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CURATORS 
OF MIDDLE 

EASTERN ART

III

Canvas’s third in a series of special features on curators of Middle 
Eastern art looks at five leading figures dedicated to promoting the 

region's art scene.
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SUZANNE

COTTER
T

hough a diploma from the École du Louvre provided 

her with a first glimpse into the Middle East through 

Islamic art, it was a trip to Beirut in 2005, funded by the 

Arts Council England, which introduced Suzanne Cotter 

to Contemporary Middle Eastern art and crystallised her interest 

in the region. In the wake of former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafic 

Hariri’s assassination, she had stumbled upon an art scene charged 

with creativity, pulsating with the city’s complex historical and 

political DNA. “It was a revelation, meeting artists dealing with a very 

different context to the one that I was used to,” says Cotter. “It was like 

a curtain was lifted.” The result was Out Of Beirut – featuring works 

by Walid Raad, Akram Zaatari, Ziad Abillama, Lamia Joreige, Bernard 

Khoury, Rabih Mroué, Ali Cherri and Jalal Toufic, among others – held 

the following year at Modern Art Oxford, where Cotter was Senior 

Curator and Deputy Director. “It was an interesting time because 

there was critical mass,” she says. “These artists were all working 

with art forms that challenged the notion of the aesthetic – highly 

conceptualised, with great emphasis on lens-based practices and 

interest in the document, in the archive – a strong discursive practice 

and one that, at the same time, was both reflexive as well as able to 

pose critical questions.”

In the years that followed, Cotter began to develop projects that 

included artists from the Middle East, looking at their work “in 

relation to broader currents in Contemporary art practice”. She was 

concerned with understanding and perceiving their work “within 

a context that isn’t overly contained by a geographic nomenclature; 
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these artists posed critical questions about Western representations 

of the Arab world and of Arabs, but also critical questions about their 

own history.”

Cotter deepened her knowledge of the region, travelling to cities 

such as Cairo and Sharjah. “You start to get a sense of your relative 

ignorance, but also of the rich field of 

artistic practice that exists,” she says. 

In 2010, she became curator for the 

Guggenheim Abu Dhabi project and 

focused on audience building. “The 

question for all Contemporary art 

museums, be they in the Gulf, New 

York City or Portugal, is: Who will your 

audience be and how do you create those 

links between you and them?” she asks. 

“In order to answer this, one is obliged to 

question one’s own assumptions about 

what art is, what it does and why you 

think it’s important.”

In 2011, Cotter co-curated the 10th 

Sharjah Biennial, Plot For A Biennial, 

with Rasha Salti and Associate Curator 

Haig Aivazian, and since January 2013, 

has been director of the Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art in 

Porto, Portugal, which opened Marwan: Early Works 1962–1972 in 

July, curated by Catherine David. There, Cotter’s practice is engaged 

with a dialogue between artists that is based less on geography and 

more on contemporary synergies. “The way I am approaching our 

collection policies and acquisition strategies means acknowledging 

that we live in a globalised world and to think about what that 

actually means from an artistic point of view,” she says. Cotter has 

served as a jury member for the 2008 Turner Prize, held positions at 

the Hayward Gallery, Whitechapel and Serpentine Gallery in London 

and curated solo exhibitions for the likes of Lucio Fontana, Jake and 

Dinos Chapman and Paul Klee. She was the 

recipient of the 2005 Chevalier de l’Ordre 

des Arts et des Lettres from the French 

Ministry of Culture and Communication. 

Cotter is in the middle of finalising 

the upcoming major retrospective Monir 

Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian: Infinite 

Possibility, the first museum survey of the 

legendary Iranian artist’s mirror works 

and drawings at the Serralves. It would 

be understandable if Cotter were tired, 

but rather, she seems energised by it all. 

Since her initial introduction to regional 

art, much has changed. “A decade has gone 

by and this idea of the Post-Colonial has, I 

think, been largely absorbed into people’s 

ways of thinking, particularly in terms of 

curatorial practice,” she reflects. “However, 

I think museums are still grappling with how to express that – 

certainly Western museums.” Other future exhibitions include those 

by Moroccan Yto Barrada and London-based The Otolith Group. “I 

guess what I’m trying to say is, as a curator, if you’re fortunate enough 

to be operating from a platform that is visible enough, you can make a 

difference,” she says. 

“As a curator, if 
you’re fortunate 

enough to be 
operating from a 
platform that is 
visible enough, 
you can make
 a difference.”

 Nationality:  Australia/UK  Residence: Portugal  Education:  
Postgraduate Diploma in Cultural Leadership, City University, 

London; MA, Courtauld Institute of Art, London; Diplôme, École du 
Louvre, Paris.  Notable Exhibitions:  Marwan: Early Works 1962–

1972, Serralves Museum of Contemporary Art, Porto, Portugal (2014); 
10th Sharjah Biennial, Plot For A Biennial (2011); Encounters: Imran 
Qureshi, Modern Art Oxford; (2007); Out Of Beirut (2006); Jake and 

Dinos Chapman (2003)
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LAYLA

DIBA
I

t was in 1969 when Layla Diba saw a Greek marble torso at 

the Boston Museum of Art, which served as an induction into 

a lifelong career in art. “It was so pure and the visual impact 

was so enormous, so moving, that I can honestly say this one 

experience was what really led to my interest in the arts in general, 

and more specifically, in curating,” recalls Diba, who had originally 

thought to study political science but found the world of art to be 

“completely life-enhancing and life-informing”. After receiving her 

MA in 1973, she returned to Iran, where she became an art advisor 

and then chief curator in the Private Secretariat of Her Majesty Queen 

Farah Pahlavi, before going on to become chief curator and director of 

the then-Negarestan Museum in Tehran from 1975–79. The museum 

held a range of exhibitions, including displays of English silverware 

and Turkmen jewellery as well as Iranian religious inspired art. “What 

was a learning curve was finding out what local audiences were 

interested in and I think that is an important lesson that is relevant 

today as well,” says Diba. 

With the onset of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, Diba returned 

to the USA, but before doing so, safeguarded the collections of the 

Negarestan Museum. “The collections were saved because I had 

stored them downstairs, rigged it up and blocked it and handed 

over the keys to my assistant director before leaving,” she recalls. 

“I still have all 3000 objects in my head and to date, I’ve only seen 

one piece come up at auction. I have a strong feeling they’ve never 

been sold or dispersed. These were pieces that had been acquired 

for the people of Iran by the Queen, using government funds for 
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the public good.” In the USA, Diba continued with art, lecturing and 

writing. After the Brooklyn Museum approached her in 1998 for 

advice on a major collection of Qajar art that it had acquired, she 

was appointed the Hagop Kevorkian Curator of Islamic Art (a post 

she held for 10 years, until 2000), curating the exhibition Royal 

Persian Paintings, The Qajar Epoch, 1785–1925. “I believed that if I 

was going to have any impact in my field – and I’ve always been 

a champion of Iranian culture – then I would have to work with 

major institutions,” says Diba, who also taught at the Bard Graduate 

Centre and helped develop programming and strategy for the 

Guggenheim Abu Dhabi project. 

During her career, she has seen interest in, and awareness of,  

Iranian Modern and Contemporary art grow in the USA, most 

noticeably in the eventual creation of Middle Eastern and Iranian art 

departments in museums (previously Iranian art had been grouped 

under the Asian or Oriental art departments). This interest led The 

Asia Society to become the first major museum in the USA to commit 

to a large retrospective, which grew out of Diba’s research focused 

on certain aspects of Iranian Modernism. Co-curated by Diba and 

Fereshteh Daftari, “Iran Modern was the turning point,” she says of 

the exhibition that garnered wide press coverage and was hugely 

successful. “You have the chance to present a show that has a major 

visual impact and to define an era or a field,” she says. “People remember 

it, for you always remember that wonderful painting or that aesthetic 

experience. As a curator, your goal, what you are championing, is to 

put your case out to the public. You hope to present shows that are 

strong – theoretically and aesthetically – that have a powerful visual 

message, and when you feel that you actually got through to people, 

that is when you know you have succeeded.”

It has been a long road to raise awareness of the fields she works 

in, but one that is now bearing fruit. “Ironically enough, my field – 

Qajar art – was, for a long time, not really considered to be worthy 

of scholarly attention by Islamic art scholars,” she says. Considered 

too decorative or, even worse, Westernised, Diba’s field hovered on 

the peripheries for a long time, impacting attitudes towards Modern 

Middle Eastern art as well. “After the 1979 revolution, I saw the market 

value of prominent Iranian artists plummet. Really great works by 

who we consider Modern Masters were going under the hammer for 

prices that were painful, with these talented artists nowhere near to 

being appreciated or remunerated like their Western counterparts,” 

she says. “I never doubted my commitment to a career in the arts. 

Revolutions come and go, but art is eternal.” 

“I never doubted my commitment to a career in 
the arts. Revolutions come and go, 

but art is eternal.”

 Nationality:  USA/Iran  Residence:  USA  Education:  BA, Wellesley 
College; MA and PhD, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University.  

Notable Exhibitions:  Iran Modern, Asia Society Museum, New York 
(co-curator, 2013); Royal Persian Paintings, The Qajar Epoch, 1785–

1925, Brooklyn Museum, New York (1998), Religious Inspiration In 
Iranian Art, Negarestan Museum, Tehran (1978), Negarestan Museum 

Inaugural Installation (1975).
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OMAR

KHOLEIF
O

mar Kholeif’s biography reads like a breathless list of 

achievements that encompass countless projects in 

the past couple of years alone. Film festivals, biennials, 

galleries, publications, awards juror, a Churchill Fellow, 

he has done them all and wears many hats. Of English and Egyptian 

heritage, he does not particularly draw on his background, interested 

instead in “the idea of different histories and different modernisms 

more broadly speaking.” In his own words, he is a “curator, writer, editor 

and sometime producer”, and the sheer amount of projects he has been 

involved in looks exhausting, not just in quantity but in breadth. “I do 

not see any of these elements as being separate or distinctive from 

one another,” he says. “I see curating as an all-encompassing field that 

includes writing and research, speaking, designing, imagining and, 

indeed, dreaming up the possibilities of pretty much everything else 

in between.”

So what does Kholeif focus on within this diverse curatorial practice? 

His interests lie very much in the now, most notably in Contemporary 

artist film, video and emerging technology. “I do not focus on those 

things, I am a specialist in them, which is very different,” he points 

out. Indeed, Kholeif works with “different sites of experimentation 

and production”, from museum and gallery spaces to art fairs and even 

online. What exactly does this mean, though? “This is a position that cuts 

through all of the work that I do and it’s very clear,” he explains. “I do not 

believe in curating simply for the gallery or museum, rather, I believe 

that there are different contexts of production and dissemination of 

work.” It is within this sphere that Kholeif thrives, “figuring out formally 
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and conceptually how a work of art changes depending on its site.”

Before Contemporary art, Kholeif’s interests lay in alternative 

documentary cinema, producing a film programme in Glasgow. He is 

also founding director of the UK’s annual Arab Film Festival. “I don’t 

believe that one becomes ‘involved’ in the art world; that sounds so 

slight and accidental,” he says. “My interest 

has always been culture; culture’s potential 

to create new meanings and considerations 

about how we look at the world around 

us.” His love of film led him to become 

Artistic Director of the Arab British Centre, 

where he oversees the film festival Safar, 

launched in 2012 at the ICA and which sees 

its second edition in September. Kholeif 

has also produced short films and written 

plays, part of his “desire to tell stories, to 

explore the limits of history and how it has 

coloured our imagination.”

With previous projects at venues 

including London’s Tate Modern and 

the New Museum in New York, a major 

career highlight was the 2012 Liverpool 

Biennial of Contemporary Art. The event 

included the City Forum the following 

year in conjunction with Mathaf: Arab 

Museum of Modern Art – an interesting 

attempt at integrating art historical and 

cultural histories in the British port city. The Biennial itself included 

the commissioning of a major project by Akram Zaatari, the largest 

presentation of his work in the UK at the time. On the whole, however, 

Kholeif draws little distinction between gallery, institutional or 

biennial projects – “a gallery is an institution is a museum is a gallery” 

he says, however, he does feel that biennials differ from museums and 

galleries “because they occupy a different temporality and they bring 

a wholly different audience and press attention.” 

His relationship with Liverpool goes back to his time as curator 

at FACT (Foundation for Art and Creative Technology), a centre 

for artist film, video and new media. 

He has also worked with Manchester-

based Cornerhouse, a visual arts and 

independent film centre, which hosted the 

2012 exhibition Subversion, a show which 

Kholeif is particularly proud of. “It sought 

to critique the notion that Arab art grew 

out of a marginalised position and instead it 

attempted to complicate these narratives by 

looking at issues of performance, gender and 

sexuality,” he explains. Kholeif continues 

this examination with the September 

exhibition Virgin With A Memory, a solo 

show of works by Qatari-American Sophia 

Al-Maria, also at Cornerhouse. 

Perhaps Kholeif’s biggest achievement 

to date – in addition to being Senior 

Editor of online platform Ibraaz – is his 

commencement as curator at London’s 

prestigious Whitechapel Gallery, a role he 

has held for just under a year. “What the 

Whitechapel Gallery does best is that it 

changes the stakes,” he says. “It puts artists on the map and it helps write 

and re-write histories, while also helping to reconsider historic figures 

in new ways.” His 2015 programme will kick off in earnest soon and 

be one which Kholeif promises to be “thought-provoking, challenging 

and spectacular – just like the gallery has always been for me.” 

“My interest 
has always been 
culture; culture’s 

potential to 
create new 

meanings and 
considerations 
about how we 

look at the world 
around us.”

 Nationality:  UK/Egypt  Residence:  UK  Education:  PG Certificate, 
University of Glasgow, Screen Academy Scotland and MA, The Royal 
College of Art, London.  Notable Exhibitions:  Safar, ICA (2012, 2014); 

Future Imperfect at Tate Modern (conference, 2013); Ciné Lumière, 
Shubbak Festival, London (2013), Subversion, Cornerhouse (2012); 

Liverpool Biennial Of Contemporary Art (2012); Abandon Normal 
Devices, FACT, Liverpool (2011).
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MAHLOUJI
H

e once owned a gallery dealing in archaeology. He 

translates plays from Persian into English (in fact, his 

translations have been the only ones performed by 

national theatres in the UK since the 1970s). He has 

designed opera sets. He paints and once made a living as an artist. 

He is trained in psychoanalytic psychology. “For me, some of the 

most interesting and passionate arguments that have gone through 

my mind are the state we live in, in the Middle East, and I am very 

unhappy to accept it as it is,” says Vali Mahlouji, who is curatorial 

adviser to the British Museum on its Modern and Contemporary 

Iranian collections. “I’d like to link into something which empowers 

us to think differently and to propose radically different prospects, to 

empower ourselves through projects as though they could facilitate 

a difference, enact an alternative. Even if they can’t. It’s the duty of 

every thinking person.”

Mahlouji is willing to take risks in the pursuit of not connecting 

the dots, per se, but of following the various roots and leads which 

allow him to present works, cultural events or ideas within “a larger 

genealogical questioning.” Within his practice, Mahlouji’s archaeological 

and philological background comes to the fore. “Basically my interest 

has always been a kind of ‘archaeological digging down’,” he explains. 

“Not as a strictly vertical investigation into the origins of things, 

but equally as a horizontally expansive one, a kind of Foucaultian 

genealogical investigation – relating laterally to other things that are 

happening, were happening and are related today.” It is no coincidence 

that one of his curatorial and research platforms is called Archaeology 

VALI
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Of The Final Decade, an examination of cultural practices and projects 

relating to the 1960s and 1970s. For want of a better term, Mahlouji is an 

archaeologist of knowledge. “What curatorially interests me is creating 

a confrontational interface (through exhibitions), where questions 

are raised. The curatorial product is as much about the process itself, 

of digging and relating,” he says. One of these projects is Retracing A 

Utopian Stage: Festival Of Arts, Shiraz-Persepolis (1967–1978) at the 

Musée d’Art Moderne, Paris. He has been excavating the lost (banned) 

documentation of performances from this decade-long festival, which 

saw some of the richest cultural interactions between Iran and the 

musical and performative heritage of Asia and Africa before the onset 

of the Islamic Revolution. In essence, the Festival Of Arts acts as an 

archaeological site, if only in its ephemeral state. 

Part of Mahlouji’s investigation into the cultural and intellectual 

environment of those preceding events is a meticulous retracing 

of materials and documents in order to raise new questions. “By 

questioning the cultural milieu, the political set-up at the time, the 

debates that were in the spotlight both nationally and internationally, 

we can attempt to recognise systems,” he says. “You can re-ask 

questions, create multiple narratives of what was and also of what 

could have been.” Another such project is Recreating Shahr-e No: 

Kaveh Golestan And The Intimate Politics Of The Marginal, a project 

that examines the seminal photographer’s Prostitute series, taken 

between 1975–77 in the red light walled ghetto of Tehran. Mahlouji 

refers to the project as “a document of a document”. It is part of his 

curatorial focus on projects that pose questions, an examination of 

urban histories and cultural spaces that have disappeared, been razed 

to the ground (as the ghetto was) or culturally erased. 

Earlier projects included collaboration with the likes of the BFI and 

the V&A on a major exposition on Kiarostami’s work, while Mahlouji’s 

first official curatorial project, and the one which launched him, was 

the well-received two-week performance and video festival Iran: New 

Voices at the Barbican Centre in 2008. It showcased Mahlouji’s intrinsic, 

ongoing interest in performance as a specifically ephemeral medium of 

expression. This included a one-day conference on performance in Iran as 

well as bedun-e onvan (‘untitled’ in Farsi), screenings of video work by 19 

Iranian-born artists, practicing both inside and outside of Iran, alongside 

a series of artist talks. As co-producer of the project, as well as curator, 

Mahlouji was also responsible for helping to raise funds. “I do think the 

curator’s world is becoming more interested in process-related practices 

and moving away from institutional demands, or the model of designing 

spaces for the collocation of autonomous artworks,” says Mahouji, whose 

book on the Festival Of Arts is due out this autumn, while a second book, 

on the space of Shahr-e No and the Golestan portraits, is in the works. 

“I do think the curator’s world is becoming 
more interested in process-related practices and 

moving away from institutional demands.”

 Nationality:  Iran  Residence:  UK  Education:  BA Art & Archaeology 
and MPhil, Iranian Philology, University of London; MA, 

Psychoanalytic Psychology, University of London and Anna Freud 
Centre; MA, Theatre Design, Motley School of Theatre Design.  Notable 

Exhibitions:  Retracing A Utopian Stage: Festival Of Arts, Shiraz-
Persepolis (1967–1978) and Recreating Shahr-e No, part of Unedited 
History: Iran 1960–2014, currently at Musée d’Art Moderne, Paris 
(co-curator, 2014), which travels to MAXXI in Rome in December 
2014; Kaveh Golestan: The Citadel, Foam Museum of Photography 

(guest curator, 2014); Iran: New Voices, Barbican (curator and associate 
producer, 2008); Abbas Kiarostami: Visions Of The Artist, V&A 

(collaborator, 2005).
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SARA

RAZA
S

ara Raza is fascinated by migration, vis-à-vis surrounding 

the portability of people and ideas as well as post-Soviet 

spaces and Eastern Orientalism. “I am particularly 

interested in the rise of new urban centres and new cities 

that are on the move, going through the fast track of globalisation and 

bypassing modernism completely,” she says. British, with her own 

heritage hailing from Central Asia and Iran, she feels compelled to 

examine these geographical areas with a particular focus on post-oil 

societies. “With the advent of oil, we have seen similar situations arise 

throughout the region, as people are faced with new-found freedoms, 

whether in the Gulf or in the Caucasus/Central Asia after the collapse 

of the Soviet Union,” she says. “There are a lot of parallels that one can 

draw between the various areas.” An independent curator and writer, 

she is co-editor of ArtAsiaPacific (focusing on West and Central Asia) 

and her extensive curatorial experience focuses on the art of Central 

Asia and the Caucasus, including Iran and bridging over to the Middle 

East, namely the Gulf. 

Raza’s initiation as a curator began after her MA, and at just 22, 

she was published in Art Review. “I found writing to be a way for me 

to articulate ideas,” she says. This spurred her to apply for a British 

Arts Council award for emerging curators. She won, and the year-

long fellowship provided her with the chance to learn the ropes as 

an assistant curator at the South London Gallery (SLG), where she 

worked with artists such as Steve McQueen and Henrik Plenge 

Jacobson. “My world included shadowing the curator, but I was so 

lucky to work with artists of the calibre that they had there,” says 
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Raza. By the end of the fellowship, she ended up curating her own 

show at SLG in collaboration with the Contemporary Art Society. 

This exhibition, featuring the work of 18 Contemporary British 

artists, saw the birth of what was to become Raza’s greatest strength 

– an extensive educational public programming initiative around the 

show, including artist talks, panel discussion, film, as well as events 

at local bars and clubs. The experience served as the emerging 

curator’s first real tutorial and revealed to her the “big lapse in 

communication between exhibition, 

artist and the general public”. Raza 

was curator of public programmes at 

Tate Modern from 2006–08, focusing 

on international artists, symposia and 

talks. During Dubai’s 2009 Bastakiya 

Art Fair (now Sikka), she brought 

together creative minds such as 

Fereydoun Ave, Shumon Bashar and 

Yara El-Sherbini, establishing BAF Art 

School, an “alternative art school for 

an alternative dialogue”.

Raza’s career quickly took off and, 

in addition to her curatorial practice, 

she lectures regularly at the Sotheby’s 

Institute of Art. “‘Curator’ is sort of a 

new profession in itself,” she muses. 

“Whereas ‘art historian’ is a role that is 

based on long study and research.” Her 

interest in different yet complimentary geographies provides her with 

the chance to examine ideas with fresh eyes. “Sometimes proximity is 

a good thing, despite there being a relative degree of bias concerning 

the idea of ‘exile’ or being in the Diaspora,” she says. Her work in the 

Gulf has included being part of the founding team of Alãan Artspace 

in Riyadh, as well as Sharjah’s Maraya Art Centre, where she is 

currently adjunct associate curator. “I am just fascinated by the Gulf, 

as well as the idea of contemporary archiving here and the challenges 

of engaging with the everyday public,” she says. “It is so important 

that you go to your audience. You cannot talk about engagement, 

especially when Contemporary art is still fairly new and elitist in 

the Gulf, without making the effort to provide free programmes that 

really connect to your audience.”

One of Raza’s biggest curatorial challenges was as lead curator 

of Rhizoma: Generation In Waiting, 

commissioned by Edge of Arabia 

for the 55th Venice Biennale (2013) 

to showcase emerging Saudi artists. 

However, the scene’s relative newness 

also turned out to be a huge hurdle 

for Raza. “It was one of the most 

challenging projects in my life and I’m 

not convinced that some artists were 

ready for that kind of exhibition,” 

she admits. “You’re conflicted as a 

professional whether or not you should 

walk away.” Focusing on artists who 

use social media, she wanted to “build 

that language, but perhaps the scene is 

not mature enough”. 

For Raza, her work is a long-

term process. “You cannot mentor 

young artists by saying ‘here is your 

exhibition, goodbye’,” she laughs. On the horizon, she will be working 

with Baku’s YARAT to develop its educational programme and public 

art festival, which will be designed for Azerbaijani audiences. “There’s 

no point in having knowledge if you can’t be generous with it,” she 

says. “You want people to learn about art and share it. The more you 

give, the more you discover.” 

“There’s no point in 
having knowledge 

if you can’t be 
generous with it. You 
want people to learn 
about art and share 
in it. The more you 

give, the more 
you discover.”

 Nationality:  UK   Residence:  UK/Spain   Education:  BA (hons) English 
Literature and History of Art, Goldsmiths College, University of London; 

MA 20th Century Art History, Goldsmiths College, University of 
London; PhD Royal College of Art, London (current since 2012)  Notable 

Exhibitions:  Adel Abidin: Blueprint, Maraya Art Centre, Sharjah 
(2013); Wafaa Bilal: The Hierarchy of Being, Maraya Art Park, Sharjah 

(2013-ongoing); Rhizoma (Generation In Waiting) 55th Venice Biennale 
(2013), Migrasophia, Maraya Art Centre, Sharjah (2012); Ergin Çavusoglu: 

Dust Breeding, The Pavilion Downtown Dubai (2011); Shezad Dawood: 
Mystery Play, Plug In ICA, Winnipeg Canada, co-curated with 

Anthony Kiendl (2010).
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All images courtesy respective curators.
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