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Eckhard Thiemann

Eckhard Thiemann is a programme organizer, specializing in dance, contemporary Arab culture, internationalism, and festivals. He is the Artistic 
Director  & CEO of "Shubbak", London’s largest festival of contemporary Arab culture (www.shubbak.co.uk), and a Programme Associate at the 
Dance for "The Lowry" (www.thelowry.com).  

Eckhard chaired the selection committee at the "Surf the Wave UK Showcase 2019". His previous positions include: Associate Artistic Curator 
for "CODA - Oslo International Dance Festival", Creative Producer for "Siobhan Davies Dance", producer for the "London 2012 Festival", curator 
for "Liverpool Arabic Arts Festival". He also curated the "OUTSPOKEN – NEW PERFORMANCE FROM ARAB ARTISTS, African Crossroads" and the 
opening season of "Pavilion Dance".
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Conversations About Contemporary Cultural Practices: Syria as a Model 
(2017-2020) is a series of interviews conducted between 2017 and 
2020, in the framework of the Syrian Cultural Priorities programme, 
prepared and rolled out by Ettijahat – Independent Culture. The first 
interview was held with Eckhard Thiemann, the artistic director of the 
Shubbak Festival, from London via Skype.

Eckhard: Eckhard Thiemann, artistic director of Shubbak festival. 

Shubbak Festival is one of the most prominent contemporary 
Arab cultural festivals held in London. Over the past year and a half,  
Shubbak has rolled out a commissioning programme targeting refugee 
or exiled Syrian artists or those who left Syria. The commissioning 
programme's primary purpose consists of supporting artists in the  
best way possible, wherever they may be. Therefore, if the 
support provided strictly consisted of artists presenting their 
work at the festival, we may have to exclude some artists from the 
programme, as their work would be better presented elsewhere. 
When commissioning film directors, the best platform for them 
to showcase their work would be a Film Festival. For example, 
artist Iman Hasbani, whose work has been screened as part of 
the “The Space” project in Berlin, has received support from  
the latter. Therefore, the project represented a better platform for 
her to showcase her work instead of waiting for Shubbak’s support. 
Shubbak may not always be able to provide exhibition spaces. We 
wanted to provide the best conditions possible to commission artists, 
instead of restricting them to the festival.

Jumana: What prompted you to participate in initiatives that support 
and commission Syrian artists?

Eckhard: The commissioning programme for Syrian artists started out 

as a partnership between the British Council and The Space, which is a 
digital commissioning agency. In 2014 and 2015, the programme was 
rolled out at the peak of the first Syrian displacement wave. Artists 
were among the displaced refugees. 

The programme attempted to provide digital means that could 
introduce Syrian artists to audiences and assist them during their 
displacement. At the time, artists had already arrived in Beirut or some 
refugee camps in Turkey or Jordan. During the same period, The Space 
agency had undergone a review of its activities, and the programme 
did not really go in line with its new vision. Therefore, Shubbak was 
contacted to take charge of the commissioning programme in 2015. 
At the time, 50% of commissions were spent, along with 50% of 
Shubbak’s available budget.

We had to review the programme, as we felt that it could not be 
limited to the digital sphere only. The programme had to closely 
follow up on artists’ projects and remain close to them, wherever they 
may settle. We have also looked into the best ways to promote artists’ 
work, and I genuinely believe that we have found a remarkably simple 
solution, requiring three components only.

First, we needed to empower artists to produce new works of art. It is 
what I like to call “The Creative Torch that could not be extinguished”. 
We have realized that artists have faced several different pressures, 
including securing a place to live and receiving a residency permit, 
work permit, a job, etc. I believe that artistic production will inevitably 
be affected, which could disrupt the creative process. This point was 
important to us. After all, the programme's objective was not to work 
with refugees or refugee camps nor address migration solely. If an artist 
wished to do so, it would be a plus. But our main focus was to maintain 
the continuity of work and create new jobs in the artistic field.

The second objective was to figure out the best way possible to 
reach the public. For instance, how can we cooperate with artists? 
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Who should the product be targeting? We had to be open to different 
venues. Should there be a venue better than Shubbak, we would 
make use of it, as long as it assisted artists in a better way.

The third objective consisted of ensuring artists' capacity to work 
as professionals, within their new surroundings. We had started by 
inviting several candidates. I believe you were one of them. Candidates 
were people we knew, who had a better grasp of reality on the ground 
than us.

The candidates’ mission was to suggest names of artists. At the time, 
we did not want to contact a specific artist. We felt that should we 
engage in a conversation and build strong communication with a 
specific artist, this could possibly lead to commissioning. We realized 
that if we started by contacting several artists, and if these contacts 
did not lead to any commissioning, we might disappoint the artists. 
The Space agency's previous system consisted of launching an open 
call for applications. I was always aware of the difficulty of receiving 
applications that exceeded our funding capacity in number or perhaps 
receiving applications from artists whose artwork lacks strength. It is 
for this reason that we have to say: No, we are sorry, we are going to 
have to reject some artists. That is why we tried to limit this process 
by tasking candidates with suggesting artists' names, after which we 
looked into the best way to support these artists. There could be good 
artists, but we may not be the best organization to support them. Our 
objective is to make a difference in their career.

The second initiative is a European partnership between six 
European organizations. These are: "Les Bancs Publics" festival in 
Marseille, the "Bozar" centre in Brussels, the "Dancing on the Edge" 
festival in Amsterdam, "D-CAF" festival in Cairo through its Swedish 
headquarters, "Orient Production" company, and Cologne Carnival. 
We met with all the organizations and received some European 
funding to support Arab artists who have recently began to work in 
Europe. For this reason, the programme did not necessarily aim at 

working with refugees. The objective was to become aware of the fact 
that many Arab artists work from within Europe.

Thanks to our partners, we were able to empower artists to produce 
new works of art that could travel on a world tour. That way, artists can 
integrate into European cultural work in a professional manner. Three 
artists were commissioned, including two Syrian nationals and one 
non-Syrian. One of the showcased works belonged to Amal Omran, 
Hatem Heddawi, and Catherine Hamilton. We have also supported 
Syrian dancer Mithkal Alzghair by showcasing two of his projects at 
the Shubbak festival. We have also been showing his current work, 
"Displacement," at the Lilian Baylis theatre. We have also showcased 
the “Transaction” project at the Hackney Town Hall. For example, artist 
Hani Sami spent his time between Germany and Cairo; and that is why 
the programme did not seek to work only with Syrian Nationals. I was 
not surprised that two out of three artists would be Syrian, however, 
because I believe that this is the place from which the highest number 
of refugees came. Many Syrians came to Europe over the past few 
years, more so than from other Arab countries. Therefore, I was not 
surprised that the majority of commissions would go to Syrian artists.

I would like to say a few words about Syria and Syrian artists within 
Shubbak festival. As I have previously mentioned, Syrian artists have 
a strong presence at the festival. However, we did not make Syria the 
subject of Shubbak. The same goes for refugeehood or the diaspora. 
I believe these are reflected through artists’ work. We want to  
present artists as artists. Shubbak festival tackles a number of different 
subjects, including artists’ vulnerability. As a matter of fact, we have 
organized a seminar entitled “Artists’ Survival." The seminar revolves 
around the threats that artists and cultural heritage face. However, it 
does not only look into the risks that threaten heritage alone, but also 
discusses the threats and risks that artists face in reality. The seminar 
delves into different topics, such as censorship and migration. It also 
involves artists who take interest in cultural heritage. We always try to 
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put the artist and their creativity at the forefront, and this is where we 
would like to guide our audience.

Jumana: In your opinion, what are the main criteria to assess any 
Syrian project (artwork, films, novels, etc.) currently? Is it enough to 
tackle the Syrian crisis for a project to be considered a work of art? 
How can we – as artistic directors – make sure that we are representing 
the best and not get caught up in redundancy?

Eckhard: This is a complicated question that we constantly struggle 
with. One of the main criteria for me consists of the following: Is 
the work motivated by the artist's creativity? For example, if I come 
across a project that tackles current affairs or addresses topics such as 
conflict, war or migration, but is devoid of any clear creative features 
or elements that stem from the imagination or fantasy, I would list 
it under journalism. To me, creativity is a condition to be met. Most 
importantly, the artist must play an active role in shaping the work 
and their content and clearly expressing their imagination in the work 
they are presenting. 

A second main criterion would be the work's ability to reach the 
public. In this regard, many artists from different contexts must be 
represented. I believe that our festival is rather distinguished, as we 
can present several diverse artworks during one intensive period of 
time, which means that we cannot adopt one narrative. For example, 
we could present a work that explicitly talks about migration. It may 
contain pictures (or scenes) of migrants' boats, etc. However, at the 
same time, we could present a completely different work that perhaps 
tackles these topics more intelligently, in an indirect way, or even 
an entirely personal way. We can, in reality, showcase both projects. 
I believe it is challenging for officials or organizations to present a 
specific project and think that it does not showcase the crisis or war.

As I have previously mentioned, we always try to put the artist 
at the forefront, instead of presenting them in a certain way to the 
public. For this reason, when promoting the work of art, we do not 

use terms such as “exile” or “refugee”. Instead, we might choose to say 
that the artist is based in the Netherlands, while remaining unbiased 
towards the work. It is crucial for us that the focus is shifted to the 
artist. Naturally, given the political situation, we do take an interest in 
projects that tackle these subjects. I believe that the public is seeking 
alternative, more profound, or more personal narratives; so that they 
could become aware of the topic or better relate to it. Artists can 
also present and convey the subject through their work. And while 
there is a sense of general curiosity vis-a-vis the projects, I believe that 
what people are looking for is to develop a richer and more accurate 
understanding.

Jumana: Do you believe that the works of art produced by Syrian 
artists based in Europe or other parts of the globe have helped the 
world to better understand the disparities? Could these works leave a 
significant impact on public opinion? To go one step further, do you 
believe that this group is capable of prompting the non-Syrian public 
to think of its own reality? For instance, will the Western audience 
think of World War II when they come across a story from Syria? 

Eckhard: It is essential to have numerous works by Syrian artists that 
could be followed in the present time; this signifies that artists are 
presenting and interacting with reality. Likewise, the projects' quality 
will be diverse and unequal, and I do not necessarily see this as a 
problem.

Projects that will resonate longer have not yet been presented. I do 
not necessarily see this as a problem, either. If you take a look at the 
novels about World War II, you will notice that these were published 
in the mid-fifties and not in 1945. It is particularly important to have 
projects that reflect reality and discuss current affairs, similar to 
famous novels that told the story of the end of communism, just as 
there should be projects that are omnipresent. This way, an artist can 
communicate with the public. As I have said, an artist can reflect a 
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cultural transformation, which, in turn, allows the audience to connect 
at a deeper level by relating to the truth and understanding it in a 
better way. 

I do not believe that all projects will be able to achieve that, and I 
think that projects which will succeed in doing so have not yet been 
produced. I usually choose between what I call good, exceptionally 
good, and must-see works. I think there are many must-see Syrian 
works at the moment. How will artists keep this up in the long term? 
We will have to wait and see.

Nowadays, amidst the crisis, there is substantial cultural production 
in London and the West, which is utterly disconnected from present-
day issues. As a matter of fact, the theme is part of a cultural or aesthetic 
discourse. However, there are no current artworks that tackle Brexit 
for example. On the other hand, in theatre, there are indeed several 
works that do so; but these are not part of the official art system. 
Brexit is not much of a crisis in comparison with the war in Syria.  
It is, however, a critical political development that will impact our 
lives and surroundings. In general, cultural productions have become 
increasingly related to the significant issues that we face today. There 
is a type of art that addresses, first, the surrounding environment. Arts 
that tackle politics and activism have also been on the rise. I believe 
that Syrian artists present substantial work in this context. Although I 
would not call it a movement, Syrian artists indeed offer a significant 
contribution to this very context.

Jumana: It seems to me, sometimes, that Syria is mainly represented 
through refugees and expatriates, as if there is nothing left in Syria 
except war and destruction. While this were true in broad terms, what 
about the artists who decided to stay in Syria for various reasons? 
These artists have been defeated and isolated. Yet, they still continued 
to work under extremely difficult circumstances. What is your opinion 
on that?

Eckhard: I know very little about the subject, and I genuinely feel 
that there is a lack of knowledge and connection, specifically in 
this sector. The majority of artists we know have left Syria, and it is 
extremely difficult to continue communicating, visiting, or finding 
works by artists still residing in the country. We do, however, still 
have some contacts with artists that are still in Syria. In fact, we have 
commissioned a film director there. I believe he left the country now. 
His name is Hassan Qattan, and he was based in Aleppo. As you know, 
we are also in contact with Omar Abou Saada, who still resides in Syria. 
It is a crucial issue, but I do not have any answers on how to deal with 
the situation, nor do I feel prepared to develop knowledge regarding 
this reality or look into communication or coordination mechanisms.

I must say, this is a very interesting question, but the real problem for 
me is the following: Do these artists reflect this situation in their work? 
For us, in Europe, an artist can engage in dialogue with the public 
(regarding this problem). I believe that issues related to artists’ place 
of residence, where they receive support, or how to they can emigrate 
are overly complicated. There is a genuine interest in Syrian artists. I 
am very well aware of that, but at the moment, some organizations 
within Europe are also offering generous support. Unfortunately, it is 
hardly enough.

There is no denying that there will always be artists who know how 
to benefit from this support in a very efficient way, just as there are 
other artists who cannot do so. The situation is the same across all art 
sectors. If we take a look at the art sector in the United Kingdom, for 
example, who receives funding and who does not? There will always 
be a difference. If visiting Syria becomes more accessible and secure 
in the future, the rhythm and momentum of work from Syrian artists 
will once again be resumed, along with the public and promoters. 
Perhaps then will these issues further come to light.
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Jumana: Eckhard, do you believe that there is a new representation 
for the Syrian narrative and the Syrian disaster in the world today? 
Does the fascination surrounding these narratives represent a form 
of Orientalism? What challenges will Syrian artists face in the coming 
years?

Eckhard: I believe there is excessive focus on Syria at the moment. 
This could lead to a new form of Orientalism, which is why we have 
avoided making Syria the main topic of Shubbak festival. For instance, 
if I were to count the number of participating artists, most would be 
of Syrian origin. And while I realize this is a dangerous trend, I do not 
think there is much we can do to control it. It could disappear very 
quickly.

Generally, in my discussions with artists, I feel I can never stop this 
form of interest, but I do fear that it might dwindle fast. After 1989, 
many exhibitions showcased artwork from Eastern Europe, along with 
opposition artists from Glasnost, Skien, etc. In the period that followed 
the normalization and change, this narrative slowly died out. This is 
exactly what happened to the Syrian narrative for a short period of 
time, three years ago.

When Russia invaded Ukraine, the focus suddenly shifted to Ukraine 
for a brief period of time. It became a subject of interest for major 
institutions, such as the British Council. We wanted to tackle the story. 
This is why I believe that the reason behind this strong focus on Syria, 
at the present moment, unfortunately, has to do with the lengthy war. 
Should there be any change, and should reconciliation occur, this 
interest will die out, even if it takes a while.

With the end of the Apartheid in South Africa, many artists struggled 
to find content related to their work. As a matter of fact, Apartheid 
rhetoric had dominated both intellectual and creative spaces. When 
this discourse disappeared, organizations were less interested in 
presenting works related thereto. Moreover, a central question arose: 

What are the important topics that should be tackled, or be the 
subject of plays, paintings, and music? As the dominating discourse 
disappeared, the very reason that inspired artistic works vanished 
along with it. Despite changes in legislation following Mandela's 
election as president, the Apartheid, and the racism it entailed, did 
not end overnight. However, the change in the prevailing rhetoric and 
its framework put a quick end to the artistic focus on the Apartheid. It 
is for this reason that I believe artists could be going through difficult 
times. In my opinion, artists have not yet experienced a creativity 
crisis. Their current works actually reflect a strong disparity, either by 
resisting prevailing narratives or by adopting them, as they produce 
works that directly address these narratives. After spending a few years 
in the diaspora, you will become familiar with what you write about, 
and you will continue to write about it. I think this is a particularly 
important question. 

Jumana: The creative crisis has not yet started. Our conversation with 
Eckhard Thiemann comes to an end with reflections and questions on 
what we will write about in the future.
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