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MFA Bezalel International art-based research program

Contemporary Art in the Middle East |

Mitra Abbaspour

Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

Monday, 1% semester 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.
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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
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.

Curating the Contemporary

Sara Reisman

Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

Monday,1** semester 16:00 — 17:30

Curating the Contemporary is a twelve-week course focused on curatorial practice, within
museums, nonprofit galleries, independent art spaces, and public space, that will provide
students with insight into the curatorial process. Taught by New York-based curator Sara
Reisman, Curating the Contemporary will include lectures focussed on a selection of projects
organized by Reisman, interspersed with historic thematic shows that have influenced
current exhibition making, beginning with a broad overview of salons in the 19th century,
charting the origins of early biennials, to more experimental models for presenting
contemporary art. Intended to give students an understanding of how curatorial decisions
are made, the course will emphasize the evaluation of artworks in the development of
exhibitions, the logistical considerations of their realization, and the critical reception of
contemporary art. Assignments will include readings on historical exhibitions, catalogue

essays and related criticism, as well as written reviews of shows that students will
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experience both in person and online. The title of the course Curating the Contemporary
recognizes how contemporary art extends beyond the conventions of artmaking, from
research-based methods, performance art, and socially engaged art, to other forms of

cultural production, such as sound art, digital art, and archival practices.

Photosynthetic futures: a more-than-human approach to solar energy

Vanina Saracino

Elective course: MFA, 2 credits

Monday, 1 semester 18:00 — 19:30

On a planet ravaged by anthropogenic climate change, the transition from fossil fuels to
sustainable energy solutions has become a crucial concern. Beyond technological
advancements, such a transition requires a fundamental shift in human attitude towards the
planet and its living matter—a more-than-human approach to energy. Photosynthetic
futures examine the complex and entangled notion of energy through a more-than-human
lens. The course is situated at the intersection of art, evolutionary biology, and SF (science-

fiction) as creative tools to reimagine the future.

This course will include a critical examination of green capitalism, an ideology that has
sought to reconcile environmental preservation with profit maximization since the late
1960s. By critically considering case studies such as the Ashalim solar tower in the Negev
Desert and other solar megastructures, we will reflect on the potential of a posthuman
energy project inspired by the most efficient technology for the capture and transformation
of sunlight into usable energy: the leaf. Adopting this non-human technology, “green
animals” such as the species elysia chlorotica have evolved in endosymbiotic relationship
with plants and become photosynthetic. Is the future to be found in the blade of grass, as

suggested by Italian art historian Giorgio Agamben?

Partly inspired by visionary evolutionary biologist Lynn Margulis, who speculated about a
future Homo Photosyntheticus—humans evolved in symbiosis with algae and adopting a
decelerated existence—Photosynthetic futures aims at considering animal photosynthesis as
an anti-capitalist and anti-accelerationist framework to envision a more just future for all life
on the planet. The course will explore the potential of a more-than-human energy transition
from the standpoint of visual culture and the arts.

Location: Digital classroom at the following Zoom link

https://us02web.zoom.us/j/87840668529?pwd=N1VZMnc4eUxUalE0S2ZMbjBzUDZVdz09
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Vanina Saracino (she/they) is a curator, writer, and adjunct professor at Art and Media,
Universitat der Klinste (UdK, Berlin). Her work focuses on theories and art practices that
question anthropocentric and binary worldviews from an intersectional perspective, with an
emphasis on lens-based and time-based art. She has curated the third and fourth editions of
the Screen City Biennial, respectively titled Ecologies—Lost, found and continued (Stavanger,

2019), and Other Minds (Oslo, 2022), together with Daniela Arriado.

Saracino he has collaborated with Teatrino di Palazzo Grassi (Venice), TBA21-Academy,
Cinemateca Brasileira (S3o Paulo), Cinemateca do MAM (Rio de Janeiro), Palais de Tokyo
(Paris), EKKM (Tallinn), Salzburger Kunstverein (Salzburg), The EYE Film Institute
(Amsterdam), among others, and has realized residencies at ISCP (New York, 2023), Artport
(Tel Aviv, 2022-2023), Q21/MQ (Vienna), Fire Station Artists’ Studios (Dublin, 2019), CPR —
Curatorial Program for Research (Reykjavik, Torshavn, Tromsg, Boden, Luled, Hyrynsalmi,
Helsinki, 2018), GENERATOR, 40m cube/EESAB (Rennes, 2018). Lives and works in Berlin.

https://www.vaninasaracino.com
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