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Reviews|Recensions

Exhibiting and Writing on Art from
the Middle East—Some Recent
European and North American
Exhibitions and their Catalogues

Silvia Naef

Mostart historical writings date the
globalization of the art world from
the 1989 Paris exhibition Magiciens de
laterre and the end of the Cold War,
which opened the art scene and art
markets worldwide.* Contemporary
art events followed across the globe,
new biennials in particular: Istan-

bul (1987), Dakar (first a literary event,
then a showcase for living artists since
1992), Gwangju (1995), Shanghai (1996),
Sharjah (first held in 1993; strictly for
international contemporary art since
2005).2 Since the 1990s, artists from
non-Western countries, for instance
Ai Weiwei and Walid Raad, have found
prominent places within the formerly
exclusively Western world of contem-
porary art exhibitions.

As part of this global phenomenon,
the Middle East has its peculiarities.
(By Middle East, curators and writers
generally mean the Arab world and
Iran, as Saeb Eigner explained in the
2010 publication of his Middle Eastern
collection, and itis in this sense that
the term will be used here, although it
can include Turkey and Afghanistan.?)
Because the media and popular
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opinion have equated the region’s
political situation with war and ter-
rorism, exhibitions of Middle Eastern
art pursue a specific aim, reaching
far beyond art historical purposes.
Especially since 9/11, contemporary
art has been appropriated as a device
for creating a new, positive image of
the region. Art has become a tool of
brotherhood, a means for improv-
ing the perception of the Middle
Eastin the rest of the world, through
the works of artists who critically or
ironically deal with the anxiogenic
stereotypes of war, terror, political
repression, and women’s rights. This
is what led to the creation in 2004 of
Bidoun magazine, which was founded
after 9/11 and which publishes articles
on Middle Eastern culture in English;*
itis also what drove the 2007 MoMA
(New York) exhibition Without Bound-
ary.> Regeneration of the region’s
reputation might also be one of the
driving forces behind museum pro-
jects, planned or recently built, in the
Gulf: asin Bilbao, where the opening
of the Guggenheim Museum in 1997
turned a declining industrial town
into a tourist attraction, the Middle
East hopes to find its place as an inter-
national cultural destination thanks
to these initiatives.°

On the scholarly level, the global-
ization of the art scene has raised the
issue of how to write a truly global
art history. In the last decade, art his-
torians including James Elkins, Hans
Belting, Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann,
Catherine Dossin, and Béatrice Joy-
eux-Prunel have considered this

question.” However, for the most
part, this global art history, especially
asit pertains to the Middle East, has
still to be written. Thus, exhibition
catalogues—in their variable shapes
and sizes, from visitor’s guides to
substantial books—are often the
only available references and play an
importantrole in the field of modern
and contemporary art of the Middle
East, although many new books and
articles have been added to the bibli-
ography in the last few years.® Cata-
logues, as Béatrice Joyeux-Prunel and
Olivier Marcel stated in 2015, contrib-
ute to “the production of aesthetics
and ideas, classifications, works of
art, and as well as to the constitution
of representations and interpreta-
tion schemes. Power relationships,
market, journals and other media,
critique, importation and translation,
networks of sociability, teaching
institutions, art market, dealers and
curators, etc., the whole field of art is
also present.”

With this in mind, it is interesting
to review a few recent exhibitions and
catalogues and to consider how they
present art from the region, what
their declared purpose is, and how
the specific situation of the Middle
East affects curatorial choices and
catalogue presentations.

In 2014, Media Farzin summarized
twenty years of major Middle Eastern
exhibitions in the West, starting with
Primitivism (MoMA, 1984), which, with
its concentration on Western art, was
the leading impulse for Magiciens de
laterre.*® She illustrated how major
international events such as Docu-
menta and the Venice Biennale, as
well as galleries and museums, have
opened to artists from the region.*
In the last years, the trend has dra-
matically increased, and exhibitions
of art from the “Middle East,” the
“Arab world,” or the “Islamic” world
have found their place in Western
institutions. Unveiled at the Saatchi
Gallery in London in 20092 was fol-
lowed in 2010 by the Kunstmuseum
Bochum’s Unexpected, From Islamicto
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Contemporary Art*? and, at the end of
the same year, by the opening exhib-
itions at Mathaf, the Arab Museum of
Modern Artin Doha, Qatar.** In the
Munich exhibition The Future of Trad-
ition—The Tradition of the Future, which
commemorated the one hundredth
anniversary of the 1910 Munich Islam-
icartexhibition Meisterwerke Muhamme-
danischer Kunst,> works of contempor-
ary artists from the “Islamic world”
surrounded selected pieces from the
1910 exhibition.¢ In 2011, Paris and
Contemporary Arab Art, an initiative of
the art magazine Art Absolument cur-
ated by Pascal Amel, featured thirteen
artists with Arab backgrounds.*” Most
of these shows, as well as But a Storm is
Blowing From Paradise: Contemporary Art
of the Middle East and North Africa at New
York’s Guggenheim Museum in 2016,'®
were aimed at giving an overview of
contemporary art in the region; some
introduced a historical perspective.
The focus in this essay will be
on five recent exhibitions or series
of exhibitions and their catalogues.
They were shown in what are still con-
sidered the main art capitals—New
York, Paris, and London—in spaces
that play a prescriptive role in con-
temporary art.

25 ans de créativité arabe
Paris/Cinisello Balsamo (Milan): Institut
duMonde Arabe/Silvana Editoriale, 2012

215pp. b/wand col. ill.
$32.95paper I1SBN 9788836624317

The first of the five is the 201213
exhibition 25 ans de créativité arabe
atthe Institut du monde arabe in
Paris, organized to celebrate the
IMA’s twenty-fifth anniversary, with
its catalogue published in French

and Arabic. The imA results from the
cooperation of the French Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and the countries of
the Arab League; thus it was, at least
atitsstart, less a cultural than a polit-
ical institution, a French showcase for
the Arab world. It owns an important
collection of four hundred works of
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modern and contemporary art from
Arab countries.*® After having been
on permanent display in the first
years after its opening in 1987, that
collection was relegated to storage,°
and none of ithas been included in
the new presentation of the perma-
nent collection that opened in 2011.
One hundred and twenty pieces from
the modern art collection were pre-
sented briefly in 2007-08 under the
title Plural modernity (Modernité pluri-
elle?*), but no catalogue was published
except for a sixteen-page press map
with colour reproductions of selected
works and short biographies of the
artists.?

Following Mona Khazindar, imA’s
Director General at the time, the
201213 exhibition “was in line with
the work accomplished by the imA
since a quarter of a century” and

“aimed at showing the main trends
that had developed in recent years”
(13).2% Curated by Ehab Elabban, who
had been in charge of the Cairo Bien-
nale in 2004 and 2008-09, it show-
cased forty artists from sixteen of
the twenty-two member countries
of the Arab League, with a strong
Saudi, Egyptian, and Moroccan
representation.*

In the catalogue, curator Ehab

25 ans de =
créativité arabe

gt ¥ o ke g by

Ellaban asserted that although there
is no such thing as a unified Arab
culture, each country having its own
history and experiences, there are
some specific cultural traits that are
shared in the Arabic-speaking region,
allowing one to trace acommon pic-
ture (14). He explained that for the

selection of the works, he retained
four possible criteria: their dealing
with political issues, their address
of social or economic questions, a
personal aesthetic approach, or
their involvement with the effects
of globalization. No medium was
privileged: in order to give an over-
all picture of the state of contem-
porary creation in the Arab world,
the exhibited works ranged from
painting and sculpture to videos and
installations.

The catalogue also includes texts
by Iraqi art criticand writer Farouk
Youssefand French art historian Vér-
onique Rieffel, former director of the
Paris-municipality run Institut des
Cultures del'lslam (1c1); they reflect
on changesin theartscenes of the
Arab world in the last twenty-five
years.

Farouq Youssef observes that art-
isticcommitment, formerly a mere
aesthetic question, has turned into
something else (20). The US invasion
of Iraq and the recent upheavals, but
also the newrole of photography
(24) and of women artists (28) and a
newly acquired freedom, have moved
Arab artists, who had spent most of
their energies under autocratic rule
in perfecting the “tools of modern-
ity,” to turn toward the political and
social meaning of art(29). Artis no
longera metaphoraimed atembel-
lishing life; it is rather, as he con-
cludes pessimistically, “maybe that
unique document that proves that
we [i.e., the Arabs] are still alive” (29).
Youssef’s reflection describes the
passage from “modern art” in the
media of painting and sculpture to
those contemporary forms of expres-
sion that French sociologist of art
Nathalie Heinich has defined asa

“new paradigm” opposed to classic-
al modernity.2s Writing from inside
the Arab world, Youssef address-
es Arab readers who are used to the
local context, and not the Western
visitor to the exhibition. Herein lies
the strength of the text: rarely hasan
Arab author writing in Arabic had the
chance to contribute to a catalogue
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ofaWestern exhibition. But itis also
its weakness, since it is difficult read-
ingatsome points for those who do
notknow much about modernartin
the Arab world.2¢ Véronique Rieffel’s
contribution turns on two points: the
importance of the 2011 Arab uprisings
and the Orientalist view from which
Western curators and audiences write
onartfrom the Arab world (30-37).
An Orientalist bias can still be found
in the comments on the streetart
exhibitions held in numerous galler-
ies which became popular after the
overthrow of autocratic regimes: for
Rieffel, the veil and the beard, the
topoi of the popular Orientalist view,
have been changed for the banner
and the slogan in a new form of exoti-
cization of the Orient. She calls fora
re-appropriation of Arab identity by
Arabs themselves (34) and thinks that
the choice of an Egyptian curator for
the present exhibition isastep in the
right direction.

Both Youssef and Rieffel pose
relevant critical questions, but they
are generic ones: the authors do not
mention the exhibited objects and
one may question whether they offer
any clue as to how the artists’ works
can be understood. As in most similar
exhibitions and their related publica-
tions, no distinction is made between
the diaspora and artists living in the
region, and on the ways this may
impact on art production.

Massimiliano Gioni, ed.
Here and Elsewhere,
New York: New Museum, 2014

279pp. bjwand col. ill.
$55paper 1SBN 9780915557059

Here and Elsewhere, an exhibition

held at New York’s New Museum in
2014 (July 16-September 28), was
conceived very differently than its
Parisian counterpart. It was the first
exhibition of contemporary art from
the Arab world in a well-known New
York museum (11). An accompanying
book was published with the ambi-
tion of enabling the interested reader
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to situate the exhibited works within
the contexts in which they were creat-
ed.?” In their introduction, curators
Natalie Bell and Massimiliano Gioni
explain that they took inspiration for
the title from the 1976 Godard docu-
mentary movie Ici et ailleurs, which
had been commissioned by the Ser-
vice Bureau of the Fatah in order to
report the deeds of the revolutionary
Palestinian movement (17). In line
with Godard, who rather than make a
political film decided to “make films
politically” (17), the curators intended
to show the “concerns about the
politics of representation” that have
prevailed when Arab artists are show-
cased in the West. With the increas-
ing number of exhibitions, the ques-
tion of how artists from this part of
the world should be presented had
become crucial. Strong criticism has
been expressed by artists, curators,
and critics from the Arab world, who
feel that the schemes of Oriental-
ism, as criticized by Edward Said, are
still at stake (18). Refusing to frame
Arab artists within a preconceived
“Arab” identity, the curators have
also rejected the homogenizing view
that presupposes a global audience
sharing concerns and tastes (20), pre-
ferring to present a “diversity within
aspecificity” (23). Itis this “correct-
ive intent” that is specific to most
exhibitions about the Middle East as
Edward McDonald-Toone puts it.?®

In three roundtables associated
with the exhibition and moderated
by Bidoun magazine, selected artists
discussed the past, the present, and

the future of the Arab world. The
roundtable on the past addressed
issues such as nostalgia, childhood
experiences, and historical memory
(34—41).2° The one on the present
had a more immediate political char-
acter, dealing with the condition of
the Arab world as artists reflect it in
their work, with concerns ranging
from migration to political oppres-
sion (98-105).2° The third panel dis-
cussed works that tried to imagine
what the artistic prospects of the
Arab world could be with ongoing
political repression, consumerism,
and ever-higher buildings (145-53).3

The publication that accompan-
ies the exhibition further includes
the essay “Khamaseen” by Yasmine
El Rashidi, where the author shows
how political and artistic changes
in her city, Cairo, are intimately
entangled (137—42), as well as “Bidoun
Folio,” an anthology of recent-
ly published critical texts from the
magazine on art from the Arab world
(201-48).32 And finally, the catalogue
contains the already mentioned
review article by Media Farzin on
exhibitions of Middle Eastern and
Arab art (89-97).

Asawhole, the catalogue assem-
bles useful information, ranging
from discussions with the artists to
texts that it would otherwise be dif-
ficult to gather (although Bidoun is
accessible on the web33). However, a
deeper art historical perspective is
missing, as is a contextualization of
the works beyond the artists’ own
statements. The palette of selected
artists does not greatly vary, being
limited to those who have partici-
pated in biennales around the world
or in blockbuster exhibitions, or
have been seen in top galleries.

And, asin other exhibitions, there
are many diaspora artists, many of
whom were born abroad (Kader Attia,
Maha Maamoun, or Yto Barrada), but
these are presented without a discus-
sion of how living outside of one’s
homeland impacts on their ways of
expressing themselves and on their
perception of the Arab world.
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Unedited History, Séquences du moderne
enlran des années 1960 a nos jours
Paris: Paris-Musées, 2014

199 pp., ll.
€39.90 paper ISBN 9782759602452

The exhibition Iran, Unedited History,
1960-2014, held almost contempor-
aneously at the Musée d’art moderne
dela Ville de Paris (16 May—24 August
2014), tried a different approach,
although with a similaraim, i.e.,
making modern Iranian art accessible
and understandable to Western audi-
ences.> Interestingly, as in Hereand
Elsewhere, the title of the exhibition
refers to cinema (9),3° as if motion
pictures would be the only way to
grasp an art history still to be written.
The exhibition itself had been con-
ceived in three sequences, like a mov-
ie: “The ‘modernization’ years, 1960
1978,” “Revolution and Iran—Iraq war,
1979-1988,” “Contemporary Issues,
1989—2014.” Rather than concentrate
on the art production itself, Unedited
History expanded to the development
of amodern visual culture in the
country, including cinema, photog-
raphy, cartoons, religious culture,
and art festivals. A large part of the
exhibition was dedicated to the Shiraz
Art Festival, one of the main cultural
events of the 1960s and 1970s (52-59).
Social criticism in the pre-revolu-
tion period appeared in the photo-
graphs taken by Kaveh Golestan in
Tehran’s New City (Shahr-e No), the
red light quarter. Shahr-e No, a cita-
del in which prostitutes lived isolat-
ed from the rest of the population
before the Revolution, was complete-
ly destroyed and replaced by a green
park with a pond in its centre in 1979,
aclear sign of the cultural policies

of the new regime. Golestan’s work
on this area was part of a triptych in
which he showed poor men, children
with mental diseases, and women
living on the margins of society (64).
Together with the documentation on
the Shiraz Festival, the photograph-
ic reportage on this former prosti-
tution site in the capital was part of
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the project “Archaeology of the final
decade” curated by Vali Mahlouji. The
intent was not, as one might guess,
to stress the differences between the
times before and after the Islamic
Revolution, but on the contrary, to
render the complexity of the symbolic
and relational power systems existing
between the two periods.

The second sequence focused
on photography and documentary
films (for instance those produced
by Morteza Avini), as well as on such
emblematic artists as Kazem Chalipa,
while the third sequence presented
contemporary artists, including
Narmine Sadeg or Mitra Farahani.
Social, cultural, and political develop-
ments were thus highlighted in
this show, giving the readervisitor
insight into Iran’s cultural and social
life. Not surprisingly, the curator
behind the exhibition was Cather-
ine David, the first European to deal
in depth with art from the Middle
East (between 2001 and 2007, she had
organized Contemporary Arab Representa-
tions, a series of exhibitions, work-
shops, and publications that explored
the region’s intellectual environment
and gave place to thinkers and theor-
eticians in order to situate the works
of art presented?¢). David has also
been involved in scholarly seminars
about the topic and has made the art
history of the region one of her pri-
orities. The texts in the catalogue, or
rather book (livre de I'exposition)—in
French only—reflect the concept of
the exhibition.?” They include con-
siderations of the relations between
artand politics by scholar Anoush

Ganjipour, an article on how oil
changed the formerly romanticized
archaeological landscape into an
industrial one by co-curator Morad
Montazami, a contribution by art crit-
icand documentarist Hamed Yousefi
on film-maker Morteza Avini, a reflec-
tion on image-making in post-revo-
lutionary Iran by researcher and cur-
ator Behand Behpoor, and Catherine
David’s discussion of the import-
ance of documentaries in the Iranian
context.

Fereshteh Daftariand LaylaS. Diba, eds.
Iran Modern

New York/New Haven and London:

Asia Society Museum/Yale University
Press, 2013

256p. ll.
Cloth 15BN 9780300197365

Fereshteh Daftari and Layla S. Diba,
the curators of Iran Modern, held in
New York a few months earlier, want-
ed to furnish a panorama of Iran’s
modern art, or, to be more precise, of
its “classical” modernism, which was
strong in the 1960s and 1970s.3% In
addition to providing “a deeper under-
standing of the period,” their purpose
was to contextualize contemporary
creation within this history (6). The
show was preceded by four years of
scholarly research. As for the Paris
exhibition, the catalogue includes
texts on the history of Iranian modern
art, architecture, art exhibitions, and
the Shiraz Festival. It reproduces some
foundational texts, such as the fore-
words to the Tehran Biennials of 1958
and 1966 and a series of selections
from the 1977 Saqqakhaneh group
catalogue (225-33).3° The exhibited
works were all produced between 1958
and 1979, covering the period from
the opening of the First Tehran Bienni-
al to the Islamic Revolution (103-223).
Compared with the Paris exhibition,
which sought to demonstrate the con-
tinuity of certain artists and trends
after the Revolution, Iran Modern con-
centrates on the modernist move-
ment in the arts of the pre-revolution-
ary period. This curatorial choice does
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give the exhibition a clear focus on
Iran’s “roaring sixties and seventies”
which, under the patronage of Emp-
ress Farah Diba, saw the visual arts
becoming a social habit of the elites,
before the Revolution imposed “new
values” (40). Besides a preciously
informative interview with Kamran
Diba, former director and architect of
the Tehran Museum of Modern and
Contemporary Art (79-85), two arti-
cles by the curators retrace the hist-

ory of modern Iranian art. “Redefin-
ing Modernism: Pluralist Art before
the 1979 Revolution,” by Fereshteh
Daftary, after discussing in its intro-
ductory part the necessity of breaking
the “western monologue” on modern
art (26), concentrates on the main
trends of the 1960s and 1970s: the
Saqgakhaneh group with its return
to popular visual expression and the
abstract movement, where the case
of Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian
illustrates that its inspiration goes
back to Iran rather than to New York.
Daftary defines Iranian modernism
before the Revolution as “polyphonic”
and diverse, no single label being apt
to summarize it (40). Layla S. Diba, in
“The Formation of Modern Iranian Art.
From Kamal-al-Molk to Zenderoudi,”
inserts those same modern develop-
ments discussed by Daftary within the
longer history of modern artin Iran,
starting in the nineteenth century
under Qajar rule. She shows how the
academic Westernizing orientation
under the influence of France-trained
painter Kamal-al-Molk coexisted
initially with initiatives aiming at
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revivifying Safavid miniature painting.

With the first modernist experiences
that followed the foundation of the
Faculty of Fine Arts at Tehran Univer-
sity in 1940, Iranian art combined
local character and motifs with West-
ernvisual language. For Diba, Iran-
ian modernity “was grounded in the
nineteenth century, institutionalized
as national policy during the reign of
Reza Shah Pahlavi, and reimagined in
the postwar period” (59).4°

Omar Kholeif, ed.

Imperfect Chronology: Arab Art from the
Modern to the Contemporary—Works
from the Barjeel Art Foundation
London/Munich/New York:
Whitechapel Gallery/Prestel Verlag, 2015

272p. ll.
§65cloth 1SBN 9783791354859

Imperfect Chronology: Arab Art from the
Modern to the Contemporary is a ser-
ies of four exhibitions at London’s
Whitechapel Gallery beginning in
2015. The first two featured modern
and the last two are featuring con-
temporary art. The exhibited works all
come from the collection of the Bar-
jeel Foundation in Sharjah (United
Arab Emirates), created by Sultan
Sooud Al Qassemi. In the introduc-
tion to the catalogue Al Qassemi
states that in spite of great differences
and varieties in beliefs and tongues,
Arab artis a reality. For him, there are
issues shared by Arab artists, first of
all their concern for the Palestinian
cause, the Algerian struggle for liber-
ation from French occupation in the
1950s, and the Arab Springs. “Arab art
movements,” he asserts, “should not
be measure[d] according to a Western
art historical timeline,” since they are
“influenced by local and regional pol-
itical struggles and changes” (15).#* At
atime when the idea of the very exist-
ence of an Arab culture is contested by
many, Al Qassemi does not hesitate
to affirm that common values, found-
ed in the struggles for the region’s
freedom, tie Arabs together. In the
second part of the catalogue’s intro-
duction, Omar Kholeif presents the

exhibition concept and the selected
artists. Various other texts highlight
particular aspects of art and creation
in the Arab region (16-24). Palestin-
ian artist and writer Kamal Boullata
stresses the importance of the word
in the Arab context and the perpetua-
tion of this trend in the modern per-
iod, while he thinks that the lifestyle
of contemporary artists brings them
back to the nomadic habits of their

Imperfect
Chronology

e

&

ancestors. Iftikhar Dadi insists on the
historical and contemporary relations
between the Middle East and South
Asia. While detecting the Gulf region
as the pivotal point, he also sees in the
use of calligraphic signs in modern art
astrong tie. Edward McDonald-Toone
critically retraces the history of Cather-
ine David’s Contemporary Arab Representa-
tions, whose project had “exemplary
resonances for subsequent exhibition
projects about the Arab world and

the Middle East” (46). Three essays
address the influence of the political
situation in the region on the visual
arts. Nada Shabout writes on Iraqi art
and the dispersion of national collec-
tions after the 2003 American invasion,
while in a contribution on Egypt’s
participation at the Venice Biennale,
Gilane Tawadros focuses on the para-
digmatic break that 1967 represented;
and Rasha Salti, takes the painting
Al-Wahesh wal Miskeen (1987) by Fateh
Moudaress as a pretext for a sketch

on the oppressive situation in Syria.*2
Afictional text by Rasha Salti and a vis-
ual poem by Etel Adnan complete the
collection. The exhibited works are
reproduced on pages 98 to 238.
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The purpose of this series of exhib-
itions is to give an overall vision of
creativity in the Arab world from the
early twentieth century onward, from
both a historical and a contempor-
ary perspective. In this sense, Imper-
fect Chronology builds up a frame into
which the contemporary works
exhibited “here and elsewhere” can
be placed, as Iran Modern and Unedited
History already did for Iran.

Common to all these exhibitions

was the intent of presenting the art
production of a whole region, or of
awhole country, for longer periods
oftime, a concept rarely adopted
when presenting modern and con-
temporary Western art (but also com-
mon with Chinese or Latin American
art). Nat Muller wrote in 2009 that
although these all-encompassing
exhibitions “end up homogenising
instead of diversifying” and create
acanon, theyare a “necessary evil”
since they give artists from the Mid-
dle East the opportunity to exhib-
itall over the world.* Interestingly,
all three exhibitions on art from the
Arab world—25 ans de créativité arabe,
Here and Elsewhere, and Imperfect Chronol-
ogy—questioned the very existence of
an Arab identity, of an “Arab art.” This
can be understood in a historical per-
spective and pinpoints the collapse
of the ideology of a political Arab
unity, butindicates that there is still a
solid sense of common belonging to
a cultural area defined by the Arabic
language. It is a strong statement in
face of the present state of destruc-
tion of large parts of the Arab world,
and goes with a recognition of its dif-
ferences, be they religious or ethnic,
by the curators. In the case of Iran, a
state with a long historical tradition
of unity, such issues are not relevant
(although there are ethnic and reli-
gious minorities within the terri-
tory). There, it is rather the political
question of the rupture caused by the
Islamic revolution in 1979 that is fore-
grounded. While Iran Modern suggests
by its very conception that modernity
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existed in Iran but ended with the
advent of the mullahs, Unedited History
tries a more complex approach, track-
ing the strategies modernist artists
employed in order to express them-
selves under the new rules dictated by
the religious regime.

Ifthese shows share anything, itis
that political aspects in abroad sense
dominate in the end over art historic-
al considerations, especiallywhen it
comes to contemporaryart. Neither
the works nor the artists’ paths are
the focus, but rather the statements
theirworks are supposed to make,
statements that respond to the view-
ers’ expectations when it comes to the
Middle East. Even though statements
areacentral issue in much contem-
poraryart, for Middle Eastern art they
seem to dominate overall other con-
siderations. This can be explained by
the political situation of the region
and its worldwide impact, but West-
ern curators’ limited knowledge of
the local art scenes, of their present
state, oreven more, of their history,
isanother key to understanding this
prevalence of politics over artistic
considerations. Thus, artworks can-
notbutbe the signifiers of an antici-
pated signified, of an expected stance
onregional issues. However, if this
type of show tended to monopol-
ize the scene in the earlier years of
the millennium, exhibitions witha
historical background such as Iran
Modern, Unedited History, and Imperfect
Chronology open new paths and con-
stitute an important contribution to
understanding non-Western art con-
texts. Thus, they are first stepsin the
building ofa global art historical con-

sciousness in international audiences.

The works of art chosen for these
exhibitions allowan understand-
ingof howart movements, intellec-
tual trends, and political issues came
togetherand forged modern artin the
region. And by showing the “missing
modern,” this forgotten period of
arthistory of the Middle East, i.e., its
“classical modernity” and its academic
predecessors, they reconnect the con-
temporary to its sources. This brings

widely shown contemporaryartback
toits place within the creative produc-
tion of the region, and evidences the
factthatitdoes notcome out of “noth-
ing,” or, as often incorrectly stated,
thatitisanavatar of Islamicart. Even
though the catalogue texts might not
in many cases provide deeper know-
ledge, and although their quality may
be uneven, they constitute the basis for
afirstapproach. Monographicshows
onartists, such as those produced by
the Tate Gallery on Lebanese sculp-

tor Saloua Raouda Choucair (2013),
Sudanese calligraphicabstractionist
Ibrahim El-Salahi (2013),**and pioneer
artist Fahrelnissa Zeid (2017) or by the
Mathafin Doha on Lebanese-Amer-
icanwriter and artist Etel Adnan (2014)
and on Iraqi artist Dia al-Azzawi (2016
2017)* to name justa few, consoli-
date this basicwork, and, with their
accompanying catalogues, which are
oftenrich with historical documents,
help tofill the gapsin the region’sart
history. Middle Eastern art might have
atimeline separate from that of West-
ernart, butsuch exhibitions begin to
situate it within global art historyand
contextualize its contemporary pro-
duction. Thediscontentment that the
average visitor may feel at exhibitions
of contemporary art from the Middle
East, which is caused by a lack of infor-
mation that prevents any butimmedi-
ateand superficial readings, can be
alleviated by initiatives of this kind.
They give back to the region its broad-
ercultural dimension and potential
through the development of historical
and documentaryrichness. q
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