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Ms. Hatoum, do you see darkness in your art?

I think your personal experience shapes the way you view the world around you. With 15 years of civil war
in Lebanon and conflict in the Middle East ever since I can remember, there is nothing very uplifting about
it and this inevitably filters through my work. So, yes, there is darkness but there is lightness as well. There
are often two sides to each piece, not just one meaning. Duality and contradictions exist in most of the
work: darkness and light, heaviness and humor, beauty and danger...

Humor? That’s surprising — I don’t see a lot of humor in a piece like The Negotiating Table, for
example.

Well, take my performance piece Roadworks, for instance. I walked around the streets of Brixton dragging
heavy Dr. Martens boots — the boots that the police and skin heads used to wear — behind my bare feet
so that you have the symbol of vulnerability, this woman being followed by the boots of the state and
racist thugs. But it is a surreal and humorous gesture. People interacted with it! I kept hearing comments
like, “Oh, the Invisible Man,” “Does she know she’s being followed?” I like using humor to deflate those
heavy situations. There are also contradictions in the installation Light Sentence. The rigidity of the cages is
contradicted by the fluidity of the moving shadows. It’s both mesmerizing, beautiful but also disturbing,

“I am interested in exploring the phenomenology of space and
materials.”



Galerie
Chantal Crousel

Robertson, Emma. «Mona Hatoum: “It’s about shattering the familiar”», The Talks, October 19, 2016.
http://the-talks.com/interview/mona-hatoum/

Walking around that piece is a dizzying, unsettling experience... Is it your goal to make your
audience somewhat uncomfortable?

Light Sentence is about an unsettled space, about a space in constant flux with no solid point of
reference... But I don’t know if I think about making my audience uncomfortable on purpose. I don’t
have any specific strategy; I don’t sit there and say, “Oh, this is going to mean this.” I am interested in
exploring the phenomenology of space and materials. I have really kept a very experimental attitude. I like
to surprise myself and hopefully in that way, keep it surprising for other people. I think the work is open to
interpretation. And I like to keep it that way.

You must have heard a lot of different interpretations of your work over the years.

You know, I’'m always surprised when, years after I make a work, someone comes up and says, “Oh, this
means this to me.” Just recently I was talking about Light Sentence in kind of negative terms... You know,
it reminds you of the architecture of tower blocs in the suburbs of big cities, uniform and regimented
architecture... But someone responded, “Oh, it’s funny because when I looked at the shadows, it gave me a
lot of hope.” Wonderful! Absolutely amazing! (Laughs)

It is important for your work to raise questions?

Yeah, that’s very important for me. I'm working with feelings of displacement, disorientation, estrangement — when
the familiar turns into something foreign or even threatening; It’s about shattering the familiar to create uncertainty
and make you question things that you normally take for granted. I suppose this is what critical awareness is about.
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I read that the surveillance systems and institutions of 1980s London helped spark your own critical awareness of
the world around you, and influenced your performance pieces very heavily.

The issue of surveillance was a recurring theme in my early performance and video work. Corps étranger, a video
installation that I made using an endoscopic camera to film both the surface and the inside of my body, pushed this
idea of surveillance to an absurd extreme — I was implying that surveillance can even penetrate inside you. There’s
no place that remains unturned or unobserved. Those ideas have definitely permeated my work... And still do until
now. But looking back, it’s clear to me that those years were very tumultuous, very intense, my performances were
fueled with anger. They were vigil-like. I think they suited the way I was at the time.

How so?

I was too impatient so the immediacy of performance suited me at the time. I couldn’t stay with something for too
long, I couldn’t settle down, I was too too restless. Not that I’'m not restless anymore... (Laughs) I was too self-
critical and I could never put my own work on the wall or live with it, you know? At the time when I was doing these
performances, I was quite young and fearless and I felt that I had nothing to lose.

Has that changed? Do you feel now like you have something to lose?

Well... (Sighs) I don’t know. In those early days, I was this young unknown artist and it didn’t matter what I did
because who cares? (Laughs) Does it matter now? I don’t know. With performances, you work so hard to prepare,
you travel across the world to show the work in Canada, in New York, here, there, and maybe 50 people would turn
Ms. Hatoum, do you see darkness in your art?

I think your personal experience shapes the way you view the world around you. With 15 years of civil war in
Lebanon and conflict in the Middle East ever since I can remember, there is nothing very uplifting about it and
this inevitably filters through my work. So, yes, there is darkness but there is lightness as well. There are often two
sides to each piece, not just one meaning. Duality and contradictions exist in most of the work: darkness and light,
heaviness and humor, beauty and danger...
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Walking around that piece is a dizzying, unsettling experience... Is it your goal to make your audience
somewhat uncomfortable?

Light Sentence is about an unsettled space, about a space in constant flux with no solid point of reference... But

I don’t know if I think about making my audience uncomfortable on purpose. I don’t have any specific strategy; I
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to me.” Just recently I was talking about Light Sentence in kind of negative terms... You know, it reminds you of
the architecture of tower blocs in the suburbs of big cities, uniform and regimented architecture... But someone
responded, “Oh, it’s funny because when I looked at the shadows, it gave me a lot of hope.” Wonderful! Absolutely
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It is important for your work to raise questions?
Yeah, that’s very important for me. I’'m working with feelings of displacement, disorientation, estrangement — when
the familiar turns into something foreign or even threatening. It’s about shattering the familiar to create uncertainty

and make you question things that you normally take for granted. I suppose this is what critical awareness is about.

I read that the surveillance systems and institutions of 1980s London helped spark your own critical
awareness of the world around you, and influenced your performance pieces very heavily.

The issue of surveillance was a recurring theme in my early performance and video work. Corps étranger, a video
installation that I made using an endoscopic camera to film both the surface and the inside of my body, pushed this
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idea of surveillance to an absurd extreme — I was implying that surveillance can even penetrate inside you. There’s
no place that remains unturned or unobserved. Those ideas have definitely permeated my work... And still do until
now. But looking back, it’s clear to me that those years were very tumultuous, very intense, my performances were
fueled with anger. They were vigil-like. I think they suited the way I was at the time.

How so?

I was too impatient so the immediacy of performance suited me at the time. I couldn’t stay with something for too
long, I couldn’t settle down, I was too too restless. Not that I’'m not restless anymore... (Laughs) I was too self-
critical and I could never put my own work on the wall or live with it, you know? At the time when I was doing these
performances, I was quite young and featless and 1 felt that I had nothing to lose.

Has that changed? Do you feel now like you have something to lose?

Well... (Sighs) I don’t know. In those early days, I was this young unknown artist and it didn’t matter what I did
because who cares? (Laughs) Does it matter now? I don’t know. With performances, you work so hard to prepare,
you travel across the world to show the work in Canada, in New York, here, there, and maybe 50 people would turn
up at the most. Then it’s all dismantled and gone. So, after a while, I just wanted to be able to have a more measured
approach, to develop a work over a longer period, to make my mistakes in private before presenting them in a public
situation.

“Seeing those works again makes me both cringe and wonder
how I had the guts to do it all...”
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Do you feel less “on display” now that you’re focusing more on installations and objects?

With installation my own body has been replaced by that of the viewer. Impressions and thoughts come out of the
experience of interacting with the space and materials. I am not there to perform or deliver a message. The work
exists independently of me. Once it’s finished, it has a life of its own. It’s there for people to view, to interact with...

So is it possible for you to leave your past works behind completely?

I can’t really say that because there are recurring themes in my work and a circularity and repetition of certain ideas
even if they manifest themselves in different ways. Every exhibition or residency in a new location brings certain
characteristics which sometimes lead to revisiting some concepts or ideas. Sometimes I look at some early works and
I think, “This was an idea that I could have expanded on, I could have pushed this concept further or in another
direction.” It can be very hard to look at work from 30 years ago because it brings out a lot of emotions, especially
the performance work. Seeing those works again is always interesting. It makes me both cringe and wonder how I
had the guts to do it all...
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Mona Hatoum, Tate Modern, London, review —
“Triumphant’

Rachel Spence

Mona Hatoum’s ‘Light Sentence’ (1992).
Photo: Philippe Migeat

Before there was Warsan Shire, there was Mona Hatoum. Shire’s poem “Home”, which opened with the
lines “No one leaves home unless/home is the mouth of a shark,” has made her the 21st-century cantor
for exodus. Yet the Somali-British poet is heir to a lineage of artists who have wrenched lyricism out of
relocation.

As Tate Modern’s triumphant new show demonstrates, no one has expressed the terrible beauty of unbe-
longing better than Mona Hatoum. Born in Beirut in 1952, the artist experienced a double exile. Her
Palestinian family were obliged to leave Israel in 1948 and “existed with a sense of dislocation”, Hatoum
has said. Then, in 1975, Hatoum found herself stranded in London when civil war broke out in Lebanon.
She completed art school in the British capital and now divides her time between London and Berlin,
though a nomadic gene sees her accept residencies throughout the world.
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Despite her personal trauma, Hatoum is far from a confessional artist. Tate’s exhibition opens with “Socle
du Monde” (“Base of the world”), a cube covered in black iron filings which cling to hidden magnets,
which is named after a 1961 sculpture by Piero Manzoni.

The intellectual jester of conceptualism, Manzoni placed a plinth upside down to suggest that our entire
planet was displayed on its surface. In a smooth metal which anticipated minimalism, Manzoni’s work
echoed the Duchampian credo that all the world’s an artwork waiting for a museum to put it on display.
Hatoum keeps the hermetic geometry, thereby declaring herself an artist who has no intention of letting
her feelings overwhelm her form, yet her tactile pelt whispers of uncanny forces caged within, as if Carl
Andre had been reimagined by Steven King’s Carrie.

By the time she made “Socle du Monde” in 1992-93, Hatoum had adopted minimalist form as her main
grammar. Yet the first rooms remind us that her early language was performance. A black and white
photograph of Hatoum’s bare feet tied to a pair of Doc Martens (footwear of choice for fashionable
skinheads) as she trudges through Brixton is the legacy of a film — on screen in a later room — entitled
“Roadworks” (1985) that sprang out of her anger at the era’s race riots.

A layer-cake of imagery assembled from contact sheets and grainy footage, “Don’t smile, you’re on
camera” (1980), creates the illusion that male bodies are being surreptitiously stripped by a prying lens.
The unsettling sleight of eye speaks of an artist revenging herself — for this violating gaze is hers — on
an art establishment which has denuded women for centuries.

Taking her cue from a generation of feminist artists before her, Hatoum saw performance as a “revo-
lutionary medium”. But by the 1990s she had outgrown its innate melodrama. Made in 1992, “Light
Sentence” is one of her earliest installations. Consisting of two rows of wire-mesh lockers in between
which hangs a single, swaying lightbulb, it envelops the spectator in an infinite grid of silky, fluctuating,
wolf-grey shadows. At once prison cell, interrogation chamber and battery cage, yet also astoundingly,
autonomously beautiful, it has an especially powerful resonance in a gallery where Agnes Martin, subject
of a Tate retrospective last year, was a recent resident.

But the American painter declared that her lines were “innocent as trees” — private, transcendent expres-
sions of her outer world. Hatoum puts her matrices to more pointed use. She know that without the grid
there can be no cage, no prison cell, no bed, no electric power and no map, all of which are recurring
tropes in her oeuvre. (Tate’s show, sensibly, does not adhere to chronology and thus maintains the cycli-
cal elegance of Hatoum’s material repetitions and recalibrations.) As such, Hatoum is in the vanguard of
a skein of political artists, including Cornelia Parker, Nadia Kaabi-Linke and Hajra Waheed, who use the
foundation stone of geometric abstraction to temper overt emotion.

However, Hatoum also sieves her sensibility through a surrealist filter. She often uses organic substances
— hair, blood, urine — and has a predilection for household objects which makes her the daughter of
Meret Oppenheim and Louise Bourgeois, feminist artists who also turned the tools of their oppression
into weapons.
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Mona Hatoum’s ‘Grater Divide’ (2002).
Photo: Iain Dickens, courtesy White Cube

At Tate, a gigantic cheese grater is blown up to resemble a hazardous daybed. A French garden chair
(“Jardin Public”, 1993) sprouts a triangle of pubic hair from the holes in its seat. The unsettling menace
is intensified by the whine of “Homebound” (2000), an installation of objects — colanders, child’s cot,
hamster cage, assorted lightbulbs and furniture — electrically wired together so that they buzz, dim and
flare with ominous indifference to our presence.

Time and again these Plath-like howls of fury are quietened by Hatoum’s rationalist architecture. “Home-
bound”, for example, is framed by a colony of exquisitely pared-down works including “Present Tense”
(1996), a rectangle of golden soap bars which bears the faint tracing of a map of Palestinian territories as
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drawn up in the Oslo peace accords. On the wall, swatches of burnt toilet paper (“Untitled”, 1989) have
been burnt with tiny perforations that form stuttering, singed rows suggestive of an indecipherable morse
code.

Mona Hatoum’s ‘Hot Spot’ (2009).
Photo: Agostino Osio, courtesy Fondazione Querini Stampalia Onlus, Venice

These diminutive interventions balance out the brutal violence that simmers in Hatoum’s monumental
installations. The second half of this show introduces us to “Quarters” (1996), four metal beds with
bare mattress frames stacked five high and arranged in the panopticon shape that, thanks to its capacity
for surveillance, made for ideal Victorian prisons. Nearby is “Hot Spot” (2013), a stainless steel globe
with the continents outlined in red neon as if the entire world was in flames. Just as it’s all getting too
apocalyptic, we have “Projection” (2006), another map traced in flocks of cotton on a white ground



Galerie
Chantal Crousel

Spence, Rachel. «Mona Hatoum, Tate Modern, London, review — “Triumphant’»,
The Financial Times, May 9, 2016.
http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/42d1e3de-13b0-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173. html#axzz48GUMzs AV

which imagines our planet as a pillowy, utopian phantom, the alter ego of those bleak, ascetic bunks.

As a songstress of home, clearly Hatoum is no Martha Stewart. Yet, despite critical attempts to pigeonhole
her, she also isn’t the visual equivalent of Edward Said. Although Said, the pre-eminent witness to the
Palestinian displacement, wrote a beautiful essay about her work in 2000, reproduced in Tate’s catalogue,
Hatoum’s concerns venture further. The plight of her parents’ birthplace is always on her radar. But she’s
also telling us that domesticity is death to female empowerment. And that few of us, regardless of gender,
ever truly find a refuge.

The show closes with “Undercurrent (red)” (2008), a scarlet mat whose tight weave loosens into tentacles
plugged into lightbulbs, their intermittent glow reminding us just how much blood there is on everybody’s
carpet these days. It’s a strong piece, reminiscent yet not derivative of the Aids-related light works of
Cuban-American artist Félix Gonzalez-Torres.

A more subtle coup de foudre would have been delivered by “Measures of Distance”, which sits halfway
through the exhibition. Made in 1988, this video is a palimpsest of sound and image, showing Hatoum’s
mother as she takes a shower, her body barely discernible behind a curtain of Arabic writing. Fluid as a
river, spiky as barbed wire, as inspired a grid as Hatoum ever devised, the calligraphy makes a perfect
formal container for the sadness in Hatoum’s voice as she reads aloud the letters her mother wrote to her
during their separation.

As lines such as “Dear Mona, I have not been able to send you any letters because the local post office
was destroyed by a car bomb . ..” echo through the rooms before and beyond, we intuit that this exhibition

will disrupt our own homecoming.

To August 21, tate.org.uk
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Review: Mona Hatoum Blends Abstract,
Agitprop at Tate Modern

By SAMUEL SPENCER | MAY 05,2016

«Undercurrent (red),» 2008, by Mona Hatoum
(© Mona Hatoum. Photo Stefan Rohner, Courtesy Kunstmuseum St. Gallen)

London’s Tate Modern is presenting the first UK retrospective of Lebanese/Palestinian Mona Hatoum,
which runs until August 21.

Rather than going in chronological order, the curators have chosen a sort of thematic display that in the
accompanying brochure they call “a series of juxtapositions.” In theory, this means that the many strands
of the exhibition, the abstract and the agitprop, the personal and the political, are woven together, not
unlike the number of weaved works made of human hair and other unconventional materials that feature.

In practice, however, this can make for a muddled, yet always compelling, experience. If there are two
things that Hatoum likes as an artist they are simple, bold political statements (like the footprints featu-
ring the word “unemployed” she stamped across Sheffield in one work), and bad puns, particularly sexual
ones. This is an artist equally at home making comments on the Israel-Palestine conflict, and making a
work like “Jardin public,” 1993, a chair featuring a ball of hair whose title is a pun on “public/pubic,”
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creating a randy readymade like Marcel Duchamp with a dirty mind.

Seeing these two sides of the artist together is certainly interesting, but it serves to cheapen the more
political works. Documents for performance works like “Negotiating Table,” 1983, in which the artist
lay seemingly mangled and bloodied under a sheet as the sound of war reportage plays, must rely on
their bluntness to make their impact, and when shown near less serious work like “Van Gogh’s Back,” a
photograph of a man’s back hair arranged into Starry Night-like swirls, they just seem overly simplistic
and on-the-nose. However, perhaps this is appropriate, as the nose is one of the many body parts Hatoum
uses in works in the exhibition, photographing herself with a toy climber on her face like a mini military
mountaineer. In fact, visitors will see works not only on-the-nose, but on-the-breast, on-the-back, and in
the case of one work, inside-the-body.

However, it is when the artist gets away from the personal and the political that the exhibition has its
best moments. One such work is “+ and -,” 1994-2004, a yin-yang sculpture in which a circle in sand
is constantly furrowed and smoothed over in a revolving circle to create a definite exhibition highlight.
These abstract works can also be her most effective political works, as with “Impenetrable,” 2009 a cube
comprised of hanging barbed wire strands. Other successful works take a more oblique look at issues,
like a series of works that show the terror implicit in domesticity, a comment both on women feeling trap-
ped in the home and the house arrests political enemies can find themselves subject to all over the world.

Always skillfully done but occasionally shallow, the exhibition is worth seeing for its best moments,
which glow incandescently, sometimes literally so as in the last piece in the exhibition.

“Mona Hatoum” runs until August 21 at Tate Modern.
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Mona Hatoum

Homebound 2000

Kitchen utensils, furniture, electrical wire, light bulbs, dimmer unit, amplifier and two speakers
Dimensions variable

Courtesy Rennie Collection, Vancouver © Mona Hatoum
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Mona Hatoum

Hot Spot III

2009

Stainless steel, neon tube

Photo: Agostino Osio, Courtesy Fondazione Querini Stampalia Onlus, Venice ©Mona Hatoum
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Mona Hatoum

Light Sentence 1992

Galvanised wire mesh lockers, electric motor and light bulb

198 x 185 x 490

Centre Pompidou, Musée National d’ Art Moderne, Paris: Mnam-CCI / Dist RMN-GP
Photo: Philippe Migeat © Mona Hatoum



Galerie
Chantal Crousel

Spencer, Samuel. «Review: Mona Hatoum Blends Abstract, Agitprop at Tate Moderny, Blonin Art Info, May 5, 2016.
http://uk.blouinartinfo.com/news/story/1393986/review-mona-hatoum-blends-abstract-agitprop-at-tate-modern

Mona Hatoum

Over My Dead Body
1988

Inkjet on paper

204 x 304

© Courtesy of the artist
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Mona Hatoum

Grater Divide

2002

Mild steel

204 x 3.5 cm x variable width

© Photo Iain Dickens, Courtesy White Cube © Mona Hatoum
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Mona Hatoum

Measures of Distance

1988

Video, colour and sound, 15 min 30 sec
Tate. Purchased 1999

©Mona Hatoum
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Mona Hatoum

Performance Still 1985/1995

Gelatin silver print on paper mounted on aluminium

76.4 x 108

Tate. Presented by Tate Patrons 2012 Photo Edward Woodman, Courtesy White Cube © Mona Hatoum
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Anna Samson. «Taking it personally», Damn, January-February, 2014, p.68-73.
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Anna Samson. «Taking it personally», Damn, January - February, 2014, p.68-73.
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“Five Plus One”, Almanac 2010, ArtAsiaPacific, 2010.
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Samah Hijawi. “The politics of home”, Canvas, September - October 2008, p. 77 - 79.





