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Western museums 
and galleries are 
finally taking 
contemporary Middle 
Eastern art seriously 
as curators bring it out 
of storage and give it 
its rightful place in the 
story of art today. 
Shiva Balaghi 
investigates this 
momentous change 
to the history of art.

en build too many walls and 
not enough bridges.” These 
words by the physicist Sir Isaac 
Newton were the inspiration 
behind a recent exhibition of 
Iranian and Arab art at Kunst 
(Zeug) Haus in Rapperswil 
near Zurich this summer. 
The Swiss show was one of a 
dozen important exhibitions of 
contemporary Middle Eastern 
art on view in museums across 
Europe and North America this 
year, marking a crumbling of 
walls all across the art world.

From Porto to Paris, from 
London to Los Angeles, 
museums are collecting 
and exhibiting modern and 
contemporary Middle Eastern 
art. Never before has this 
art been in such focus at an 
institutional level. Increasingly, 
the cartography of Western 
museums is expanding to 
encompass a more global 
art history. 

Traditionally, art of the 
region has been relegated to 
the Islamic arts departments, 
while museums’ modern 
art departments remained 
oriented towards the West. In 
the 1960s Alfred H. Barr Jr., 
the influential first director of 
New York’s Museum of Modern 
Art (MoMA), acquired several 
works of Middle Eastern art. 
But they weren’t included in 
the hanging of the museum’s 
permanent collection, which 
helped shape the canon on 
modern art. For decades, this 
art remained in storage. I call 
it a ‘closeted modernism’: the 
art remained marginalized, 
only passively acknowledged 
as part of a larger modern 
art movement. 
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