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This course will study the relations between activism and art from a historical-theoretical
point of view. We will survey different critical theories on the subject, and study artists who

create between the two worlds.
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Contemporary Art in the Arab World (English)

Rawan Sharaf

The course introduces the diversity and multiplicity of art practices in the Arab world, and
aims at exploring the intertwined relationship between notions of identity, nationalism,
tradition, modernity and globalisation in the work of contemporary Arab artists. Through
exploring the historical trajectory, the course will contextualise the contemporary art
production in line with the rise, failure and fall of the national state model in post-colonial
Arab countries, and will further examine the transformations in contemporary art practices
and contextualise it as part of the globalized art world. Designed as an interactive course, it
will endorse historical and critical text reading and will investigate visual material in the
works of artists, curators and cultural practitioners from Lebanon, Iraq, Egypt, the Maghreb

and the Gulf region.
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MFA Bezalel International art-based research program

Contemporary Art in the Middle East

Mitra Abbaspour

Fall semester, Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

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 multi-ethnic, religious,
and complexly interconnected place, one whose influence in the art world has steadily
grown throughout the last thirty years. Collectors from the region top lists of 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 that integrates the subject themes

and analytical methods discussed throughout the semester.

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.

Maria Thalia Carras

Anaxagora Calling

Fall semester, Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

Monday, 16:00 - 17:30

This course explores the possibilities and challenges of setting up an independent arts
institution in a Mediterranean city like Athens: the multiple strategies involved in staying
viable and relevant; in creating networks; listening whilst telling stories; reflecting on the
social and political conditions and urgencies on the ground; creating links with like-minded
institutions both locally and regionally; and reaching-out to communities whilst creating new

ones and amplifying unheard local and regional voices.

Based on the nomadic curatorial practice of locus Athens (2004) and its project space
TAVROS (2019) as a reference, the course will at first explore different institutional models
and modes of survival within a constantly shifting and precarious arts eco-system, from top-
down to bottom-up. Using multiple case studies, the course will investigate alternate forms
of story-telling through various models of exhibition-making and time-based projects,
through research based exhibitions that reflect the complex historical stromatographies of
the region and through interpretative subjectivities and fiction based practices.
Furthermore, the course will look into community building whilst exploring how to connect

and where possible represent and make visible local co-existing micro-communities. Finally,
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the course will look into how art institutions have a key role to play in responding to local
and regional issues, reflecting on and producing relevant to the deepening climate crisis and

its affects, issues related to states of exile and migration, land and labor rights.

The objective of the course is to develop a practical hands-on approach as well as critical
thinking on institutional models in the Mediterranean basin, by looking at specific case
studies and to promote lively debate on the role of institutions and how they can be useful

for their respective communities.

More-than-human perspectives and tentacular thinking

Vanina Saracino

Fall semester, Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

Monday, 18:00 — 19:30

The seminar More-Than-Human Perspectives and Tentacular Thinking focuses on current
theories and art strategies that take distance from anthropocentric worldviews, rooted in
Western imperialistic notions of the human as a generic masculine heterosexual Anthropos
and, instead, subvert the dual opposition nature-culture to focus on the autopoietic force of

all living matter.

Since the end of the ‘60s, biologist Lynn Margulis has argued that endosymbiotic
relationships between organisms are the driving force of evolution—its “engine”. Evolution
does not result from the accumulation of random mutations in individuals among whom
only the fittest is selected amidst harsh competition (neo-Darwinism), but is instead the
outcome of multiple endosymbiotic relationships among different species that gradually
transform into enhanced organisms with more chances of survival when facing drastic
environmental changes. Unity and collaboration are therefore keys to understanding
matters related to life, evolution and consciousness. A human body is never one either: we
are inhabited by millions of bacteria, fungi, even viruses, a microbial “consortium” whose
subsistence we support and from whom our existence directly depends on—a more-than-

human holobiont.
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To the binary thinking (which is the paradigm of a technocapitalist logic driven by extraction,
exploitation and profit), Donna Haraway has opposed the tentacular thinking (Haraway,
2016), a mode of thinking and operating that can be symbolically embodied by the octopus,
with their fluid bodies and decentralized minds defying the human body/brain architecture,
and craftily merging what we call “understanding” and “sensing” into a single gesture.
Thinking “tentacularly” can have a profound transformative effect on the ways we
understand the planet and its functioning, allowing us to become disengaged from binary
thinking, to find instead creative ways to shift our logic and imagine new worlds, based on
collaboration and inclusion and justice, rather than competition, exclusion and oppression.
Changing our modes of thinking has become necessary and urgent today, and art can be a
platform for the transformation of our worldview and the rehearsal of new strategies of

living. These ideas will inform our conversations throughout the entire seminar.

More-Than-Human Perspectives and Tentacular Thinking unfolds as a non-exhaustive survey
of artist’s practices that directly or indirectly embrace tentacular modes of thinking. The
works we will consider deeply question human exceptionalism, mirroring a crucial
transformation that is actually taking place and in which the imperialized ideas of a Homo
Sapiens—on which sciences of the 21st Century are based—are displaying their inability to

mirror and articulate the richness of new biological findings and worldviews.

More-Than-Human Perspectives and Tentacular Thinking will conclude with the students’

realization of an essay related to the topics approached throughout the semester.
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