produced with lookalike 
actors channeling a specially chosen pantheon of Egyptian 
comedians from the past century of film. The Slapper and 
the Cap of Invisibility (2015), which was shown at the Sharjah 
Biennale in 2015, is a sort of preparatory step towards this work.” 
Multidisciplinary, versatile and critical, we cannot wait to see 
what Hassan Khan will come up with next. 
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His practice spans varied media, from film and video to 
installation, text, sound, music and photography. Sohrab 
Mohebbi speaks with Hassan Khan, who believes that the 
perfect medium is one that lends itself best to the work. 

 When I had the chance to work with Hassan Khan on an exhibition at the 

Queens Museum of Art in 2011 and broke the news to some of my col-

leagues, they warned me: “Hassan Khan is very difficult to work with.” So, I opened my conversation 

with Khan by asking his opinion on this. “Difficult to work with?” he exclaimed, “I think I am a difficult 

person to live with!” He went on to explain that he did not say this as a joke, as there are times that 

all that matters is the work, and everything else just orbits around it. Most often he creates new work 

for each exhibition, and until recently, it was rare that he would even exhibit older pieces. 

I spoke with Khan upon his return to Cairo – where he lives and works – from the dOCUMENTA 

(13) sessions in Alexandria. For the 100-day mega-exhibition in Kassel, he produced two new works, 

Blind Ambition (2012) a 45-minute video made with a cell phone camera and The Knot, a glass sculp-

ture of the eight-knot figure, facing one another at the lower level of the Neue Galerie. Khan’s works 

are also the subject of his forthcoming retrospective at Istanbul’s SALT, and this year, Jewel (2010) 

was featured at Palais de Tokyo’s La Triennale, New Museum Triennial in New York and also the Berlin 

Documentary Forum and was hailed by critics and viewers alike on both sides of the Atlantic. 

RED HERRINGS
Among the various threads in Khan’s work is an investigation of the underlying structures and sourc-

es that give form to identifiable appearances and a desire to reach the essence. His work does not 

aim to essentialise certain geo-political conditions into immediately identifiable representations. “It 

is not about context,” he explains, “because there is, in many cases, an engagement with the condi-

tions under which something is born…under which I am working or living, the world I experience. 

However, the work is not about describing this, and it is definitely not about explaining it.” In an ear-

lier work, such as his one-minute-long and fast-paced This is THE Political Film (1998), Khan shows a 

strange-looking man nailing a piece of meat to a desk. In DOM-TAK-TAK-DOM-TAK, his 2005 installation 

at Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea in Turin, Khan selected six tracks of sha’abi (popu-

lar) Arabic music, analysed them with musicians of the genre and then recorded the basic rhythm 

PROFILE

Opening spread: A video 
still from Jewels. 2010. 

Video installation in colour 
with sound. 35 minutes.

Facing page: Banque 
Bannister. 2010. Brass. 

209 x 260 x 22 cm. Edition 
of three. Photography by 

Florian Kleinefeen. 



¬π

Sohrab Mohebbi
Creating, Decoys, Hassan Khan
Canvas, September—October 2012, p.88-95.

91

section of each piece. Later, he invited ses-

sion musicians to individually improvise 

on the beats – without hearing the work 

of one another – and thus created what he calls 

the “ghost of the genre…you’re listening to mu-

sic that still retains a certain amount of elegance, 

beauty, complexity…yet it’s not what it’s really 

supposed to be, it’s a shadow.” In his epic piece 

from 2004, Hidden Location, a 52-minute syn-

chronised four-channel video installation, Khan 

adds yet another dimension to the work and 

unsettles the position of the viewer by at once 

giving him/her the possibility to choose how to 

interact with the piece – which screen to watch, 

which threads to follow – while at the same time 

making it impossible to experience the work 

thoroughly, as one can never follow the four  

screens simultaneously. 

In Khan’s work, the set of references are not 

always clear and he often makes use of decoys, 

“producing something that looks like something 

but is actually something else”. Take Muslimgauze 

R.I.P (2010) where Khan developed a scenario 

about a boy living in Thatcherite England in an 

apartment building next to the prolific British ex-

perimental and electronic musician Bryn Jones, 

who produced a number of records as Muslim-
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gauze before passing away. The boy idles 

curiously around the apartment, feels the 

trinkets on the buffet table, uncovers the 

mechanism of closet doors and discovers 

the materiality of his immediate environ-

ment; while next door, the musician who 

had never been to the Middle East, starts producing records in solidarity with the Arab 

cause after the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. 

Khan’s piece Blind Ambition (currently on view at Neue Galerie, Kassel), is a 45-minute 

single-channel video all shot on a Samsung Galaxy cell phone with dubbed and synchro-

nised voices. I asked Khan about the choice of a cell phone camera, and he mentioned 

how it is different from video cameras, both in how one is treated and understood and the 

kind of atmosphere in the street, as well as in the way that the actors respond to it, which 

is also twofold. They either ignore it, which is not desirable, or it becomes completely invis-

ible, which is what Khan wanted to achieve. “The fact that it’s shot on the cell phone gives 

the audience a clue of what it is,” he explains. Khan had imagined the piece a few years 

ago as a work taking place in public spaces all over the city, “completely silent except for 

when people spoke.”

A 35mm film transferred to digital format, Jewel has been extremely successful at living 

up to its name. In this piece, a deep-sea luminous angelfish suddenly freezes and turns 

into a set of lights on a speaker; the bass kicks in and as the camera pans out, two men 

dance to the beat of sha’abi music composed by Khan. The men, one in seemingly of-

ficial bureaucrat attire and the other dressed like the man-on-the-street, dance facing 

one another without ever taking their eyes off of each other. At first, the location of this 

performance is unclear, but as the camera zooms out, we see the two men move inside 

an empty white room. Triggered by an episode that caught Khan’s eye in a cab ride back 

This page: An installation 
view of the Neue Galerie at 

dOCUMENTA (13). Left: The 
Knot. 70 x 6.5 x 3 cm. 2012. 
Glass sculpture. Right: Blind 

Ambition. 2012. Single-channel 
video, dubbed with synchronised 

voices. The HD video was shot 
on a Samsung Galaxy SII cell 

phone. Photography by Anders 
Sune Berg. 

Facing page: Two stills from 
Muslimgauze R.I.P. 2010. Full 

HD video transferred to Blu-Ray 
with sound. Eight minutes and 

seven seconds. Edition of six. 
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home – where two men danced to a blasting 

speaker decorated with light bulbs synchronised 

to the beat – he imagined the work throughout 

by the time he arrived home. Constituted out of 

the power of the collective, the relationship that 

Jewel holds with its subjects is, in a way “an am-

plification and condensation... but other works 

don’t necessarily hold the same relationships 

with their sources. You can find another work 

that deals with the same source in a completely 

different way, that is more discreet, or more sub-

tle, or more quiet, or maybe by definition, much 

more cold, it’s not a value in itself, it’s just what 

the work is. In the case of Jewel, that happens to 

align itself with what people go for.” 

MULTIMEDIA APPROACHES
In his video works, Khan almost never makes 

an appearance, except for the piece Sometime/

Somewhere Else (2001), where he juxtaposes 

footage of himself as a 17 year-old blasting an 

electric guitar next to recordings of himself at the 

age of 15 being interviewed by a Swedish crew, 

making a documentary about “young adults 

around the world or something like that”. It was 

a few days before he enrolled at university, and 

yet Khan categorically denies being a child prod-

igy; he was nevertheless a year or two younger 

than many of his classmates. He received both 

his BA (1995) and MA (2004) in Comparative Lit-

erature from the American University in Cairo. A 

bookworm even before entering college, Khan 

notes – perhaps ironically – that one of the only 

books that he read cover-to-cover during his 

university years was John Cage’s Silence. Even 

with all his competence in critical theory (as is 

clear in his writings), he explains how he “reads 

“[Khan] often makes use of 
decoys, “producing something 
that looks like something but is 
actually something else.”
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This page, below: An 
installation view of The Twist 

at Objective Exhibitions, 
Antwerp. 2011. Five narrative 

texts and one shelf with 10 
objects. Variable dimensions.

Facing page, from left to right: 
Three installation views of 

DOM-TAK-TAK-DOM-TAK. 
2005. Music, light and text.  

Variable dimensions.

All images courtesy the artist and 
Galerie Chantal Crousel, Paris.
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selectively, irrationally – skimming through the 

text, consuming certain segments and ignoring 

others, allowing this to become a way of think-

ing through the books”. 

After graduation, Khan held several jobs: as 

a teacher, working at a publishing house, and 

also as a translator for a belly dancer, a task that 

proved to be a disappointment: “I thought that I 

would manage to get in with the belly dancers 

and have a great time, but they treated me like a 

servant!” He held his first solo exhibition in 1999 

at the Gezira Art Centre, a show that featured 

five monitors on one side, juxtaposed with a sus-

pended hammer at the other end of the gallery 

as a counterpart, curiously not dissimilar to his 

recent installation in Kassel. 

This September, for his retrospective at SALT 

in Istanbul, Khan is presenting some of his larger 

aforementioned works together with pieces 

such as the bronze sculpture Banque Bannister 

(2010), his text piece The Agreement (2011) and 

a wall of smaller pieces. Even so, he remarks that 

in October he can “make another retrospective 

with a different set of works that might seem to 

come from a totally different artist.”

Working on several exhibitions (in addition 

to SALT, Khan also has a solo exhibition at Haus 

der Kunst in Munich and Marseille Capital of 

Culture in 2013 and is making new work for all 

three), I was curious to hear about Khan’s daily 

routine. “When I am working on a project, I am in 

complete incommunicado, even while working 

on, let’s say, rendering a video file which will take 

a couple of hours, I still cannot go out for drinks 

after that,” he explains. “And yet, there are times 

that I don’t do anything at all. I go to a café for 

instance and read all the morning newspapers, I 

go for walks, I stare at the ceiling etc, but to me 

in a way, that is amongst the most significant 

parts of my work. And sometimes in this state, 

I imagine a work in its completion, but I do not 

pursue it, I simply let it go.”

For more information visit www.hassankhan.com 
and www.crousel.com 

“When I am working on a project, I am in 
complete incommunicado.”
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