Beirut Caoutchouc (2004 – 06), Marwan Rechmaoui | Rubber, milled out | 500 x 400 x 2cm
Featured in Art Now in Lebanon exhibition at Darat al Funun 2008
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Int r o d u c t i o n

T h i s t o o l k i t o ff e r s
a S e r i e s o f q u i c k a nd
e a sy Ways to t h i n k a b o u t
a nd W o r k w i t h y o u n g
people on questions of
C o nt e m p o r a r y a r t i n
the Classroom, in the
g a l l e r y , And b e y o nd .
Contemporary art offers great starting
points for work on a range of topics
as well as providing a catalyst for
independent thinking and doing. Every
work of art suggests a different idea,
issue or point of view. However, for
artworks to have any relevance, they
need to be looked at and have their value
determined by a viewer.
Engaging with an original artwork affords
a very different experience to seeing it
in a book or on a computer screen. For
this reason, whenever possible it is good
to work in front of artworks, drawing on
the unique experience of engaging with
original pieces.

Approaches found here are aimed at
encouraging ‘conversations’ with, and
about, various artworks . There are
suggestions for developing or continuing
the ideas you have in the gallery with
practical projects back in the classroom.

The toolkit’s material is collated by Nadia Christidi
This toolkit is edited by Rebecca Heald
A c k n o w l e d g m e nt s
(in alphabetical order)
Adham Ismail Institute, Syria
British Council
Darat Al Funon, Jordan
Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts
Makan Arts Space, Jordan
Ministry of Education, Jordan
Tate Britain, London

Nahnou Together (Arabic for ‘We
Together’) was an international exchange
project devised by the British Council in
Jordan, Syria and the UK, and Tate Britain
in London, UK. The project began in
2006 and over the course of three years
brought together professionals — artists,
curators, educators — with young people
in practical and discursive exchanges
online and face-to-face. Through art, the
participants got to know each other and
learned about their cultural beliefs.

This toolkit is a direct result of the
NAHNOU TOGETHER project and aims to
share with others some of the methods
and approaches that were used and
developed over the course of the
project. It is our ambition to share these
techniques as widely as possible and
enable others to experiment with the way
they see and think about contemporary
art. The toolkit is aimed at school
teachers and educators who are working
in museums and galleries.

Everyone involved in the Nahnou
Together project learned new means
of expression and understanding. And if
at first participants felt they had little in
common, they soon realised that there
were many more things that drew them
together than pushed them apart. Today,
the project’s legacy is felt both in the
working practice of the partner institutions
in Jordan, Syria and the UK, and the
personal experience of the dozens of
individuals who have taken part.

We are grateful to all our partners in
Jordan, Syria and the UK who have
worked with us on this project. Particular
thanks are due to Darat Al-Funon for their
continued commitment and support.
Thank you also to the team at the British
Council in Amman who helped produce
this valuable resource. Finally, thanks
to Sarah Gillett from our Arts Team in
London and to our Editor, Rebecca Heald,
who visited Jordan during the project
and advised on the toolkit’s content.
We hope you all find it a useful resource
for your work.

Tamara Alkhas
British Council
Jordan
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Ways i n

Asking questions is a good way to draw out thoughts and to look more closely
at a work, especially work that we may feel estranged from to begin with. Suddenly
someone who thought they had nothing to say about something will find they have
a lot to contribute. The Ways In approach was formulated by the Tate in the UK.
In the Ways In approach there are four key areas of questioning:

1. A Personal Approach:
What do I bring?
2. The Subject:
What is it about?
3. The Object:
What can I see?

The four key questions are expanded below to
help you get started.

1. A Personal Approach:
What do I bring?

3. The Object:
What can I see?
What materials is the work made of?
What associations or connotations do the
materials carry?

To understand a work you have
to look very closely at it.

When and where was the work made?

How has the work been made?

What connects the work with the period or
place in which it was made?

Has the artist made it or has it been made to
order by others?

What are the social and political histories
from that time?

Is the artist’s ‘hand’ important to the work?

Who made it? What do we know about the
artist?

Is good ‘craftsmanship’ important to the work?

What are your first reactions to the work?

How visible or invisible is the process of its
making?

Why does it make you feel or think like that?

What space does the work occupy?

What does the work remind you of?
Why does it remind you of that?

What sense of space is depicted by the
work?

What can you connect the work to?

How big is the work?
Why is it this size?

4. The Context:
Relating the work to the wider world

4. The Context:
Relating the work to the wider
world

2. The Subject:
What is it about?

How would its meaning change if it was
bigger or smaller?

What is happening?

Why do you think he or she used those colours?

What does the work represent?

How are the colours organised?

Are there any symbols you recognise?

What effects do they create?

What title has the artist given the work?
Does this change the way we see the work?

What kind of shapes can you find in the
painting or sculpture?

What is the theme of the work?

What effects do they create?

If it is a painting or a two-dimensional
work, how does the work relate to
traditional genres of painting such as history,
nude, landscape or still life? How does
it relate to film or photography?

What kind of marks does the artist use?

What colours does the artist use?

What effect do they have?
What kind of textures can you see?
What effects do they create?

Who was it made for?
How does the work relate to other areas of
knowledge, or other art forms of the period?
How would people have understood the
work when it was made, and how do we
understand it now?
What is the context in which you are looking
at the work, and how does this inform your
view of it?
What other sources or references are you
provided with, and how does that affect or
inform your response?
What are the other works of art shown
beside it, and how do they affect your
understanding?
Supposing the work was shown somewhere
completely different – what difference would
it make to your response?
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C a s e s t u dy:
U s i n g ways i n
You visit a gallery with a group not knowing what exhibition is on. With your group
you first watch a video piece. Not knowing the piece you use the Ways In method
in order to gain some insight.
You anticipate the group you are taking to the gallery will find this work
challenging. The medium of video in which it is made is likely to be unusual to
them while the content might be considered poetic and hard to understand with
no clear meaning. The Ways In questions will quickly open up conversation and
equip all individuals in the group with confidence that they have something to say.
An excerpt of it can be found here: www.fvu.co.uk/projects/details/saphir

So, coming to the work from scratch, even before reading
anything about it or knowing its name or who made it,
we can learn a lot about it just from looking closely and
asking simple questions.
Afterwards, looking at available resources such as wall
text, labels, or catalogues that might be found in a
reading area, we see that a lot of our observations were
accurate as well as enriching our understanding of the
work with more details.

Sedira’s photography, video, and installation work is often
about her Algerian heritage and her upbringing in the
West. She is concerned with immigration and movement
and the effect they have on identity. Early works are
autobiographical, examining her family history and
generational divides, while later works can be said
to have shifted to look at these subjects from a more
general perspective.

Zineb Sedira was born in Paris, France in 1963 to Algerian
parents. Sedira studied in London at Central St Martins
School of Art, the Slade School of Art, and the Royal
College of Art. She has had a number of high-profile solo
shows in London, Paris, Algeria and Finland.

The notes in the boxes are by no means definitive and represent only sample responses.

A Personal Approach

The Object

This piece reminds me of places I have been and of times
when I have looked out to sea with thoughts of travel and
other places.

This is a video piece. It is shown in a dark room on its own.
The work is shown on two screens. The sound is in stereo.

The slowness of the images and quiet soundtrack make
me pay attention to normal, everyday things I might not
normally, like putting down a cup on a saucer.
There is a chandelier like the one in the film in my
grandmother’s house.

The work is of very high quality. It is possible the artist
worked with a team of people to make it.
Each scene is very composed, abstract almost.
Watching two screens at the same time creates a sense
of simultaneity, of people being in separate places but
absorbed by the same thoughts and questions.

The Subject
Some of the scenes are domestic such as sitting at a table
and drinking tea.
These scenes contrast with vistas of ships at sea and a port.
There is a man and a woman. They are both engaged
in the act of looking at ships coming and going but in
different ways. The man is outside in bright sunlight,
squinting to see. The woman is inside looking outside,
standing on a balcony. Both figures appear to be engaged
in thinking about places far away but are also somehow
rooted to the place they are in.

T h e C o nt e x t
Alongside the video are some still images from the film.
Reading exhibition notes we learn that this piece is called
Saphir, the name of the hotel in which the woman in the
film is in.
The film’s maker is Zineb Sedira, an artist born in France
to Algerian parents.

Saphir (2006), Zineb Sedira | Video installation,
double projection, sound | Format 16/9, 19 minutes
© Zineb Sedira Courtesy Zineb Sedira and Kamel Mennour,
Paris and the Film and Video Umbrella, London

Saphir is a two screen video installation by
Sedira from 2006. Set in and around the
port of Algiers, it follows two characters
who wander in fixed spaces. An Algerian
man is seen walking the city’s streets
aimlessly, watching ships move in and out
of its port as they carry Algerian youths,
much like himself, looking for a brighter
future, across the waters to Europe.
An older French woman, a daughter of
pied noirs1, roams the halls and stairways
of the Saphir Hotel, a crumbling relic and
oppressive reminder of French presence
in Algeria, and looks out from the hotel’s
balconies only to retire to her confines
again. Saphir poetically presents a portrait
of a city and its people, pulled by the
tides of globalisation, trapped between a
longing to escape and desire to belong.
1

European settlers in Algeria from the period of colonialism
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A NAHNOU TOGETHER workshop | Darat Al Funun, 2008

C a s e s t u dy:
A Workshop on Art Now
I n L e b an o n
Below is an outline of a workshop that was devised to run alongside Art Now
in Lebanon, an exhibition at Darat al Funun in Amman in 2008 and curated by
Dr Andree Sfeir-Semler. It featured work by over a dozen artists including Rabih
Mroué, The Atlas Group/Walid Raad, Marwan Rechmaoui, Jalal Toufic and Akram
Zaatari. The aim of the exhibition was to give an insight into contemporary art
production by Lebanese artists.
The workshop began by looking at the exhibition then focusing on a specific
work. It ran for two hours and included a mixture of work in small groups and as a
whole. The workshop comprised: a guided tour; an interpretation activity; an open
discussion; an art-making activity; and reflection. Participants were asked to look,
read, discuss, draw, and write.
In this section we look at principles around planning a workshop, followed by a
detailed account of a workshop that took place in relation to Art Now in Lebanon.

P l a nn i n g a w o r k s h o p

Defining a goal

Workshops in a gallery can take many forms.

First, it is important to decide upon a general focus. Your
general focus might be simply to introduce the group to
contemporary art, or it might be much more prescriptive
and link into other subjects on the school curriculum such
as history, geography or even mathematics depending on
the artworks in question.

Preparation
If you are leading a group to a gallery or museum you will
gain most from this experience by preparing as much as
possible in advance. You can do this best by:
• visiting the gallery or museum before the session
(do not worry too much if this is not possible)
• reading a range of available, related materials
• planning activities, preparing information and worksheets
• thinking creatively about how the experience can lead
on from, and feed into, work in the classroom.

Variety
In order to maintain interest and momentum over a
period of time it is important to include a variety of
formats and activities. Ensure a mixture of work in the
whole group and in small groups or pairs. Remember to
create a mixture of discussion and practical activity such
as drawing, making or performing.
Games
Could you adapt a well-known game such as Twister,
hopscotch, tag or hangman to get things going?

Flexibility
If one of your planned activities doesn’t grab the group’s
attention be prepared to change it or cut it short. Don’t
let anything drag. While work in small groups is happening
circulate and interact with everyone, see how they are
getting on. Keep everyone energised and alert.

Art Now in Lebanon Workshop
Main Goal
For participants to gain a greater understanding of
contemporary Lebanese art and artists through the
exhibition Art Now in Lebanon.

Reflexivity

Add i t i o n a l G o a l s

At each stage you should assess the mood of the
workshop and whenever possible ask for feedback.
Use this feedback to adapt and improve future work.

• To look at the piece Beirut Caoutchouc in detail.

C o nt i n u i t y
For the workshop to have the most impact it is important
to relate the content of the session as much as possible
to previous and future activity.

• To explore mapping as a means of presenting social,
political, and cultural issues.
• To develop group-work skills.
Id e nt i f y i n g T h e m e s a nd
Exploring Methods in
C o nt e m p o r a r y L e b a n e s e A r t
(50 minutes)
The main group was split into smaller groups of four or
five participants. Each group was given a background
information sheet entitled Themes and Methods
in Contemporary Lebanese Art (included on next
page) which contained key ideas found in the show
accompanied by some questions.
After a brief, verbal overview of Art Now in Lebanon
(ten minutes) the groups were given time to look at the
exhibition. During this time the students were asked to
work on the questions on the background information
sheet (40 minutes).
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T h e m e s a nd M e t h o d s i n
C o nt e m p o r a r y L e b a n e s e
A r t : B a c k g r o u nd
Inf o r m a t i o n a nd Q u e s t i o n s

Fact/Fiction

F o u nd M a t e r i a l s / A r c h i v e s

Many of the artists in this show blur fact and fiction by
presenting invented narratives as true accounts. Often
these accounts are supported by ‘documents’ in the form
of photographs, notes, testaments, videos, and other
‘found objects.’

Contemporary Lebanese art often incorporates found
objects (photographs, letters, etc).

Question: Why do you think some of these artists
fabricate people, stories, and related evidence and
present them as real?

Questions: Why do you think artists use found objects
in their work? What happens to an object when it is
displayed in an art context? In the case of Lebanese art,
a number of artists have taken to ‘collecting’ material and
storing it in archives. Why do you think these artists have
chosen to collect and archive the ‘found objects’ they
make and how do they present them in their work?

Subjectivity
Much of the work in this show seems to question the
possibility of representing anything in an independent,
objective manner, especially war and destruction.
Question: Which works here are clearly subjective?
Which ones might be considered more objective?
Ind i v i d u a l / C o l l e c t i v e M e m o r y
A large proportion of art from Lebanon looks at the
memory of war by highlighting individual experience
rather than by presenting official accounts.
Questions: Why do you think some artists here have
chosen to present personal accounts? Are there any
artworks that are concerned with ‘collective’ memory?

A NAHNOU TOGETHER workshop | Darat Al Funun, 2009

Art Now in Lebanon includes a selection of Lebanese art made since the end of
the civil war (1975 – 90). Some themes and methods recur: questions of history
and memory and ‘multimedia’ techniques.

The Photograph
( V i s u a l R e p r e s e nt a t i o n )
Lebanese artists often tackle the issue of representation
through the medium of photography.
Questions: Why might the artist have used photography,
and not another art material or method, to represent
this subject? How are the photographs produced and
presented? Discuss the choices the artist has made in
relation to colour, composition, viewpoint, scale, framing,
proximity to other photographs, number (if part of a
series), title, and whether they have used a contemporary
or traditional photography method. Then discuss why
these choices might have been made. Which pieces show
the photograph as problematic or unreliable in terms of
presenting the truth?

Narrative

D o c u m e nt a r y

Many examples of Lebanese art follow or develop
detailed stories or narratives.

Post-war Lebanese art often experiments with the genre
of documentary.

Questions: What stories or narratives can you find here?
Why are they told in the way they are told?

Questions: Why do you think this might be? Why aren’t
these works actual documentary?

Place
Place is a central subject in several artworks in this show.
In some works it is a starting point for an investigation,
but in others it is made symbolic of, or to represent,
something else.
Questions: Which artworks here take place as their
starting point? In what way are specific sites used in
these works?
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APPE N D IX
An open discussion with the whole group around the
notes and questions on the information sheet.
Art-Making Activity in Small
Groups (30 minutes)
This activity focuses on the theme of ‘place’ and takes its
inspiration from Marwan Rechmaoui’s Beirut Caoutchouc.
In this activity, each group is asked to choose a social,
political, economic, or cultural fact about the city it lives
in that it finds interesting. Younger groups will need
guidance on understanding these terms, adapt
as appropriate.
In Amman, for example, this could be:
• the number of Palestinian refugees, the camps they
reside in and the relation of these camps to the rest
of the city

For longer workshops the art-making activity can be
extended by making the activity more practical using
string, cardboard, markers etc. For further background
work before or after the session you may also want to
consider making a PowerPoint presentation of work by
Arab artists that includes maps, for example Aegnapea
(2006) by Hamdi Attia; Present Tense (1996), Map (1998),
Continental Drift (2000), and Hot Spot (2006) by Mona
Hatoum; and West Bank Butterfly (Kite Project) (2006) by
Nida Sinnokrot.
En c o u r a g i n g a nd En r i c h i n g
Ind e p e nd e nt V i s i t s
When visiting contemporary art exhibitions on their
own, people, no matter their age, can feel at a loss for
entry points into the work they see, or feel out of place.
One way of addressing this is with an exhibition guide or
activity guides. For younger audiences, activity guides are
usually more appropriate.

• the number of Iraqi refugees and the neighbourhoods
they mainly live in

An activity guide is usually an attractively designed leaflet
or booklet filled with innovative and quirky questions and
suggestions of things to do related to what is on display.

• the division of income between the eastern and
western parts of the city.

The Ways In method is a good framework to help begin
devising a guide:

The group then has to devise a map of its city that
illustrates the fact it has chosen (i.e. social, political,
economic or cultural). The group is to create a sketch
of its project and write up a description of its concept
and proposed method of execution.

Start by provoking personal responses before you try
and work in more specific ideas. This way you will equip
someone with the confidence that they have something
to say before you ask them to get more involved with
the work. Ask your audience to look really closely at
the object: What is it made of? How much space does it
occupy? Ask them to think about a range of subjects or
ideas present in the exhibition or in a particular piece.
Finally ask them to think about the context and perhaps
beyond the gallery walls.

Sharing of Art Projects as
a Whole Group (10 minutes)
Each group presents its project idea and sketch.

Here is an example of an activity guide:
R e f l e c t i o n – i nd i v i d u a l l y
(10 minutes)
Sample questions:
• What have you learnt in this exhibition about
the way artists look at war and its impact?
• What is your overriding impression of Marwan
Rechmaoui’s Beirut Caoutchouc?
• What did you think of the map exercise?
Did it seem like ‘art’?

Inf o r m a l G r o u p s
You may not be a teacher, but rather someone who works
with a group of young people more informally. Or you may
be wishing to set up a group along these lines. Here are
some brief notes on this:
• What is your goal in working with your chosen group?
Does the group already exist? Are there already similar
groups that exist that you could collaborate with?

A NAHNOU TOGETHER graffiti workshop | Darat Al Funun, 2010

Group Discussion (20 minutes)

• Have you considered employing an artist to work with
the group? They could introduce a range of different
perspectives and practical expertise that could feed
into tangible results that might be later displayed.

Links

• Think about peer-led learning. If you have the time,
generate group discussions and help your group find
the subjects and methods they are really interested
in. This way they can begin to direct the sessions and
take ownership in a way they might not when ideas and
activities are imposed.

The Modern Teachers microsite run by the Museum of
Modern Art in New York also has lots of great examples:
www.moma.org/modernteachers

• Think also about changes of scene, are there any
trips or visits you could build into the programme?
What about bringing in different people to share their
enthusiasm and knowledge?
• For long sessions make sure your group is regularly
refreshed. Something to drink? Something to eat?
Bananas are great!

Tate has many Teachers’ Packs and Activity Guides online:
www.tate.org.uk/learning/schools

The Photographers’ Gallery has a great series of
publications aimed at teachers and young people:
http://photonet.org.uk/resources
Engage, the National Association for Gallery Education
has lots of resources to help people learn about the
visual arts: www.engage.org
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