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Preface 2-3

Much has changed since the publication of Cream (1998), Fresh Cream (2000),
Cream 3 (2003), Ice Cream (2007) and Creamier (2010), biennials in book form that
chronicled the most significant emerging art of the era, introducing now-established
names and new ideas that today proliferate from Diisseldorf and Detroit to Dakar.
Many artists, including Olafur Eliasson, Tacita Dean and Thomas Hirschhorn, who
first found a broad international audience in the pages of these celebrated volumes,
have become leading figures of their generation, selected by the most respected
curatorial voices of our times.

To skim off the richest ‘cream’ of contemporary art today is a far more complex task.
The art world is more of aworld in every sense, with alarger population, a wider territory
and a greater number of nationalities. Biennials have sprouted up in every corner of the
globe as cheap airfares shrink the distances between them. Emerging technologies
have opened up new lines of communication, while art fairs have multiplied into
movable feasts, with regular stops on every continent. Historians now reconsider the
roots of post-war Conceptual art along networked geographical lines (on either side of
the Iron Curtain within Europe, in South America and Japan), and yet critical traffic in
contemporary art clings to the major marketplaces and distributional centres of New
York, Basel, London and Berlin, even as artists today make their homes and establish
communities far beyond these capitals. The prevailing conversation about current
modes of production, and the onslaught of cultural globalization, has yet to catch up.

Considering the limitations of an alphabetical list of 100 noteworthy contemporary
artists, Art Cities of the Future: 21st Century Avant-Gardes wholly reinvents the
formula, digging deeper into the source of creativity today and uncovering twelve
distinct avant-gardes that have surfaced around the world in recent decades. Twelve
international curators actively involved in the artistic centres of Beirut, Bogota, Cluj,
Delhi, Istanbul, Johannesburg, Lagos, San Juan, Sao Paulo, Seoul, Singapore and
Vancouver have each selected eight artists (and collectives) to represent the avant-
garde of their particular city. These artists are senior figures, some only known to a
few outsiders, or newer faces commencing their careers; artists working in familiar
mediums or inventing their own, but they all share two distinct qualities: a commitment
to experimental art and a dedication to their local milieu.

Each chapter begins with an introduction to the title city, including a brief back-
ground on its artistic and political history in recent decades, and a taste of the conver-
sations taking place there now. The subsequent artist profiles sketch a dynamic and
intergenerational portrait of a set of colleagues working under common conditions,
with concerns that range from the personal to the political to the global; expressed in
a staggering diversity of styles, perspectives and approaches. Historically, the avant-
garde has depended upon a productive exchange between artists active during a defined
period, and often within a particular urban environment. The Russian Constructivists,
Paris Surrealists, New York avant-garde and others shared formal or aesthetic concerns
that were mediated by the day-to-day interactions of life lived in proximity to one
another, leading to the famous notion that the avant-garde seeks to destroy the division
between life and art; that its artists produce work from experience rather than through
participation in stylistic trends. The plural form of this term, as it is used here, conjures
the specificity and vigour of this mode of aesthetic and intellectual exchange, while
alluding to the certainty that other avant-gardes, elsewhere, will eventually surpass
those presented. But considering where — and how — the most exciting contemporary art
is made today provides a refreshing and necessary reminder that the cultural references
artists draw upon, and the art they ultimately produce, stretch far beyond the confines
of art history.



Art Cities of the Future offers a focused and precise view of the vast contemporary
art landscape, and a window onto the latest artistic developments unfolding around
us, anticipating the foremost figures and artistic forms of tomorrow. More than ever,
the ability to see across geographical borders is vital to understanding cutting-edge
art, but neither can these boundaries be entirely forgotten. The role of each featured
city as an enduring backdrop, source of stimulation or counterpoint to creative
production becomes eminently clearinvideo installations featuring the dense modern
architecture or industrial infrastructure of Delhi (Gigi Scaria, pp. 104-7; Rags Media
Collective,pp.102-3),inimagesof Beirut’sbattle-scarredresorthotels,contemplative
and playful by turns (Ziad Antar, pp. 16-7; Marwa Arsanios, pp. 18-9), in the infectious
‘tropical-povera’ aesthetic of San Juan artists (Melvin Martinez, pp.206-7; Jesus
‘Bubu’ Negron, pp. 208-9), and in the ‘post-photoconceptual’ inventions of a younger
generation reacting to the Vancouver climate (Andrew Dadson, pp.306-7; Isabelle
Pauwels, pp.312-3); exposing again and again the underlying realities that inform
artistic development long before any work is exhibited in the customary art venues,
from Documenta and Performa to the Istanbul Biennial.

Of course, the experience of confronting art first-hand is inimitable and there can
be no substitute for viewing it full-scale, in its intended context. While the work con-
tained in this volume is undoubtedly specific to the milieu in which it was cultivated,
the compelling images, interventions and other projects speak to much wider audi-
ences. Correspondences in motivation and formal execution cut transversally across
different chapters; from the activation of performance art as a public tool by Inder
Salim in Delhi (pp. 96-7), Jelili Atiku in Lagos (pp.172-3) and Kemang Wa Lehulere
in Johannesburg (pp.162-3), to varied explorations of gender and sexuality by Alex
Miritziu in Cluj (pp.78-9) and Nilbar Gires in Istanbul (pp.130-3), to compelling
examinations of contemporary precarity by Johanne Callein Bogota (pp. 44-5), Beatriz
Santiago Munoz in San Juan (pp.214-15) and Part-time Suite in Seoul (pp.262-3),
as well as the reanimation of painting by Marina Rheingantz in Sao Paulo (pp.236-7)
and lan Woo in Singapore (pp. 290-1).

By consolidating information that would be impossible to gather without years of
study and travel criss-crossing the globe, Art Cities of the Future provides a compact
and rich resource that can be revisited time and time again. Lively,thought-provoking,
comprehensive, and packed with more than 500 colour images, this book boldly
widens the conventional trajectory, allowing us to see a future of diverse aesthetics
and shared concerns, articulated in the common language of contemporary art.
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=" Beirut
by Kaelen Wilson-Goldie

Like other cities in the region, Beirut considers its contemporary art scene to have begun
in the 1990s rather than the 1970s. Looking at the city in isolation, it's tempting to see
this as a logical consequence of Lebanon’s fifteen-year civil war coming to an end in or
around 1990; that cultural production was horribly interrupted during the war years and
then bravely resumed during the reconstruction era would make sense. But thisisn't true.
On the one hand, artists and their ilk continued to work throughout the conflict. On the
other hand, Beirut never regained its prewar stature; it never returned to its golden age.
What was lost during the war was lost for good.

And yet, on the level of artistic infrastructure, Beirut shares many attributes with
cities such as Cairo and Istanbul, both of which have had their problems, though neither
has ever collapsed so completely into violence. The push and pull of superiority and infe-
riority that exists between Cairo and Beirut is made laughable by their difference in scale.
Compare Cairo’s population of twenty million, for example, to Beirut’s less than two million.
Forthe most part, Istanbul still regards Beirut as an outpost of its former empire. (An irony,
given that financing from the Ottoman Bank — to expand the port and extend the railway
—transformed Beirut from a provincial backwater into a major Mediterranean metropolis.)

Perhaps the most comparable city in the region — not only in terms of size and
scale but also in relation to its faded glamour and threadbare cosmopolitanism — is
Alexandria. But where the essence of Alexandria was encapsulated by the sentimentality
of C. P. Cavafy and Lawrence Durrell, Beirut inspired the style, verve and literary tough-
ness of Don Delillo (in Mao /) and J. G. Ballard (in the short story War Fever). Both writers
stuck to the relatively safe terrain of the city’s renowned chaos, digging up an important
truth thatis well known but rarely stated: Beirut is totally and utterly obsessed with itself.
Perhaps for this reason, the city exerts an incredible weight on the artwork its residents
have produced, particularly on the experimental end of the spectrum, where the material
of the city has become at once medium, metaphor and generator of meaning.

Besides an interest in modernist ruins, very little remains to connect the artis-
tic experience of post-war and prewar Beirut. Three women provide the exception.
Nadine Begdache is the only gallerist in town with roots in the 1960s. In 1993 she
opened Galerie Janine Rubeiz, named in tribute to her mother, who was the force behind
the cultural centre Dar al-Fan, which opened in 1967 and staged legendary exhibitions
alongside contentious encounters among literary, artistic, religious and political figures.

One of the artists who showed with Dar al-Fan was Etel Adnan, a poet, playwright,
novelist and painter with a fondness for depicting mountains in her art and the sea in
her writing. The author of one of the most important wartime novels, Sitt Marie Rose —
about awoman kidnapped by militiamen and killed for her commitment to the Palestinian
cause —Adnan’s boundless love for Beirut is perfectly counterbalanced by her ruthless
criticism of the place. ‘What saves you from despair in Beirut is the very difficulty of living
in it she writes in Of Cities and Women: Letters to Fawwaz.

Now in her eighties, Adnan lives primarily in Paris, but she remains very active, and her
work is still quite present in Beirut. She is also now beginning to earn the international
recognition she deserves, as is her colleague Saloua Raouda Choucair, a sculptor in
her nineties whose approach to abstraction makes her the Lygia Pape of Lebanon.
(Though the intimacy of her stacked and interlocking ‘poems’ and ‘duals’ make her unique.)

That these two great but for decades overlooked artists are finally being honoured
at home and abroad — their work has now attained critical import and art-historical
weight —is directly due to the work of commercial gallerists such as Andrée Sfeir-Semler,
who, in 2005, opened Beirut’s first blue-chip gallery for international contemporary
art with a strong minimalist and conceptual bent, and Saleh Barakat, who established
the Agial Art Gallery in 1990, and whose affinities lie more firmly with modernism, or the
one hundred years before the contemporary began in Beirut.
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But the new-found attention to Adnan and Choucair is also indirectly due to the work
of a generation that began building a nimble, flexible and wholly independent infra-
structure for the production, presentation and dissemination of new and often challeng-
ing work in the early to mid-1990s. Ashkal Alwan (the Lebanese Association for Plastic
Arts) was founded in 1994 and has since produced a groundbreaking series of public
projects in and around the city — in gardens, along the seaside Corniche and through the
old cosmopolitan causeway that is Hamra Street. The Ayloul Festival, founded in 1997
but defunct since 2001, helped to initiate what the artist Walid Sadek has described as
‘a search for places’ in the post-war period.' Young and fearless artists with no hope or
desire for commercial interest in their work began making art for the purpose of either
reconfiguring ‘the once-embattled terrain’ of the city, or for claiming some measure of
responsibility for the preceding years of violence.

Around the same time, the photographers Fouad Elkoury and Samer Mohdad started
the Arab Image Foundation with ayoung video artist named Akram Zaatari, who had wanted
to become a filmmaker, studied architecture to please his family, and found a job in the
television industry and a mentor in Mohamed Soueid. The latter was, by all accounts,
Beirut’s first video artist, although he never decamped to the art world from the field of
documentary film. Ask Soueid today if he considers himself an artist and he will emphatically
tellyou no. But his heartfelt, essayistic films about love, loss and the former left — as well as
his criticism in Beirut’s daily newspapers — exert considerable influence to this day on the
likes of Ghassan Salhab, Mahmoud Hojeij, Rania Stephan, Ziad Antar, Ali Cherri and more.

Since 1997, the Arab Image Foundation has gathered together more than five hundred
thousand photographs and related materials. The composition of the collection was
driven almost entirely by artists, and the foundation soon attracted the collaboration of
Walid Raad, Jalal Toufic, Lamia Joreige, Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige, Yto Barrada
(from Tangiers), Lara Baladi (from Cairo) and many others. On the discursive side of things,
Walid Sadek — who, with the artist Ziad Abillama, penned a 1994 manifesto proposing
what contemporary art practice in Beirut should be — began a series of informal weekly
discussion sessions with the writer Bilal Khbeiz and the poet Fadi El Abdallah. Nearly
all of the aforementioned artists passed through those Tuesday evening meetings. The
group fell apartin 2005, after what has been described as a collective explosion of egos
that left many friendships in tatters.

In 2002, Ashkal Alwan turned the logic of those informal meetings inside out and
began organizing the very open and very public Home Works Forum for Cultural Prac-
tices — the closest thing Beirut has to an international biennial, though in many ways
better. Home Works happens roughly every few years, or whenever the situation in the
city, the country and the wider region allows. After another war in 2006, Ashkal Alwan
created Video Works, a production programme for young and emerging artists to test
out ideas in a context that has become familiar: the need, desire, obsession or folly to
respond to current events as they are unfolding, in art.

After a decade of nonprofit organizations driving the contemporary art scene with
many projects but few concrete spaces, the artist Lamia Joreige teamed up with Sandra
Dagher, who had just closed the gallery-cum-community centre Espace SD, to open the
Beirut Art Center. Galleries, project spaces and other non-profit venues for exhibitions,
screenings and performances soon followed. Then in 2011 Ashkal Alwan’s director
Christine Tohme orchestrated the most ambitious overhaul of her organization to date,
opening a modular, experimental art school called Home Workspace in a vast former
factory space behind the Beirut Art Center.

By 2012 Beirut had more commercial and non-commercial art spaces than ever
before; the layers and complexities of the scene had achieved considerably more density
than anything that could be remembered from the so-called golden age. What’s more,
while the scene may still be factional — and sometimes insidiously reflective of Lebanon’s
sad, sectarian political system — it has come to accommodate generations of practition-
ers who rebel, betray and rediscover one another. Many contemporary artists have had
their curiosity sparked by the modernists who came before them.



Aerial view of Beirut, facing north
Saloua Raouda Choucair, Poem
of Nine Verses, 196668,
29%X22X7cm

Gallerist Nadine Begdache at
Janine Rubeiz

Ashkal Alwan exterior

Home Workspace Program
critique session, 2011




Beirut 14 -15

If Beirut’s contemporary period came late, then its modernist period was long and
requires a great deal more study. Countless political thinkers and policy analysts have
likened Lebanon to a laboratory for democracy (and its failures) in the region. Beirut,
however, self-absorbed as ever, is something else. ‘Beirut was, and is, a very real place,
whose playfulness and love of show and spectacle fail to conceal its inner seriousness),
wrote journalist Samir Kassir, the city’s most probing historian, who was killed in a car
bomb blastin 2005. [Its] value must ultimately be weighed in relation to its place in the
history of mentalities and in the history of ideas. For Beirut stands out among the cities
of its age not only for having helped to formulate the history of Arab modernity, but also,
and still more importantly, for having helped make it a living thing — even if, in doing so,
Beirut lured itself into a dead end.®



- Walid Sadek, We Do Not Leave
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