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As Hossein Amirsadeghi states in New Vision Arab Art in the 21st Century, “One of the main 
challenges facing art practice in the twenty-first century Arab world is the persistence of a 
constructed oppositional binary between ‘traditional Islamic’ arts and ‘new’ art.  This binary is 
based on a perceived historical discontinuity between the two… At the heart of this issue is the 
lack of a written historical context – an art historical context or discourse to place, view, articulate 
and evaluate this new production.  Adding to the complexities the nature of the contemporary 
production itself.  To start with, many of the region’s modern historical developments are 
contested on various levels.  Second, contemporary productions reject their segregation as an 
‘other’, as has been the case with Islamic art, and as essentially happened with modern Arab art, 
which was hijacked by the politics of identity.” 
 
Yet the effect of the market on informing or misinforming knowledge of the art production of the 
region – particularly in view of the absence of a scholarly discourse – is problematic and alarming. 
All reports about the arts of the region assert the ‘booming’ state of affairs. The Middle East is 
seen as ‘ a vast new source of goodies for the market’s limitless voracity’, luring the major auction 
houses – Sotheby’s, Christie’s and Bonham’s – to the region.  Needless to say, the market hype 
has created positive situations for previously unappreciated artists but has equally created false 
hopes and valuations. In relation to the Saatchi Gallery's recent Middle Eastern art exhibition, 
Brian Appleyard of The Sunday Times states: 'It would be hard to classify anything in the Saatchi 
show as great art. But that is not really the point. What matters is the fact that it is art, and that it 
detonates our simple conceptions of the Middle East.' Are we not to expect good art from the 
Middle East? He argues instead that the arts may be a sign of a new form of secularization.  
 
So what exactly is the role of 'Middle Eastern' art? The region remains as it was in the early 
decades of the twentieth century --- beset with wars and colonization in its various guises -from 
imposed rules by foreign powers to military occupation and now globalization, These conditions 
do not prevent artists from producing art, but they do, however, influence the parameters of 
representation and reception of art. The new art boom in Arab countries is due to a confluence of 
factors: the newly established art organizations, the ambitious plans for art museums in the Gulf 
[to include Guggenheim and Louvre offshoots], new faculties for art and design, an 
unprecedented increase in artists' residencies creating opportunities and exposure for Arab 
artists abroad and for international artists to work in the region, as well as the influences of 
diaspora artists.  
 
The Arab world with its socio-political tensions and contradictions, and rising conservatism 
coupled with a chronic political turmoil provides a rich laboratory for such artists.  Yet, young Arab 
artists are looking for answers to the ever more complex trajectories of postmodernity than one 
might find at these auction houses.   
 
The 'art boom' started backwards in the Arab world. The art market flourished in the oil-rich Gulf 
states [where only a fraction of the Arab population resides) before the art support systems set in. 
The 'boom' euphoria spread before school curricula, museums, art critics or even art scholars 
began to grapple with the relevant questions.  
 
For example, contrary to the common belief, what is new in Arab contemporary art is not just the 
mediums being employed but rather it is the image in all its forms that Arab artist have subverted 
while creating spaces for interpretation and engagement with the art.   
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PURPOSE 
The seminar will examine the production, consumption, and dissemination of Middle Eastern art 
and the subversive strategies of artists to engage in new spaces for social and political critique.  
The seminar will uncover pedagogies and methodologies for artistic practices to locate new sites 
of meaning in contested territories and among contradictory landscapes. 
 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 
Satisfactory completion of the course requires that students actively engage the course content 
and meaningfully contribute to expand the boundaries of knowledge and spatialize cultural theory. 
 
Course Design: 
The course will be divided into three sections:   
 
The first section will present a brief critical overview of contemporary Arab art. The intention is to 
identify the general parameters of critical discourse in the art world and the roots of the linkages 
that will be will be discussed throughout the course.  
 
The second section will entail weekly research seminar presentations by teams of students 
working in pairs.  The presentations will be based upon a given topic and the students will 
examine the work of artists, curators, and writers and their engagement with new spaces for 
cultural discourse. The student shall prepare a thorough and detailed analysis of the topic and 
how the work manifests its agenda. The student should be prepared to lead the class discussion 
in an insightful manner.  
 
In preparation for the research seminar presentation, the instructor will hold weekly individual 
tutorials. 
 
The third section of the seminar will be a research paper:  
 
Students will be required to complete a fifteen-page research paper based upon the research 
seminar presentation topic.  The paper should include analyses, visual illustrations, footnotes, 
bibliography, etc. 
 
Research Seminar Presentation: 

40% - Preparation and in-class Presentation 
 
In addition to the in-class presentation, each student will submit a rough draft of his / her 
research paper (minimum 1000 words) no later than one week following the presentation. 

 
 
Research Paper: 

45% - Fifteen (15) page (minimum); Including analytical drawings, visual illustrations, etc. 
 
 
Participation, Progress, Effort: 
    15% 
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Seminar Topics 
 

§ Place and Diaspora 
 

§ Art Production and Display as Nation Building 
 

§ Counter-Narrative:  Representation Allegory Archive Performance  
 

§ Collective Histories and Personal Narratives 
 

§ Constructing Modernity:  Social, Urban and Natural Environs 
 

§ Identity, Commodity, and Display 
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SCHEDULE 

 
Discussion January 19 - 26, 2016:  Introduction 
 
Said, Edward W.  Orientalism.  New York:  Vintage Books, 1979. 
 
Said, Edward W.  “Orientalism Reconsidered,” Cultural Critique, No. 1. (Autumn, 1985), pp. 89-

107. 
Said, Edward W.  Reflections on Exile and Other Essays (Convergences:  Inventories of the 

Present).  Cambridge, Mass:  Harvard University Press, 2001 
 
 
 
Discussion February 2, 2016:  Place and Diaspora 
 
Innab, Saba.  No- Sheep’s Land.  Amman:  The Khalid Shoman Foundation – Darat al Funun. 

2012. 
 
Innab, Saba.  “On-Longing”.  Ibraaz:  Contemporary Visual Culture in North Africa and the Middle 

East.  http://www.ibraaz.org/projects/20 
 
Salhi, Zahia Smail and Ian Richard Netton.  “Defining the Arab Diaspora”. The Arab Diaspora:  

Voices of an Anguished Scream.  New York:  Routledge Press, 2006, pp. 1 – 10.   
 
Sulaf, Zakharia.  Shifting Boundaries: Art of the Arab Diaspora”.  Nukta Art.  Vol. 5, Issue 2,  

(December 2010), pp. 8 – 10. 
 
 
 
Discussion February 9, 2016: Art Production and Display as Nation Building 
 
As'ad Ghanem. “Palestinian Nationalism: An Overview.” Israel Studies, Vol. 18, No. 2, Shared 

Narratives—A Palestinian-Israeli Dialogue / Guest.  (Summer 2013), pp. 11-29 
 

al-Husseini, Jalal.  “UNRWA and the Palestinian Nation-Building Process.”  Journal of Palestine 
Studies, Vol. 29, No. 2 (Winter, 2000), pp. 51-64.  
http://www.contemporarypractices.net/index.html 
 

Bshara, Khaldun.  “The Palestinian Spaces of Memory’s Role in the Reconstruction of New 
Collective Narrative in the Nation Building Process.”  http://f.hypotheses.org/wp-
content/blogs.dir/75/files/2009/04/palestinian-spaces-of-memory-and-collective-
narrative2.pdf  
 

http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/culture/2013/04/palestinian-museum-history-culture.html 
 
http://www.jadaliyya.com/pages/index/11728/the-palestinian-museum_an-agent-of-

empowerment-and 
 
archrecord.construction.com/news/2013/06/130614-Palestinian-Museum-Heneghan-Peng-

Architects.asp 
 
http://www.palmuseum.org/ 
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Discussion February 23, 2016:  Collective Histories and Personal Narratives 
 
Ingram, Alan.  “Experimental geopolitics: Wafaa Bilal's Domestic tension.” The Geographical 

Journal. 6/2012, ISSN: 0016-7398, Volume 178, Issue 2, p. 123-133. 
 
Kamat, Anjali And Wafaa Bilal.  “Interview with Iraqi Artist Wafaa Bilaal.” The Arab Studies 
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1993. pp. 62 – 80. 
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http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/project-space-out-place 
 
Younis, Ala.  “What Is Overpowers What Has Been, And Sends It There, Onto A Different Path”.  
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Younis, Ala. “A Manual for Revolutionary and Post-Revolutionary Times.” Art and Asia Pacific. 

No.  77  (Mar/Apr 2012): 45,27. 
 
Redzisz, Kasla.  “When buildings cast the shadow of their own destruction.”  Tate Modern. 2011  

http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/level-2-gallery-out-place/out-
place-kasia-redzisz 

 
 
 
Discussion March 1, 2016 
 
Part I:  Constructing Modernity:  Social, Urban and Natural Environs 
 
Ouroussoff, Nicolai.  Building Museums, a Fresh Arab Identity.  New York Times.  November 26, 

2010.  http://www.nytimes.com/2010/11/27/arts/design/27museums.html?pagewanted=all 
 
Scheid, Kirsten. "The Agency of Art and the Study of Arab Modernity." Academia. edu (2007). 
 
Shabout, Nada.  “Whose Space Is It?.”  International Journal of Middle East Studies, 2/1/2014, 

ISSN: 0020-7438, Volume 46, Issue 1, p. 163 
 
Thompson, Seth.  Globalization, Economics and Museums: Saadiyat Island’s Cultural District.  

Originally published in the Journal for Arts in Society (Volume 3, Number 3, 2008).  
Posted January 28, 2009.  http://seththompson.info/essays/globalization-economics-and-
museums-saadiyat-islands-cultural-district/ 

 
 
 
Part II:  Identity, Commodity, and Display 
 
Dagher, Sandra and  Catherine David, Rasha Salti, Christine Tohme and T. J. Demos. “Curating 

Beirut: A Conversation on the Politics of Representation.”  Art Journal, Vol. 66, No. 2 
(Summer, 2007), pp. 98-119. 

 
Somhegyi, Zoltán. “On the boom and value of contemporary art scene in Turkey.”Contemporary 

Practices: Visual Arts from the Middle East.  2012, Vol. 12, p66-72, 7p 
 
“To Participate Or Follow? (Views On The Current Situation Of The Istanbul Art Scene)” The Arab 

Studies Journal, Vol. 18, No. 1, Visual Arts And Art Practices In The Middle East (Spring 
2010), pp. 300-315 

 
Toukan, Hanan. "On Being the Other in Post-Civil War Lebanon: Aid and the Politics of Art in 

Processes of Contemporary Cultural Production." The Arab Studies Journal. no. 1 (2010): 
118-161. 
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March 7 - 15, 2016:  Kinne Week / Spring Break 
 
 
Seminar Presentation March 22, 2016:  Place and Diaspora 
 
 
 
Seminar Presentation March 29, 2016:  Art Production and Display as Nation Building  
 
 
 
Seminar Presentation April 5, 2016:  Counter-Narrative:  Representation Allegory Archive 

Performance  
 
 
 
Seminar Presentation April 12, 2016:  Collective Histories and Personal Narratives 
 
 
 
Seminar Presentation April 19, 2016:  
 

Part I:  Constructing Modernity:  Social, Urban and Natural Environs 
 
Part II:  Identity, Commodity, and Display 
 

 
 


