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Modernities حداثات Modernen 

By Franziska Kabelitz  

 

The definition of modernity, particularly within an art historical context, 

has been prominently on my mind since visiting the 2021/ 2022 exhibition 

Group Dynamics at Lenbachhaus in Munich, Germany.1 Growing up in Europe as 

a young person interested in art and its socio-economic contexts, modernity 

was a given for me. It referred to a certain period of time, late 20th, early to 

mid 21st century, yet its beginning and end are not possible to pinpoint to an 

exact date. It definitely had some sort of impact on artistic production. And it 

definitely happened in Europe and North America. This is, after all, what my 

teachers at school taught me. 

 

Studying art history and connecting to people from diverse backgrounds, 

I understood that the mechanisms and dynamics of what the art historical 

established canon has come to define as the “modern period“ did not 

exclusively apply to Europe and North America. Rather, these mechanisms had 

a global resonance and were strongly influenced by aspects of mobility, itself 

in turn a product of the rapid technological innovations of “modernity.” At the 

dawn of the twentieth century, unprecedented levels of mobility and exchange 

swept across artists far beyond Europe and North America, and the world took 

on an increasingly cosmopolitan character. Artists connected with each other, 

their methods and ideas stretched beyond geographical boundaries, and new 

art collectives and training institutions were founded. Artists’ collectives 

increasingly included writing in order to create programmatic manifestos and 

publications, through which ideas, experiences, and expressions of solidarity 

                                                
1 https://www.lenbachhaus.de/en/program/exhibitions/details/group-dynamics-collectives-of-the-modernist-period 

https://www.lenbachhaus.de/en/program/exhibitions/details/group-dynamics-collectives-of-the-modernist-period
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with, or opposition to, international developments were communicated to a 

global audience.  

 

However, the art historical canon still taught at many universities today 

has securely located modernity in Europe and North America, and has been 

slow to expand its geographical considerations. Constitutive aspects of 

modernity, such as technological advances in communications and 

infrastructure, ideological concepts of individualism and the nation-state, 

liberation struggles in the context of colonial rules’ culmination and demise, 

society’s increasingly cosmopolitical character and simultaneous 

entrenchments of class divisions, have often been portrayed as exclusively 

rooted in Europe. This approach overlooks the highly dynamic aspects of 

modernity reflected through constant processes of exchange, renewal, and 

transformation.  

 

For my personal understanding, the exhibition at Lenbachhaus therefore 

constituted a watershed moment, opening my eyes to a variety of 

geographically, culturally and linguistically diverse artists‘ collectives who all 

worked and lived through the “modernist“ period. Furthermore, in this context, 

I have found myself thinking about the concept of multiple modernities, which 

was put forward by sociologist Shmuel N. Eisenstadt in the late 20th century.2 

He argued that rather than converging towards a single, Western-style 

narrative of modernity’s constitutive factors, societies created their own distinct 

forms, blending global influences with local cultural traditions. This concept 

challenges the art historical canon’s popularised view that modernity as 

exemplified by Europe and North America is the universal model that all other 

societies must follow. Instead, the term multiple modernities suggests that 

                                                
2 Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. “Multiple Modernities in an Age of Globalization.“ In: The Canadian Journal of Sociology / 
Cahiers canadiens de sociologie, vol. 24, no. 2 (Spring, 1999), pp. 283-295. See also: Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. (ed.). 
Multiple Modernities. Routledge, 2002. 
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modernity is context-dependent, allowing for a variety of expressions in 

different parts of the world. 

 

For the field of art history, the concept of multiple modernities suggests 

that modern art did not develop along a single, linear trajectory that 

originated in Europe and North America and thereafter spread globally. 

Instead, societies experienced modernity in unique ways across the world, 

resulting in diverse, hybrid yet localised artistic expressions, which reflected 

both international discourses as well as unique social, political and economic 

histories and cultural traditions.  

 

While acknowledging the positive process of reconception accompanying 

terminology debates, it is equally important to recognise the limitations 

language might impose upon us. Both in Arabic and in German translation, 

turning “modernity“ into a plural sounded strange and unfamiliar to my 

colleagues‘ (and to my) ears. In both languages, the plural noun cannot be 

understood without a contextualising adjective or adverb ( حداثات/ Modernen). 

This realisation speaks to the dominant role of the English language in 

contemporary academic and global political discourse, which in turn opens up 

questions on the reach and impact of terminology debates. If a concept has 

become commonly accepted and widely employed to broaden geographical 

considerations yet its potential for understanding remains tied to a specific 

language, the concept’s actual level of impact may be called into question. 

Unfortunately, these discussions lie outside the scope of my essay. 

 

In Sharjah, I was lucky to find several exhibitions focusing on aspects of 

modernity’s plural forms. These included Parallel Histories, presenting works 

from the Barjeel Art Foundation, as well as Roots and Modernity: 

Contemporary Mediterranean Arab Art, a group exhibition organised by Sharjah 

Art Museum in cooperation with the Jordan National Gallery of Fine Arts. Both 

are currently on display at Sharjah Art Museum. 
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One artwork that spoke to me in the context of “my“ glossary term was 

the painting Quartier Populaire3 (1956) by the Egyptian painter Zeinab Abdel 

Hamid, shown as part of Parallel Histories. The exhibition aims to “reflect the 

manifold ways in which artists in the Arab world have responded to socio-

political events and the human condition across the twentieth and twenty-first 

centuries,“4 highlighting parallels of thought and production within a multitude 

of geographic, political, and social experiences. 

 

 
Exterior view of Sharjah Art Museum (photo by the author) 

 

During our exhibition visit with curators Suheyla Takesh and Rémi Homs, 

it was the painting’s saturated colour scheme that initially drew me to the 

work. But looking closely, I was fascinated by the multilayered story the 

painting tells. Zeinab Abdel Hamid captures an everyday moment in a bustling 

Egyptian neighbourhood, and at first glance the scene’s busy, buzzing character 

seems almost overwhelming: Street vendors with hand-drawn carts populate 

                                                
3 https://www.barjeelartfoundation.org/collection/quartier-populaire-zeinab-abd-el-hamid/ 
4 https://www.barjeelartfoundation.org/exhibitions/parallel-histories/ 

https://www.barjeelartfoundation.org/collection/quartier-populaire-zeinab-abd-el-hamid/
https://www.barjeelartfoundation.org/exhibitions/parallel-histories/
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the neighbourhood, several women have placed their wares on the pavement 

for sale to families and workers, a group of people is gathering in a grand 

building on the left, while on the right a line of smaller buildings is bustling 

with the activities of shops. A tram moves along the central street, supported 

by electric cables connected to wooden poles.  

 

  
Exhibition view of Quartier Populaire (photos by the author) 

 

Primarily represented through modes of transportation – electric tram 

lines coexisting with donkey- or hand-drawn carts – Zeinab Abdel Hamid 

depicts a specific point in time that reflects the opposing forces of the “modern“ 

and the “traditional.“5 To my eyes and interpretation, the painting functions as 

a contemplation of Egypt’s rapid process of modernisation, which was in full 

swing at the time of production in the 1950s. Largely driven by President Gamal 

Abdel Nasser, who implemented a series of economic and social reforms aimed 

at reducing foreign influence and promoting industrialisation, this period 

marked a shift towards a more independent and self-sufficient Egypt, although 

                                                
5 The term “tradition“ itself is debated for various reasons within contemporary academic discourse. For instance, 
without specification the term might imply a static view of culture, suggesting unchanging practices that resist 
evolution, which would be in conflict with the dynamic, continually adapting nature of societies‘ customs and beliefs. 
Moreover, the concept of tradition can be exclusionary, privileging certain narratives while marginalising others. 
Finally, the often romanticised idea of traditions and their representations might overlook historical contexts and 
power dynamics. While the author would like to acknowledge the term’s contentious quality, presenting the debate 
in detail exceeds the scope of this essay.  
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it faced challenges, including economic disparities and political tensions in the 

region. Zeinab Abdel Hamid thus shares with us a moment of precarious 

balance, a moment in history when technologies and ideas collided with full 

force, creating a field of tension yet also of coexistence and spirited interaction.  

 

In this context, it is also compelling to note that the literal meaning of 

the Arabic term حداثة (hadatha), which my colleagues offered as translation of 

“modernity,“ refers to something that has evolved into its current stage. 

Modernity’s myriad manifestations, then, do not exclusively represent rupture. 

While intellectual debates and artistic creation did embrace renewal and 

frequently insisted on rejecting past forms of expression, artists and their 

collectives were acutely aware of the processes and developments that had 

led up to the present moment. Incorporating aspects of heritage in their work 

at times served a critical function, encapsulating commentary on the state of 

political, economic, historical or social affairs. 

 

On a personal level, our visits and discussions in Berlin and Sharjah 

reinforced the importance of conceiving of modernity and its associated artistic 

expressions as myriad shapes and manifestations. Reflecting and studying 

modernity’s diverse and localised articulations across the world expands my 

understanding of modern art as a complex and pluralistic process of creation. 

Artists from different regions creatively engaged with their respective socio-

cultural contexts while simultaneously reacting to and developing new 

international discourses and techniques, thereby continuously contributing to 

the production of cultural meaning and making modernism a truly global 

movement. 

 

 


