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MOMA Installs Works by Artists from Countries 

Targeted by Trump’s Travel Ban 

By Claire Voon, February 3rd, 2017 

Adapted from http://hyperallergic.com/356224/moma-installs-works-by-artists-from-countries-targeted-by-

trumps-travel-ban/  

In an unprecedented gesture, the museum has replaced works in its permanent collection 

galleries with eight by artists from Muslim-majority nations named in Trump’s executive 

order. 

 

In response to President Trump’s executive order temporarily banning immigration from 

seven majority-Muslim countries, the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) has replaced works in 

its permanent collection galleries with eight by artists from the targeted nations. Though it 

might sound small, this is an unprecedented gesture in the museum’s history, started by staff 

who wanted to react to unsettling political circumstances. 

Organized by a group of curators across a number of departments, the reinstallation occurred 

last night on the fifth floor, following an initial discussion two days after Trump issued the 
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order on January 27. The new works span an array of mediums, from a painting by the 

Sudanese-born Ibrahim El-Salahi to an earthwork by the Iranian-born Marcos Grigorian to a 

video by Iranian artist Tala Madani. There are also sculptures by Iranian-born artists Parviz 

Tanavoliand Siah Armajani as well as works on paper by Zaha Hadid, who was born in Iraq, 

and Iranian-born Shirana Shahbazi and Charles Hossein Zenderoudi. 

 

Curators wanted to select works that stood alone as extraordinary examples of modern art 

from their regions, but the change was also constrained by a short time frame, a need for easy 

installations, and the question of whether a potential piece would work well in the context of 

MoMA’s permanent collection galleries. For such reasons, artists from Libya, Somalia, Syria, 

and Yemen are not represented in this effort, but MoMA will also screen a series of films by 

artists from the affected countries later this month. And curators are organizing 

another change that will occur next week, when the museum reopens the remainder of its 

fifth-floor galleries, which are currently under renovation. 

“We want the gallery to be a place of freedom, where people can find a safe haven,” 

Christophe Cherix, MoMA’s chief curator of drawings and prints. “A lot of artists in our 
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collections of the ’20s, ’30s, and ‘40s came from abroad. The executive order just made us 

think that it could be interesting to think about that history in relation to today and bring into 

the galleries work by artists we deeply care for whose nations are part of the current ban.” 

 

These less commonly seen pieces replace familiar works of Western art by Picasso, Matisse, 

James Ensor, Francis Picabia, Umberto Boccioni, Oskar Kokoschka, and Alberto Burri. Rather 

than being confined in one room, they’re spread across multiple galleries, each accompanied 

by a statement clearly expressing MoMA’s intention “to affirm the ideals of welcome and 

freedom as vital to this Museum, as they are to the United States.” 

“The idea was to be inclusive and not disruptive,” Cherix said. “We wanted to have one in each 

room to create a rhythm. It was more this idea of embracing those works within our tradition, 

within the narrative of our collection, within our values. Our galleries are also a platform 

where people can really think about the role of artists from those different countries within 

our own culture. The collection should also be reactive to what happens around us.” 
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Pre-Reading 

1. Do you enjoy going to museums and looking at pieces of art? Why or why not? Do you have 
a favorite piece of art? Can you describe it? 

2. Have you ever looked at the art of a certain country in order to understand their culture? 
How do you think culture might be represented in art? Can you think of any specific 
examples? 

3. Do you think artists should use their work to make a political statement? Why or why not? 
Do you think art can influence politics? Do you think politics can influence art? 

 

Active Reading 

While you are reading the article, take notes by annotating the article. Below are a few 
methods of annotating an article: 

 Highlight or underline the main idea of each paragraph 

 Circle words that are unfamiliar and you want to look up later 

 In the margins write questions that you have about the content – you can discuss these 
with a classmate or the teacher 

 In the margins write personal reactions – what are your thoughts and opinions on what 
you just read? 

Use at least two methods of annotating for each paragraph. When you are finished annotating, 
share your ideas with a classmate. 

 

Vocabulary 

Use context clues from the reading to figure out a definition for each of the following words 
(they are italicized in the article). 

Word Definition 
unsettling 
 

 

array 
 

 

gallery 
 

 

familiar 
 

 

inclusive 
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Post-Reading 

After reading the article and completing vocabulary, answer the following questions. Use 

complete sentences and your best grammar. 

1. Why did the Museum of Modern Art replace some of their most famous paintings? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

2. What kinds of art did MoMA put on display? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

3. What countries are affected by the travel ban? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

4. What were the requirements for choosing a new piece of art to display? 

_________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Research/Extension 

Have students take 10-15 minutes to research one of the artists from the seven countries 

affected by the travel ban. Who are these artists? Where do they come from? Why do they 

make art? Do they (or did they, if they’re no longer alive) view their own art as political?  

Have students do a short presentation or writing on the information they find about their 

chosen artist. 

 

Additionally, students can do research into political art in their own country. Have any artists 

in their country spoken out about politics? What happens to an artists if they make a political 

statement? Can students find any examples of political art from their own country? 

https://eslliteraturelessonplans.wordpress.com/

