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MFA Bezalel International art-based research program

Contemporary Art in the Middle East I

Mitra Abbaspour

Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

1% semester, Monday, 14:00 —15:30

This course explores the history, aesthetics and discourse framing the art of the Arab world,
Iran and Turkey from the late twentieth century to the present. With a focus on building the
skills of visual analysis, lectures and discussions will explore the intersection of material
media, technique, subject matter, artistic discourse and political and social conditions as
codetermining factors in art objects. To this end, lectures and discussions are built around
close (albeit virtual) looking at individual art objects and installation views while readings will

center voices of artists in developing interpretive models for the work.

Representing many nations spread across the Caucuses, western Asia, and northern Africa,
each with a distinct political and cultural history, the Middle East is multiethnic,
multireligious, and complexly interconnected place, one whose influence in the art world
has steadily grown throughout the last thirty years. Reflecting the region’s international
reach, collectors from the Middle East’s artistic centers rank among the art scene’s power
players and there is a steady and rising stream of exhibitions dedicated to artists from the
region in European and American museums and galleries. Meanwhile, biennials, art fairs,
new exhibition spaces and major museums are opening throughout the countries of the
Arab world, Iran and Turkey to support established and emerging talent locally and invest in
the culture economy as a part of developing national infrastructures. Rather than focus on
themes that treat the region as a cohesive unit, this course will dedicate each meeting to a
specific subject—geographic locale, historical event, or art world development—within the
greater Middle East. This multifaceted focus foregrounds the distinctive histories,
contemporary conditions, and artistic discourses and practices that make up this region and
its diasporas. Each class will combine a lecture and a discussion of selected art and readings.
Special emphasis will be placed on developing critical thinking skills via visual, oral, and
written analysis.

The objective of this course is for each student to develop skills to articulate in discourse and

writing how art represents cultural values and historical conditions of the Middle East and its
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diaspora. Students will conclude the course with an essay of 1,500 — 2,000 words (5 -7
pages). Topics related to the subject themes discussed throughout the semester will be
distributed on January 3™ and papers will be due on January 7*" at 18:00. Essays may be

submitted in English or Hebrew.

Themes and focus areas include:

e Contemporary Calligraphy: graphic art and street art

e Museums, Biennials, and Art Journals for the contemporary Middle East

e Postwar generation of Lebanese Art

e Epic poetry, literary traditions and historical revivalism in contemporary Iranian art
e Photography and archives

e Emergence of the Gulf States

e Local artistic languages in the Maghreb

e And more.

Art and Utility : the aesthetics of social change
Sara Reisman
Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

1% semester, Monday, 16:00 -17:30

This seminar is taught by international faculty member Sara Reisman, a New York City-
based curator, writer, and educator whose projects have focused on the politics of public
space, globalization, ecology, site-specific practice, sustainability, and cultural identity as it
relates to race, gender, and disability. Designed to introduce students to the practices of
numerous contemporary artists and collectives who work at the intersection of art, social
practice, and civic engagement.

Contemporary Art Theory: From Art to Activism and Back Again will reflect on the social
functions of art, looking at the emergence of government mandated public art programs in
the U.S. (which, in a few cities, emerged in connection with rebuilding plans following
economic recessions) of the 70s and 80s, followed by new genre public art, a term coined by
Suzanne Lacy in the early 80s, and more recent practices like socially engaged art and the
incorporation of social justice into the missions of cultural institutions. The course will
unpack how art has recently intersected with political questions, from its role within
discourses of anti-racist movements, to the constraints and possibilities that Middle Eastern
artists face in employing art as an instrument of civil society. With lectures, reading-based

discussions, and student presentations, specific classes will focus on multidisciplinary artists
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whose practices move between the gallery and public realm, like Vito Acconci, John Ahearn,
Genesis Breyer P-Orridge, Tania Bruguera, Coco Fusco, Pablo Helguera, Titus Kaphar, Suzanne
Lacy, Carlos Martiel, Julie Mehretu, Mladen Miljanovic, Ohad Meromi, Carmen Papalia,
Michael Rakowitz, Tim Rollins and Kids of Survival (K.0.S.)., Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Caroline

Woolard, Working Artists and Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.), and others.

Posthuman Lab

Vanina Saracino

Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

1% semester, Monday, 18:00 —19:30

In 1490, Italian artist and scientist Leonardo da Vinci created The Vitruvian Man, a drawing
depicting a nude male body in two superimposed positions, inscribed within a circle and a
square. This artwork encapsulates Leonardo’s notion of ideal body proportions while
positing the human body as the fundamental unit of cosmic order and harmony, grounded in
irrefutable Euclidean geometry. The Vitruvian Man—a white, male, abled, attractive, and
possibly heterosexual human—became the archetypal representation of the human
according to the artistic and scientific ideals of the High Renaissance, as well as one of the

most iconic anthropocentric images in history. But what does "human" really mean?

As posited by Rosi Braidotti, the notion of the human has exploded under the double
pressure of contemporary scientific advances and global economic concerns—not to
mention the political ones, since “some of us are not even considered fully human now”
(Braidotti, 2013). According to her, “after the postmodern, the post-colonial, the post-
industrial, the post-communist and even the much contested post-feminist conditions, we

seem to have entered the posthuman predicament”.

This historical period, in fact, is marked by a radical shift in the way we think about our
species, and what we consider to be the common denominators of humanity. The human is
now contended between two opposite poles: the posthumanist, which believes we have
been overly influenced by Enlightenment ideas and calls for an off-centering of the human in
favor of a more-than-human approach that acknowledges the irreplaceable
interconnectedness of all species; and the transhumanist, which holds that we are still at an
early stage in our co-evolution with technology and advocates for techno-transcendence and

geoengineering as responses to climate breakdown.
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The Posthuman Lab focuses on the posthumanist predicament by considering a wide range
of visual artworks and theoretical texts that challenge the notion of the human, viewing us
as one element in a complex ecosystem of entangled living matter. Donna Haraway, who
resists the term posthuman and prefers to define herself as a compostist, reminds us that
the root of the word human is the same as the word humus (soil): we are earthly beings
born out of matter that is both terrestrial and stellar, and our existence is not independent
but deeply entangled with that of every other critter on the planet. Complex, messy realities
evolve through continuous, grounded, and generative processes. Artists, especially since the
2010s, have fully embraced this shift of paradigm working toward the dissolution of human-
centered narratives through artistic research and practice. This seminar will embrace the

posthumanist predicament through their views.
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