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Spectra [Sharjah], Ryoji Ikeda,
2018. Installation view at Flag
Island Sharjah, part of the
exhibition | Look To You And'|
See Nothing. Image courtesy of
Sharjah Art Foundation.
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INtroduction

The power of art

\/\/ithin just two generations, rapid development has transformed our na-
tion into a global economic hub and our cities into cosmopolitan melt-
ing pots. In this short time, the United Arab Emirates (UAE) established their
place on the world stage, both in terms of business and, increasingly, also in
the cultural arena.

This synchronous evolution is no coincidence. For a society to truly prosper,
its material achievements need to go hand in hand with the advancement of
culture and creative forms of expression. The UAE’s leaders have embraced
this circumstance by launching high-profile art events such as the Sharjah
Biennial, Art Dubai and Abu Dhabi Art. Thanks to strategies laid out by lead-
ers such as His Highness Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Vice-
President and Prime Minister of the UAE and Ruler of Dubai, Dubai now offers
an environment in which creative communities are not just able to form, but
1o thrive.

The Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation is dedicated to empow-
ering future generations through initiatives that foster culture, entrepreneur-
ship and education. Since its launch at the 2007 World Economic Forum, the
foundation has not only instigated numerous cultural festivals, intercultural
exchanges and business incubators, it has also published over 1,000 books
under the auspices of the ‘Translate and Write Program’.

This book forms part of the foundation’s efforts to document and distribute
information about exciting developments in the UAE. The rise of public art
is certainly one of them. Dubai’s art scene, in particular, has grown in leaps
and bounds in recent years and, for a foundation committed to cultural and
human development, the growth of Dubai's cultural landscape has been ex-
tremely gratifying.

Dubai is seeing an explosion of cultural endeavour, underpinned by recently
announced projects such as the Dubai Design District and the Dubai Modemn
Art Museum and Opera House District, as well as strategic government poli-
cies aimed at strengthening the creative sector.

Of course, compared to developments in manufacturing, real estate and tour-
ism — which are easily measured and have an immediate effect on the bottom
line — progress in areas such as the arts is somewhat less tangible. Yet few
would deny that there is an urgent need for human development. After all,
there can never be enough sharp minds and open hearts.

In this context, it is useful to think about art and culture as natural resources,
which can be harnessed to achieve concrete goals. Art is a powerful tool of
human development, and public artworks, such as the ones discussed in
this publication, can be seen as milestones along the road to a knowledge
economy. Evidence of this can be seen in cultural capitals around the world:
in New York, Tokyo, London or Berlin art is ever-present. In time, we are cer-
tain, the same will be true of Dubai.

H.E. Jamal bin Huwaireb
Managing Director, Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation
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Editor-in-chief’s foreword

Towards a wealth
of mind

hat is the true value of an artwork? Does it lie in the quality of
\/\/the craftsmanship or the materials used? Is it set by the ebb and

flow of supply and demand? Is it, like so many elements of con-
temporary life, dictated by market forces? Or is it something altogether less
tangible? These questions may seem abstract, but to consider them in the
context of public art is to consider the nature of society itself and to imagine
the kind of society we want in the future.
For many years now, the leadership of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) has
embraced public art as a way of lifting the human spirit and inspiring a col-
lective dialogue. Our leaders believe in art's immaterial value: the moments
of wonder it bestows upon the audience; the debates it triggers; the shared
experiences it engenders; the questions it raises and the realities it reflects.
This conviction drives many of the leading cultural institutions, which have
contributed so much to the rise of public art in the UAE in recent years. It
also drives our work as Dubai’s public media group. Dubai Media Incorpo-
rated (DMI) strives to carry forward the vision of our leadership, based on
the strategic objectives of the Government of Dubai as formulated by H. H.
Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum, Ruler of Dubai, UAE Vice Presi-
dent and Prime Minister. Together with H. H. Sheikh Khalifa Bin Zayed Al Na-
hyan, President of the UAE and Ruler of Abu Dhabi, Sheikh Mohammed has
spearheaded the rapid growth of the cultural industry in the UAE, seeking to
position it as the nerve centre that shapes art and culture across the region.
We strive to support their vision through our arts and cultural programming
across all platforms, based on the premise that true wealth is in the mind, not
in the pocket. Developing the cultural capital of our nation ought to be seen
as just as important as developing its economic capital.
This book is part of this effort. It presents not just a selection of public art-
works and cultural institutions in the UAE, it also puts them into a regional
context by providing an overview of how public art evolved in other parts of
the GCC; places such as Jeddah and Kuwait City, home to some of the first
art initiatives of the Arabian Gulf.
In addition, this book considers what lies ahead. Undoubtedly, arts patronage
will have an important role to play, as will continued Government support and
increased collaboration between public and private initiatives to make art and
creative expression as accessible as possible.
In the UAE, in general, and in Dubai, in specific, the rise of public art reflects
a burgeoning cultural industry. The public sphere of the Emirates is evolving
and, with it, the venues of public life — pavements, lobbies, roundabouts and
plazas — are turning into a stage of artistic accomplishment and contemporary
thought.

General Manager of Publications Sector Dubai Media Incorporated
Dhaen Shaheen
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Visitors take a stroll around the
warehouses of Alserkal Avenue
during a joint event held by art gal-
leries and other cultural platforms
located there.
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Director’s foreword

A fresh perspective

T gives me great pleasure to introduce this book, one of the first on public art in

the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the member states of the Gulf Cooperation

Council (GCC). The relationship between the media and the arts in the UAE is
one of longstanding mutual support: many of the earliest local artists worked for
newspapers, drawing caricatures and comics, or wiiting about cultural affairs. Their
pioneering work did much to popularise the arts and bring creative expression to a
mass audience.
Public art is still a young genre in the Emirates. In a culture with a strong oral tradi-
tion and only two generations removed from a life of subsistence, publicly displayed
sculptures, interactive installations and art performances still represent a novelty.
Not everybody agrees on the value of public art. In fact, it is in the nature of public art
o divide opinions; a quality that should not be seen as a weakness, but as a great
strength. Especially in a multi-cultural society such as the UAE, where tastes and
opinions range so widely, it is important to understand public art not as an ormament
for public places, but as an engine of public debate and education.
For many years now, our leadership has championed the cultural sector as an agent
of human development for this young nation. In Dubai, Abu Dhabi, Sharjah and in-
creasingly also in the other emirates, public art is now established as a way of enrich-
ing the human spirit and promoting cultural dialogue.
When the Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation was established
in 2007, with an endowment of $ 10 billion, one of its stated aims was to “renew
the concept of culture” and “promote platforms of understanding among various
cultures”. Without a doubt, public art is one such platiorm and its rise in the Emirates
has prompted many people to rethink their attitudes to contemporary art. Cultural
initiatives such as the Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Patrons of the Arts Awards,
several recipients of which are profied in this book, are also helping to educate
people about the intrinsic value of a vibrant arts practice. Art-collecting members of
royal families, as well as private individuals and arts institutions, have also contributed
to making art a part of everyday life in the Emirates.
| would like to end with a quote from Penny Balkin Bach, executive director of the
Association of Public Artin Philadelphia, one of the oldest civic institutions to promote
the integration of public art and urban planning. She elegantly describes the role of
public art as “a part of our public history, part of our evolving culture and our collec-
tive memory. It reflects and reveals our society and adds meaning to our cities. As
artists respond to our times, they reflect their inner vision to the outside world, and
they create a chronicle of our public experience.” In this spirit, | encourage you to
explore the following pages with an open mind and a curiosity to see the world from
a fresh perspective.

Luis Chumpitaz
Director of Information Graphics
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Thilo Frank, Infinite Rock, 2013:
steel, aluminium, fabric, glass
mirrors, wood, rope, light, swing.
Image courtesy of the artist and
Sharjah Art Foundation.
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individuals and institutions driving the development of contemporary arts

in the UAE and the wider region. Locally, special thanks go to the Dubai
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history provided by Antonia Carver, Isabella Hughes and Salwa Mikdadi.
As always, our colleagues from the Al Bayan archives and the translation desk
contributed significantly to the project.
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his book is intended as a pre-

liminary collection of notes on

the development of public art
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
prefaced by a brief analysis of relevant
events elsewhere in the Arabian Gulf,
notably in the cities of Kuwait City, Jed-
dah and Doha. As visual journalists, we
are in the habit of illustrating our find-
ings, which we have done here with
infographics, maps, archive materials
and photos.
Since very little has been written on this
subject to date, relevant historical ref-
erences proved few and far between.
Consequently, the information in this
pook is by no means comprehensive;
much of it is based on anecdotes, col-
lected through personal interviews with
artists, curators, collectors and cultural
officials.
The main aim of this publication is,
therefore, not to create a fully formed
historical account of the way pieces of
art and monuments of all varieties have
been — and contine to be to be — in-
troduced to public spaces across the
region, but to start a conversation by
creating an initial, evocative record of
the people, places and projects that
have shaped the field thus far.
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Dubai Frame: two 150-metre
concrete towers connected by a
93-metre bridge. Commissioned by
Dubai Municipality, it represents city
peautification on a bombastic scale.
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The Alwan 388 public art festival com-
missioned | Love Fast Cars by Daniel
Rode in 2014. The 8 x 2.5-metre banner
was installed near the Al Riwag Art
Space in Manama, Bahrain.

Image courtesy of the artist and Al
Riwaqg Art Space.
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Broug Nature Reserve, Qatar: East-
West/West-East by Richard Serra, 2014.
A large-scale installation consisting of
four 24-metre steel plates, commis-
sioned by the Qatar Museums Authority.
Photo credit: Rik Van Lent / QMA
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The Fist, by French artist César
Baldaccini, is one of Jeddah'’s best-

b :q‘%"ﬂl_. o known sculptures. It is one of hun-
- ; dreds of public artworks owned by
e e - the city. Image courtesy of the Mo-
; e WL hamed S. Farsi Foundation.
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How public
art took
root in the
GCC

N October 2013, a journalist writing for
the Wall Street Journal declared that
‘the Arabic-speaking part of the Gulf
has essentially no indigenous tradition
of visual or plastic arts’. A month later,
Sultan Saood Al Qassemi, a prominent
cultural  figure based in  Sharjah,
authored a terse response, describing
the journalist's assertion as ‘not the first
time that the modern art movement in
the Gulf was dismissed by those who
don't know better. In fact, modern art
as defined in the West stretches back
several decades across the Gulf with
multiple generations of artists.’

Al Qassemi went on to explain how
modern art practices had emerged
in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia in the
1950s and, later on, also in Qatar, the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain
and Oman. The Gulf states were now
seeing a fourth generation of visual
and plastic artists coming to the fore.
Al Qassemi's remand evolved around
the conviction that, although the history
of modern and contemporary art in this
part of the world may be rather brief by
comparison, it should not be belittled.
The at times hyperbolic language
surrounding  the region's  cultural
initiatives and the haste in which local
talents are pushed towards international
exposure should not distract from the
fact that, for more than half a century
now, the Gulf region has been actively
fostering an indigenous contemporary
arts practice, as well as attracting
artists from all over the Middle East and
North Africa, in an effort to establish
itself as an international art hub.

The following paragraphs represent
a preliminary and by no means
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The New Wave of Cars, by
Kamal Qummusani, Jeddah.
Image courtesy of the Mo-
hamed S. Farsi Foundation.
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comprehensive review of some of the
historical factors that have shaped
the development of public art in the
countries of the Gulf Cooperation
Council (GCQC): Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman,
Saudi Arabia United Arab Emirates and
Qatar.

In general terms, the artistic practices
and cultural policies of the Arabian Gulf
have been influenced by the same
historical  developments  that have
affected the Middle East as a whole:
from the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire, the end of the colonial era,
Pan-Arabism and the Lebanese Civil
War, to the lIranian Revolution, the
First Gulf War, the ‘War on Terror’, the
global financial crisis and the protest
movements that have swept the Arab
world since 2011. Such fast-moving,
epoch-making events unravel in
front of a backdrop of slow-moving,
immutable tenets of tradition and faith,
creating a complex and therefore
often-misunderstood socio-cultural
landscape, in which nuanced enquiries
are often overlooked in favour of
platitudes or stereotypes. ‘If you follow
the influential Orientalist argument first
proposed by Edward Said in the 1970s,
this form of cultural reductionism is
fairly entrenched,” notes Paul Sloman
(2009:7).

Early days of public art in the Gulf

Kuwait was the earliest adopter of
progressive cultural policies in the Gulf
and, for decades, it represented the
region’s most sophisticated outpost
of contemporary culture. Art was first
introduced as a stand-alone subject
in schools as early as 1936 and the
first solo exhibition of a Kuwaiti artist
(Khalifa Quattan) was held at Najah
School in 1953 (Muayad H. Hussain,
2012: 1). As in other Gulf countries
at the time, small numbers of aspiring
local artists were beginning to be sent
abroad to study art, usually to Egypt,
Lebanon or Europe. In 1960, the Free
Atelier opened in Kuwait City, giving
the country’'s budding arts community
a place to work, exchange ideas and
host exhibitions.

However, as Muayad H. Hussain (2012)
explains, ‘one can argue that the mere
concept of “art”, as understood in the
West, was not known to the majority
of Kuwaitis before the 1930s. Indeed,
the word ‘art’, in Arabic (Fann), is more
strongly associated with music than
with visual art; the word artist is usually
used to describe a musician rather
than a visual artist or an artisan.’

This semantic difference is a factor to
keep in mind when discussing public
art, not just in Kuwait but also in other
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Arab Gulf states. Public art in this
region has its roots in traditional music,
dance, storyteling and, later on, also
theatre. Easel art and sculpture did not
become part of regional arts practices
until the 1950s and the term ‘public
art’ still conjures up images of heritage
displays and wedding parties rather
than a piece of plastic art, such as an
installation or sculpture, placed in a
public space.

From the 1960s onwards

Jeddah was the first city in the Arabian
Gulf to adopt public art as an integral
element of town planning; a policy
championed by Dr Mohammed Farsi,
mayor of Jeddah from 1972 to 1986.
During this time, the city's population
grew fivefold, making the large-scale
construction of infrastructure  and
housing a monumental challenge.
As a trained draftsperson, Dr Farsi
aspired to create a city that was not
just functional, but also beautiful.
Apart from carefully preserving the
historic centre of Jeddah, creating
numerous parks and reclaiming the
seafront, Dr Farsi's philosophy was to
weave contemporary art into the urban
fabric. The results of his vision remain
on proud display today: hundreds
of pieces of public art still grace the
streets, squares and parks of Jeddah

\(ﬂ' e
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(several of which are featured in this
chapter).

Jeddah’'s  contributon  to  the
development of public art in the Gulf
region is all the more remarkable
because, as noted by Faisal Darrgj
(2013:87), there was very little overall
support for contemporary art in the Arab
world up until the 1990s, particularly
from the private sector. Although many
of Jeddah’'s public art commissions
were  pieces by  non-regional
artists, they also included important
contemporary works from the Arab
world, providing much needed support
for the region's widely disregarded
contemporary arts movement.

The 1990s represented a turning
point for the cultural landscape of the
Gulf. Irag invaded Kuwait in August,
1990, and the resulting war not only
caused widespread casualties and
destruction, it also disrupted the
political, economic and cultural status
quo in the region. The post-conflict
fallout further escalated problems, as
Kuwait faced an acute brain drain and
political radicalisation — with Islamism
on the one side and liberal secularism
on the other.

At the same time, other parts of the
Gulf were experiencing thelr first cultural
pboom. In 1993, Sharjah celebrated
its first Biennial, while ‘Qatar's Sheikh
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La Joie de vivre (Joy of Life), by
Jacques Lipschitz, is one of 20
large-scale sculptures recently
restored and relocated to Jeddah
Sculpture Park thanks to a coop-
eration between Art Jameel and
Jeddah Municipality.
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Hassan Al Thani was embarking on a
major Arab art buying spree’ (Al Saocod,
2014).

A regional movement

These developments should be seen
in the context of the new art initiatives,
which were springing up across the
Arab world at that time: Darat Al Funun
in Amman, Jordan, was founded in
1993; the Lebanese Association of
Plastic Arts, Ashkal Alwan, in Beirut,
in 1995; Cairo’s Townhouse Gallery, in
1998. Taken together, these platforms
(and many others not mentioned
here) would go on to stimulate public
art practices throughout the region.
They constituted a small, but essential
support network, which facilitated the
gradual spread of public art throughout
the Arab countries, including the
Gulf states. Their new approach to
institutional art practices sought to
bring art into the public realm, into
parks, squares and streets (Mikdadi,
2008). Intending to break down the
boundaries between art and the public
by pushing art outside of the white
cube, these new initiatives were the
first to experiment with ‘staging art in
public spaces outside of bourgeois art
venues, thereby forging new alliances
and widening their audience base and
creating new platforms for discourse’
(Mikdadi, 2008: 56).

In the early 2000s, partly as an
unexpected consequence of the
terrorist attacks of 9/11, contemporary
art in the Middle East experienced
a storm surge of interational
attention. Suddenly, the whole world
was interested in  understanding
Middle Eastern perspectives and
contemporary art was recognised as
a window into a previously relatively
unknown, marginalised region.

The socio-poalitical significance of arts
and culture was elevated from ‘nice
to have' to ‘must have’ in most parts
of the Gulf region, especially in Qatar,
the UAE and Kuwait; a development
that can also be seen as a response
to rising pressure to secure a non-
oil-dependent  future. Governments
and private cultural initiatives sought
to establish the arts as a conduit of
economic diversification, poised to
help states move away from finite fossil
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fuels and towards an economic model
based on knowledge and services.

The cultural gold rush begins

As a result, the creative sector was
rebranded from a marginal (even
dubious) component of development
into a pillar of society. Trade and
business, of course, remained
dominant, but became increasingly
interconnected with the arts world
through the rise of corporate-social-
responsibility initiatives and philanthropy.
Public art, consequentially, became a
way for governments, institutions and
individuals in the Arab Gulf states to
stake their claim in what was quickly
turning into a cultural gold rush.

Inthe mid-2000s, Qatar emerged as the
most active public art centre in the Guff.
Similar to the UAE, Qatar had launched
an ambitious cultural development
strategy, including the construction
of large-scale museums and cultural
venues. Qatar commissioned
numerous  high-profile  public  art
projects, such as Richard Serra’s 7,
Damien Hirst's The Miraculous Journey
and Percival by Sarah Lucas. In 2011,
the Qatar Museums Authority (QMA)
was declared the world's biggest buyer
of contemporary art (Elkamel, 2011),
reportedly spending up to $1 bilion a
year to acquire pieces for its museums
(Roddy, 2013).

The QMA also did not shy away from
what might be seen as controversial
commissions. The Miraculous
Journey by Damien Hirst is a series
of large-scale bronze statues of an
anatomically correct human foetus
and confronts cultural and religious
taboos surrounding the representation
of the human body. H. H. Sheikha Al
Mayassa Hamad Bin Khalifa al-Thani,
chairwoman of the QMA, was quoted
on the subject by The New York Times
(Vogel, 2013): There is a verse in the
Koran about the miracle of birth. [...] It
is not against our culture or our religion.’
Elsewhere in the Gulf, such audacious
public art commissions might remain
inconceivable, but the scale and scope
of public art has been increasing all
over the region. In Bahrain, the annual

Alwan 338 public art festival, first held
in 2012, has breathed new life into the
contemporary art scene there. Jeddah
Art Week, which debuted in 2013,
has presented a number of public art
works and generally shored up the
burgeoning practice and appreciation
of modermn and contemporary art in
Saudi Arabia. Even in Oman, state-
sponsored  international  sculpture
symposia and bienniales have started
to draw art into the public realm.

In the Guilf region’s drive for economic
and social development, public art has
emerged as a signifier of both cultural
policies, as set forth by the state, and
private arts patronage, as practiced
by the region’s intellectual elite. The
appearance of artworks in  public
places all over the region is one of
the most visible indicators of the rising
socio-economic  value attributed  to
modern and contemporary art.

Finding an audience

Finally, it is worth pointing out the
function of public art in the creation of
audiences for contemporary art in the
region. As it stands, regional cultural
offerings do not rank high on the list
of preferred leisure activities (Mikdadi,
2008: 59). Organisers of arts initiatives
continue to work very hard to forge and
maintain audiences, and their labour is
only just beginning to bear fruit. In this
process of audience creation, public
art has an exciting, but challenging
role to play, through what Cass R.
Sunstein (quoted in Mikdadi, 2008: 57)
described as ‘involuntary exposures’,
in which venues of public assembly
become stages for ‘unanticipated
and unchosen’ encounters between
art and the public. The orchestration
of such encounters, like the project
of audience-building itself, is made
especially challenging by the complex
demographics of the Gulf states. To
achieve their stated goal of making
public art as relevant and engaging
as possible, regional art institutions
must not only find out and deliver what
audiences want, they must also know
when to boldly challenge them.



ol .8 aolell ALl JuALLL | THE GREAT OUTDOOR GALLERY: PUBLIC ART IN THE UAE

sjnil id Jag ("Bjamll Al 1" tagull
3ilie Ja=ll 2014 slell § cunyd Gleols
criand] Jos oo e Uy Bliai 14 0
sl o Taolg Jasll i Jigg g dnd]
adhill § erjodl LUl dolet) dudll JlacYl
8 aslio diwa (o 8ygall ¥ i

Doha: Miraculous Journey by Damien
Hirst, 2014, 14 monumental anatomi-
cal sculptures showing the stages of
gestation of a human foetus represent
one of the region’s boldest public art
commissions to date. Image courtesy
of QMA,
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Dreams’ Time Capsule, by Eva
Frapiccini, an ‘audio archive of
dreams’ was shown at the 2014
edition of the Alwan 388 public art
festival in Manama. Images cour-
tesy of the artist and Alwan 388.
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UAE: A coffee-pot roundabout in
Fujeirah, one of numerous round-
about monuments inspired by tra-
ditional local culture, which func-
tions as a local landmark. Photo:
Mohamed Munawar/Al Bayan
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he monument on a roundabout,

a beacon of culture engulfed

by heavy traffic, has become
a trope of modem life, especially of
life in the city. The Arc de Triomphe
in Paris is a famous example of this,
but variations on the theme appear in
every comer of the world, including
the Middle East. In the Arabian Gulf,
where urban development took place
relatively late and exceptionally rapidly,
roundabout monuments provided the
very first experiences of public art.
Sculptures and cultural symbols first
appeared on roundabouts in Saudi
Arabia and Kuwalit in the 1950s and
spread throughout the region over the
following decades. Then and now,
they often denote cultural and religious
values, with incense bumners, coffee
pots, local wildlife and ships as popular
motifs. Roundabout monuments are
also often dedicated to political allies,
such as the Kuwait Roundabout
in  Sharjah, which commemorates
Kuwaits development aid to the
emirate before the discovery of ol in
this part of what was then still called
the Trucial coast.
Such roundabout monuments might
not rank high in the eyes of art critics,
but they play a significant role from a
popular point of view. In a region where
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Oman: coffee pots are among the
most widely used heritage symbols
in the Gulf, often used for round-
about monuments such as this, on
the outskirts of Oman’s capital. Im-
age courtesy of Dr. Marjorie Kelly.
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maps and address systems can be
confounding, roundabouts are essential
landmarks, often lending character to
entire neighbourhoods. Changes to or
removal of such monuments tend to
trigger emotional reactions and it is not
unusual to hear nostalgic anecdotes
about roundabouts that no longer
exist, such as the Volcano roundabout
in Abu Dhabi,

Jeddah, often described as an open-
air museum, was the first city to utilise
roundabouts as showcases of cultural
capital or what some might describe
as soft power. The city's impressive
collection of public artworks was
started in the early 1970s by the then
newly appointed major, Dr Mohamed
Farsi. Establishing public art as an
integral element of urban development,
he embarked on an unprecedented
campaign of arts acquisition. By the
time Dr Farsi left office in 1986, more
than 400 artworks were on public
display throughout Jeddah, including
pieces by seminal artists like Henry
Moore, Jean Arp, Joan Mird and
Jacques Lipchitz; mostly along the
cormniche, but also on roundabouts.

As in other parts of the world,
artworks and monuments placed on
roundabouts all across the Arabian Gulf
are often more than mere beautification
projects; they become carriers of local
narratives, official and otherwise.
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Oman: a monument of a traditional
dhow at the centre of a landscaped
roundabout, one of many such
monuments in the Sultanate. Image
courtesy of Dr. Marjorie Kelly.
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Kuwait. a sculpture of a styl-
ised falcon is on display across
the street from the Kuwait

Stock Exchange. Image cour-
tesy of Dr. Marjorie Kelly.
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Imran Qureshi, Blessings Upon the Land
of My Love, 2011, a site-specific instal-
lation, commissioned by Sharjah Art
Foundation. Image courtesy of Sharjah Art
Foundation.
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A pasting wall outside Manarat
Al Saadiyat, Abu Dhabi, displays
photographic portraits taken as
part of street artist JR's Inside
Out Project, 2011, Image by
Daniel Suarez, courtesy of the
Tourism and Culture Authority.
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Imost 40 years after the
foundation of the country's first
ultural institutions  and  more

than 20 years after the Sharjah Biennal
first began commissioning public art
projects on a regular basis, public art
is becoming a topic of growing interest
in the United Arab Emirates (UAE).
The cultural calendar, rather blank
just a decade ago, now brims with
art fairs, openings, awards, auctions,
performances, workshops and  art-
related events of all kinds. Everyone,
from members of royal families and
government entites to civil  society
organisations and private individuals,
has been beating the drum for cultural
development and the merits of making
art a part of everyday life in the Emirates.
Compared to other parts of the Middle
East, notably the traditional centres of
Arab culture such as Cairo, Damascus
and Beirut, there might still be a lot of
catching up to do. But Abu Dhabi, Dubai
and Sharjah are clearly determined not
to be left by the wayside of regional
cultural history. The firm commitment
of federal and emirate-level leaders to
the development of the arts has already
brought about substantial  funding,
paving the way for increasing numbers
of public art commissions.

In March 2014, commenting on the
launch of the Dubai Metro Museum, an
initiative set to convert metro stations all
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the Cultural and Scientific As-
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at Al Mamzar Beach. Photo:
Mohamed Hannan/ Al Bayan
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over Dubai into exhibition spaces, H.
H. Sheikh Mohammed Bin Rashid Al
Maktoum, UAE Vice President, Prime
Minister and Ruler of Dubai, noted
that ‘art is a universal language that
has the power to unite humanity and
bring people from different languages,
nationalities and cultures together. It
removes barriers that seem to separate
them from one another.’

As discussed in a previous chapter,
monuments  on  roundabouts  were
among the first instances of public art
in the UAE (see p. 32). Before that,
public art was mainly understood as
a performing arts practice, mostly
focused on tradional music, song,
dance, poetry and theatre. The custom
of placing permanent sculptural objects
or temporary installatons in  public
spaces only arose in the 1960s and only
gained wider traction in the 1990s. Of
course, there might have been artworks
on public display in various locations
before then, but documentation is hard
to come by.

Public art in Sharjah

Sharjah has historically played the
leading role in the intellectual life of the
Emirates. Long before the formation of
the UAE, Sharjah was the first emirate

to build schools and libraries, thanks
to a culturally inclined leadership and
social elite. In 1993, Sharjah launched
the UAE's first international art platform,
the Sharjah Biennial; the biggest
contemporary art event the region had
ever seen.

Over the vyears, Sharjah has done
much to raise the profile of the arts in
the UAE and beyond by collecting and
showing a high order of Islamic, modem
and contemporary art — all the while
encouraging public participation.

In 2002, H. H. Sheikha Hoor Al
Qassemi, herself a practicing artist, was
announced as the new biennial director.
Thisled to areinvigoration and expansion
of the event, which eventually gave rise
to the establishment of the Sharjah
Art Foundation (SAF), also headed by
Sheikha Hoor. Over the past 12 vyears,
she has overseen the commissioning
of some of the UAE's most notable
public artworks. She also instigated the
SAF's wide-ranging educational and
funding programmes and nurtured the
thorough approach to the discourse
of contemporary art in all its facets the
Foundation is now known for.

Unlke  other government-run  art
institutions in the region, the SAF has
been noted for its ability (even gusto)
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for taking risks, despite the UAE's strict
censorship. As elsewhere in the region,
public discourse in the UAE has well-
established red lines, but the exact
boundaries between what is permissible
and what is not can be difficult to
pinpoint. IN 2011, this uncertainty (along
with the dangers of human error) was
highlighted when Jack Persekian, the
Sharjah Biennial's well respected artistic
director since 2005, was dismissed
following public criticism of an artwork
by Mustapha Benfodil. Despite the work
containing sexually explicit language
and provocative religious statements, it
had gone on public display in the historic
centre of Sharjah, before Persekian
himself had seen it. In a statement
following the dismissal, Sheikha Hoor
asserted that ‘like all organisations that
present art in the public ream, it is the
duty of the presenters of the art to work
closely with the artist to determine if said
work is suitable to the public context.
In this case, this due diligence did not
oceur.’

Public art in Dubai

N Dubai, the contemporary art
scene has always evolved around
art dealers and their clientele, rather
than government policy. Privately run
art galleries stil form the backbone of

the emirate’'s art world. From the early
2000s onwards, the number of private
galleries began to rise, along with the
demand for regional art. The first edition
of Art Dubai took place in 2007 and
the fair has since established itself as a
nexus of the region’s art trade. Art Dubai
has also emerged as one of the most
prolific commissioning bodies of public
art and now looks back on a string of
diverse site-specific projects.

At the 2014 opening press conference
of Art Dubai, Antonia Carver, the fair's
director (see interview on page 48),
noted the gradual transformation of
the UAE from ‘a place where ideas
are exchanged, to one where they are
produced’. Indeed, the UAE's cultural
landscape is now marked by an
increasingly confident creative output
and maturing local arts organisations.
By 2014, Dubai had more than 40 art
galleries, with new spaces opening
regularly.  Despite  operating  as
commercial enterprises, some galleries
choose to adopt a quasi-public service
ethos (see private art organisations
profiled in chapter three). This includes
some of the city’s earliest contemporary
art ventures, which were and continue
to be engaged in public art inftiatives,
ranging from putting artworks on display
in malls, parks or beaches to art events
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The Gathering, by Spanish artist
Xavier Corbero, commissioned by
Emaar Properties in 2011, located at
the Pavilion, Downtown Dubai. Pho-
to: Mohamed Alzarouni/ Al Bayan.
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and publications. Galleries like XVA
(since 2003), The Third Line (since
2005), Meem and Traffic (both since
2007), among others, are dedicated to
making contemporary art more public,
inclusive and accessible.

In 2007, Alserkal Avenue launched
with the intention of bringing together
the city's arts and cultural organisations
in one location, thereby fostering
collaboration, the exchange of ideas
and, of course, sales. The cluster of
converted warehouses in Dubai's Al
Quoz area, although commercially
driven, succeeded in creating an
organic grouping of creative enterprises
and is being extended to accommodate
more tenants.

Corporate patronage has also been
a factor, with companies like Emaar
Properties and the Abraaj Group
dedicating large budgets to arts
initiatives. While Emaar has focused
on public art commissions, notably the
group of sculptures now on permanent
display around Downtown Dubal,
Abraaj's investment in the arts has given
rise to the Abraaj Group Art Prize, one of
the most lucrative awards in the region.
However, corporate arts patronage in
the UAE has also had false starts, as
was the case when an unauthorised
copy of Florentin Hofman's Rubber
Duck appeared on Dubai Creek, in
December 2013. Initially vaunted as the
original, the car wash business behind
the ruse quickly changed tack following
public outcries by the artist and local
media.

But not all of Dubal's art initiatives
are commercially driven.  Community
arts organisations such as Tashkeel,
thejamjar and the Dubai Community
Theatre and Arts Centre (Ductac) have
contributed greatly to the dynamism
and inclusiveness of the local art scene,
not to forget their role in developing
the skills of local artists by offering free
or affordable workshops in anything
from printmaking to creative writing,
metalwork to animation. They are also
engaged in the commissioning of
public artworks, often through artist-
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in-residence programs. Although they
generally benefit from better funding and
equipment than comparable platforms
outside of the Gulf, these organisations
represent the UAE's grassroots public
arts movement.

Public art in Abu Dhabi

On the other end of the scale, Abu
Dhabi's cultural master plan stands
for cultural development implemented
from the top down. In the capital city,
the development of public art has
always been largely driven by policy,
accompanied by the efforts of a small
number of private individuals and
organisations.

Abu Dhabi's cultural outlook was
completely overhauled in 2004, when
the UAEs largest and wealthiest
emirate  announced an extraordinary
policy shift, which encompassed the
reinvention of Abu Dhabi as a cultural
tourism destination. In 2007, plans
for the Saadiyat Cultural District were
unveiled, bringing the extent of Abu
Dhabi's ambitions into focus. Saadiyat
island, connected to the city of Abu
Dhabi via a new bridge, would soon
host four monumental museums and a
performing arts centre, each designed
and curated by blue-chip architects and
museum brands: the Louvre Abu Dhabi,
designed by Jean Nouvel and run
under a franchise agreement with the
French government; the Zayed National
Museum, designed by Foster + Partners
and developed with support from the
British Museum; the Guggenheim Abu
Dhabi, designed by Frank Gehry and
set to become the largest outpost of the
Guggenheim Foundation; the Maritime
Museum, designed by Tadao Ando and
the Performing Arts Centre, designed by
Zaha Hadid.

Much like pieces of public art, the
designs for Abu Dhabi's grand cultural
rebirth  elicited  strong  responses.
Developed by the Tourism Development
and Investment Company (TDIC)
and operated by the Tourism and
Culture Authority (TCA), the plans
for the Saadiyat Cultural District
have been applauded and reviled in
equal measure. While some quarters
praised the government's decision

to invest ol revenues into a ‘worthy’
cause, others were less enthusiastic.
Concems included an over-emphasis
on Western cultural brands, anticipated
censorship and the treatment of migrant
construction workers; the latter of which
led to a threatened boycott by more
than 130 international artists.

Prior to the mid-2000s, public art in
Abu Dhabi was mostly in the hands
of the Abu Dhabi Cultural Foundation,
established in 1981, and the Abu Dhabi
Music and Art Foundation (ADMAF),
established in 1996 by Hoda Khamis-
Kanoo (see interview on page 40),
a long-tme patron of the arts who
dedicated herself to popularising arts
and culture in Abu Dhabi.

As in other parts of the region, public art
initially consisted mostly of music, dance
and theatre. Only from the mid-2000s
onwards did public art, in the form of
painting, sculptures and  installations,
start to gain a foothold. Apart from
previously mentioned decorative
monuments on roundabout and in
parks, the public display of artworks
at that time was not well documented.
The sculpture T. O. L. E.R. A.N. C. E,,
by Guy Ferrer, unveiled in front of the
Crown Prince’'s Court in 2008, is said
to be one of the first public artworks to
go on permanent public display in the
emirate.

One of the early promoters of public art
in Abu Dhabi was the artist and gallery
owner Salwa Zeidan, who first opened
her gallery in 1994. Like many of the
UAE's early art dealers, Zeidan did not
only sell art, she was also keen to
nurture local talent and arts appreciation.
In 2010, Salwa Zeidan collaborated with
Zayed University to host Abu Dhabi's
first International Sculpture Symposium,
a six-week long workshop, which
pbrought more than a dozen artists to
the capital. At the closing ceremony,
17 sculptures of granite, marble and
steel were presented at the UAE Armed
Forces Officers Club and later went on
display at nearby Khalifa Park.

Also in 2010, the Sheikha Salama
Foundation hosted a strategy workshop
about public art and urban planning. The
workshop aimed at providing ‘a draft
Abu Dhabi framework for the promotion,
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Pulse Comiche, Rafael Lozano-
Hemmer, 2015, commissioned
py Abu Dhabi Tourism & Culture
Authority and Guggenheim Abu
Dhabi. Image courtesy of TCA.
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Alien Technology, Monira Al Qadiri,
2014, commissioned by the Arab
Fund For Arts and Culture for ‘InVis-
ible Public Art Commission’, a pio-
neering program curated by Amanda
Abi Khalil (Temporary Art Platform).
Executive producer: Hetal Pawani
(thejamjar). Image courtesy of AFAC.
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development and implementation of a
public art strategy, in keeping with the
emirate’s vision to be a cultural gateway’
(WAM, 2010). During the three-day
event, international experts toured the
city and reviewed existing artworks
before submitting recommendations.
Although these are still under review,
the workshop was one of the first signs
of the integration of public art into Abu
Dhabi’s urban planning strategy.

Developments in other emirates
Public art projects have also started
to appear outside of the UAE's urban
centres. Initiatives ranging from state-
funded art education and exhibition
centres to artist-led ateliers and galleries
have appeared in Aiman, Al Ain, Liwa,
Fujeirah and Ras Al Khaimah. These
intiatives are at the front lines of the
public art movement in the UAE, which
has been inspiring art dealers, collectors,
artists, critics and students to find exciting
ways to take arts beyond the white cube.
Public artis often seen as away of bringing
communities together, nurturing cross-
cultural understanding and inspiring
debates. In the UAE, an extremely
diverse public makes it harder to engage
audiences than in a more homogenous
society. After all, how do you choose
an artwork that speaks to such different
groups of people without resorting to the
lowest common denominator?

Perhaps the answer lies not in the
selection of the ‘perfect’ piece of art for
a certain location, but in the process of
making art public itself. As noted by Nat
Muller (in Sloman, 2009:24). ‘Meaning
and comprehension are often not to
be found in the grand narratives or the
wish for big truths. More often than not
it is the joumey that will shed light on big
questions, rather than the destination.’
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Having founded the Abu Dhabi Music & Arts Foundation (ADMAF) in 1996 and the Abu Dhabi Festival

in 2004, not to mention countless cultural and educational initiatives besides, H.E. Hoda I. Al Khamis-
Kanoo could be described as the godmother of culture in Abu Dhabi. Dedicated to the advancement of
the capital's cultural vision, ADMAF's community and educational programmes, which started out with just
five members, today reach over 40,000 people in the United Arab Emirates (UAE) each year. Al Khamis-
Kanoo's work has been recognised with numerous awards and commendations and she is a frequent
speaker on the international cultural circuit.
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H.E. Hoda I. Al Khamis-Kanoo
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Art kindles creativity

In 1996, you established Abu
Dhabi’s first independent cultural
organisation, the Abu Dhabi Music
& Arts Foundation (ADMAF). What
inspired you to take this step?

| decided to establish ADMAF having
accumulated several years of experience
working at the Cultural Foundation in Abu
Dhabi. By that time, | had been living in the
capital for some years and had attended
countless concerts, art exhibitions and
cultural lectures. | could see there was a
hunger for such events and felt sure that
this nascent appetite for the arts could
be nurtured further. With such a visionary
leadership who was dedicating support
to arts and culture, | wanted to be a part
of this emerging movement.

There’s a saying: ‘Mighty oaks from little
acoms grow.” That is precisely the story
of ADMAF. A society without access
to artistic expression is a society in
stagnation. Regardless of what sector
you work in, what field you are interested
in or what passion you hold, the arts allow
us to imagine, innovate and, above all,
create.
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The term ‘public art’ means different
things to different people. How does
ADMAF bridge different notions of
public art?

| see public art as any form of artistic
expression that brings people together
and strengthens a community’s identity. In
today's globalised societies, public art is
more important than ever. It can express
the uniqueness as well as the richness
and diversity of our communities, creating
a bond that bridges boundaries, be they
physical, social or attitudinal.

90 percent of ADMAF's programmes
are not ticketed. While some of them are
delivered in schools and universities to
complement the academic curriculum,
a significant proportion engages and
inspires the general public. Whether
music, dance or visual art; public art is
about providing access to a creative
experience for everyone; offering an
opportunity to explore their own identity
as well that of others.

Why does it matter whether there is
art in public places in the UAE? How
does it benefit the community?

Art in public places is the reflection of the
creative spirit of a society. It binds people
together in a shared expression of their
identity and allows visitors to that place
to connect. From parks to promenades,
public art enables positive and meaningful
contact and exchange between citizens
and residents of different nationalities.
Take for example, The Christo & Jeanne-
Claude Award under the patronage of
H.H. Sheikha Shamsa Bint Hamdan Al
Nahyan, which we launched in 2013 in
partnership with New York University Abu

Dhabi. This is not just a launch pad for
emerging visual artists across the UAE
endorsed by two of the greatest artists of
our age. The entry process is a leaming
experience for each and every applicant
as it requires them to develop a business
plan for the realisation of their artistic
concept.

Do public arts and cultural platforms
make economic sense?

To quantify the arts’ full impact on society
is a complex but fascinating process.
Countries  whose govemments  have
asserted their moral duty and social
responsibility continually invest in the
arts because they recognise the broader
socio-economic  benefits that festivals
and cultural events bring. These are,
however, long-term commitments and
do not always result in immediate direct
benefits. One must always consider
the creative and cultural industries as a
whole — the employment it generates, the
tourism and consumer spend it attracts;
and the enhanced global profile it can
give to a place which in tum attracts
intermational investment. Then, you see
the merits of a cultural legacy.

Among our numerous  Intemational
Strategic  Cultural  Partners  is  the
Edinburgh Intemational Festival, one of
17 festivals that take place in the Scottish
capital each year. The impact of these
annual celebrations of arts and culture
is measured culturally, educationally,
socially, and economically. Collectively,
they attract audiences of more than four
million, have an economic impact of £261
million and represent a major influence for
those choosing to live, work, visit and
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A participant practices Arabic cal-
ligraphy as part of the 2012 ADMAF
workshop Ways of Seeing, led by
artist Hassan Massoudy. Image
courtesy of ADMAF,
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invest in Edinburgh and Scotland. | would
be the first to seize the opportunity to
undertake a similar study here in the UAE.

Women run many of the UAE’s cultural
institutions. How do you explain the
special role women play in cultural
development?

Women are the keepers of tradition and
culture. We are the guardians of customs
and the nurturers of creativity, And it is our
duty to carry them from one generation
1o the next. After all, we have a role
model par excellence - The Mother of
the Nation, Shelkha Fatima Bint Mubarak,
whose own Jjoumey of courage and
resolve helped build the country in which
we NOwW prosper.

It is only natural that in the 21st century,
our role has enveloped the creative and
culturalindustries —a sector that demands
not only a wide range of business skills
but also high levels of communication
skills and above all emotional intelligence.
The UAE's cultural sector is a remarkable
incubator of new ideas and entrepreneurial
energy. | believe that women have a
natural ability to nurture such promise and
possess the determination and patience
to accomplish in such a field.

Education is at the core of ADMAF’s
mission. How has arts education in
schools and universities changed
since the 1990s?

Over the past 18 vyears, | have seen
arts education flourish and | am proud
that ADMAF has played a role in this
by delivering year-round arts education
programmes that engage all ages; from
toddlers to university graduates and
beyond. In addition, we also encourage

independent  initiatives  and  provide
financial and other forms of support
through the ADMAF Grants scheme.

The arts are an incredible toolbox with
which to prepare the next generation.
[t is vital that tomorrow's workforce and
leaders are able to imagine, create and
innovate.

I am delighted that the provision and
quality of arts education in the UAE has
grown stronger in recent years and
looks set to progress further with the
implementation of new curricula in visual
arts and music across schools under the
auspices of Abu Dhabi Education Council
(ADEC). In private schools where US and
Furopean curricula are followed, arts and
music traditionally form a key element
of the syllabus. Beyond the academic
schedule, many schools encourage
activities and clubs in both sports and the
arts.

When it comes to tertiary education, there
has been significant growth in the range
of degrees and qudlifications, particularty
in the fields of visual arts and design.
ADMAF has seen this first-hand through
our strategic partnerships with leading
educational institutions such as Zayed
University and The American University of
Sharjah.

Do you think the UAE’s contemporary
visual artists have enough space for
critical thought?

Artists hold an important position in
society. They observe, reflect our
thoughts and feelings, and help us see the
world around us from new perspectives.
The emotional response we have to a
work can be both an intensely personal
experience and part of a wider collective
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dialogue. We may not always like that
which we see but the reactions we have
make us feel alive and push us to think
beyond the boundaries of convention.
This country has been buit upon the
principles of its founding father Sheikh
Zayed — tolerance, enlightenment and
mutual respect. I have never met an artist
who has felt restricted by these values.
Through its professional development
resource — The Nationals' Gallery —
ADMAF listens to the nation’s visual arts
practitioners. The artists of the United
Arab Emirates are hungry for exposure
and exchange. They are keen to develop
their intellectual might, their technical skill
and the infrastructure of the country’s arts
sector.

How do you get more Emiratis
interested in the arts?

Public participation in the arts today
reflects the population's demographic.
The role of UAE citizens in shaping the
country's creative and cultural industries
is integral to its sustainable development.
ADMAF continuously invests in Emirati
engagement through  initiatives  that
groom citizens for their future roles as
cultural leaders, arts managers and
artistic practitioners as well as embedding
an appetite for creativity in everyone.
Take the Abu Dhabi Festival, which
marked its 11th edition in 2014, as an
example. The students of the federal
universities with- whom ADMAF enjoys
a strategic partnership developed The
Space Sessions, a youth platform that
spans music, comic art and film. While
in our main programme, we provided a
chance for promising young Emirati artists
to perform alongside international names:
Hamdan Al Abri with Herbie Hancock,
and soprano Sara Al Qaiwani with Renée
Fleming, to name just a few.
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In 2013, ADMAF commissioned a
series of public sculptures, including
the work pictured here: Point of View
by acclaimed Emirati artist Jalal Lug-
man, on display at The Galleria Prom-
enade, Abu Dhabi.
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For over a decade now, Antonia Carver has been helping to develop new ways of looking at art from

the Middle East and especially at the burgeoning art scene of the Gulf countries. As an independent arts
writer and curator, as well as during her time as editor of Bidoun magazine, she commissioned a variety
of public arts projects and tirelessly promoted regional talent; something she continues to do in her role
as the director of the Art Dubai fair, which she took on in 2010. Here she talks about the importance of

getting art out into the public and, equally, of getting the public into art.
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Antonia Carver

Dubal as a contemporary art hub
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How has public art in the UAE
evolved since you moved here in
2001?

There has obviously been a long
tradition of artists working on public and
private projects, but what happened
in the early 2000s was the beginning
of a new period of creativity among
artists based here. There was also an
acceleration in international interest in
what artists here were doing. Dubai
particularly emerged as a hub for the
Middle East, for artists to come here to
live and work.

In terms of public art, we have seen
quite a shift in the perception of
what arts and culture can bring to
the community. Just think of what
Emaar has done with Downtown and
a lot of different developments like
that. From the outset, they thought
about the position of art and culture
in those developments. To put that in
perspective; that was not necessarily
the case of developers 15, 20 years
ago.

At the same time, the not-for-profit
or independent sector has been
instrumental in drawing art into the
public sphere. If you think of Rami
Farook with Traffic for example, which
has always had a rotating programme



ol (8 aolell jAloll JUALTL | THE GREAT OUTDOOR GALLERY: PUBLIC ART IN THE UAE

« 4.!1;)_

Ls #
v
L= s x 3
"‘. &
1
% N
L - \ j -} l
- T ™, L) "
- 5 E, -
% S ., s - i __1
. ; A . . 3 e "
4 - - ¥ 3
.|.q r
% - — iy A
- - B W W — o
> ‘ s, A
.Y .y -
z ] -,




JAs (o iy sgandly (Al gy Jelds
Jio ol o 8y @lid Ll &b Jlac
JlacHl zo Jelad] 8ol ay ayi @& 300l 6
aad)l

¢ yolslg pled! i oo wliold Ul
Gk (deslais LA Glisw gy Uise
T1dgS @dg @o Jolaiy of platl il Koy
& suow 8 Jae 5Bl pody o glidll oSay
bl asi e slas of @l 3508 ale ylso
aliadl e clbaiy @l oI ¢ JU o e
il Jazll Ji> & Lol aledl yamddl Blel s
ol piew oliad] dd = Lo ol « ol
a8l of @l (gasd ol Je aso
231 o waiel ade . gy3 S A o calisiw
Ul ssasy il Ul e waisy dlaxe &
4 pody ‘”5.3.” Jo=l

e (e ) guyline (om0 Al 99
&oniia § pld cu> lginogasy (b=l dahis
I o ao dudi gl § oS «ols
oo Lid Tidie JSiy aif on (as i) J
) osleg i iz S Wby .l a8J
ool Jlane s oilial] oo b (oo
axg e 109 wlylell dmuby b ll dsub
dogadn Jlac¥l elli 5o of Je «upgasdl
ooy g1 gUdl olé 3T Limasg ysael)
sehiy Yoz Ladls 9SG (1o @yl) § dlaci
o0 legi 31530 «grmlac Jolds Jl 385 Jlac
soeaxdly gl gy Jeladly palaily slgdl
o &3 dgadl o s9gadl (g g oo
b JSdy dyall ada JI Jaooll olb 28lo]l
Jlac¥l pasy el BUall 4lgi § o) (us

sl 8 Jae gyl § Jo¥l ol
& 9 el e Sy @l gl
e L:J)TQ.A 330l 2013 'zl.&”
History Lessons |, by Ehsan Ul
Hag, 2013, commissioned by Art
Dubai Porjects. Image courtesy of
Art Dubai,
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of projects and sculptural work, which
were public, even though they were at
a private warehouse. Then, alongside
that, you have [Abdelmonem] Alserkal
developing an art district, creating
particular zones in the city where culture
is at the fore.

What has been your experience
of introducing new audiences to
contemporary art?

There used to be art exhibitions in
the middle of a mall and that opened
up art to a lot of people who might
have never had the chance to go
to an art gallery otherwise. Now
there are more than 40 art galleries
in the city and art has reached a
level of public awareness that was
never the case before. There are
more and more really innovative
and dynamic artist collectives
trying to get art out into the public.
If you think of events like SIKKA in
the Al Fahidi district and how they
have developed their relationship
with that community, these things
are crucial. It is always good to be
mindful of the fact that you need
to reach a public beyond the usual
suspects.

It is a mixture of taking art out, but
also of bringing wider audiences in.
Tashkeel and Alserkal Avenue are

two great examples of combining
arts with skate art. They have
skateboarding events, which they
link with art, filmmaking, theatre
and music to really draw those
communities together. These kinds
of nodes are very important.

In the UAE, there are strict divisions
between public and private, as well
as between different social groups.
How does public art fit into such a
fragmented cultural landscape?
You can show certain kinds of work
in a very public setting, like a mall or a
roundabout, but it takes a very precise
statement from an artist. In a more
private setting, you show work that is a
lot more nuanced, which people have
to experience in a one-on-one basis,
so | think a lot of it depends on the
context.

At the fair, with Art Dubai Projects, it is
obviously a privatised area in that it takes
place in aresort, at a fair, but at the same
time Art Dubai is a completely open,
public event. Through the Art Dubai
Projects programme, we have aways
tried to ask artists to produce works that
look at the context of the fair, but also
the context of the UAE and Dubai, and
act as a sort of entry point for audiences.
Those artists are really given a specific
mandate to develop works that draw an
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audience in, to create a debate and to
be interactive. That is obviously quite a
challenge, but some of the work has
been instrumental in opening up the fair
and raising questions audiences might
not ask if they were faced with a two-
dimensional work in a gallery.

How does Art Dubai’s public art
programme compare to other art
fairs in the Middle East?

From the very beginning of Art Dubai
there had been this idea that the
non-commercial  sits  alongside the
commercial. But gradually, as the fair
has grown through the eight years of
its life, finding new ways of drawing in
new audiences and commissioning
projects has become more and more
important. In 2014, we commissioned
twelve artist projects: all new work,
al new commissions. About a third
of the work is by artists based in the
UAE, which | think is crucial. It's a very
distinctive element of Art Dubai — and
that is not necessarily comparing with
other art fairs in the region, but globally.
There is no other fair at the moment
in the world at large with this level of
commissioning.

Is there a romanticised view among
government officials and private
investors of the effect public art will

have on audiences?

From a development point of view,
people might think that if they put a
Sculpture in a public place, it has to
have the ability to transform. But from
our perspective, the public artworks we
commission tend to be more ephemeral.
They are never monuments because
they come and go. Quite often, they
do have the ability to transform, but in
really subtle ways. One example would
be a project by Abbas Akhavan, who
came to the fair a couple of years ago.
He recorded the sound of birds in the
UAE; birds we think of as being native,
but which are actually foreign. He put
loudspeakers into the trees at the fair
and played this birdsong, without
realy giving any explanation. People
at the fair would say: ‘Its amazing,
the number of birds here. | can hear
birds everywhere!” Then they gradually
realised that there is something not
quite natural about this birdsong. It
was a very subtle approach, which
got people thinking about the nature of
migration, the nature of what is home,
what is not home. It could touch on
questions that are fundamental to life
here, but that are very hard to talk about
in a public context.

Other works have been much more
obvious statements. In 2013, Ehsan Ul
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Pseudophobia, by Setu Leg,
2012, commissioned by Art
Dubai Projects. Image courtesy
of Art Dubal.
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Haq, a Pakistani artist, made a life-sized
squadron of donkeys, which was all
about the idea of following the herd and
trends. You can enter into that debate
in many ways: many people thought it
was to do with fashion, some thought
it was about art, others thought it was
politics, religion... There is this unique
ability of a public artwork to address a
huge audience, with everybody being
able to read their own reality or their
own situation into that work. To me,
that is something very special because
there is no other discipline that can do
that, that offers this room for debate.

What is your view on the constraints
of what you can or can’t do in public
art in the UAE?

If you are talking about a permanent
public work, it is a very difficult decision.
You can see this with governments or
commissioning bodies the world over.
They are always trying to predict what
the perception of a work of art will be
in twenty, fifty or a hundred years. Will
it be as meaningful then, as it is today?
Then they also have to consider what
will appeal to a very broad range of
people — this is especially of concemn in
the UAE. If you think of the breadth of
backgrounds, ethnicities, experiences,
the depth of connectivity with the UAE
— it might be that you are a tourist, or it
might be you have lived here all your
life. Addressing this very, very diverse
public is extremely difficult.

How do you feel about the future of
public art in the UAE?

Things look very hopeful. From the
government  perspective, you see
more and more emphasis on the
idea of culture being a central pillar
alongside business, trade and tourism.
The rising number of private patrons is
also enabling people to create more
public work. In comparison to other
GCC cities, Dubai is really different.
The development of the art scene here
has been very organic. It has always
had the blessing of the government,
but it has always been with a laissez-
faire attitude. The attitude was: if it
works, nurture and encourage it, but
don't necessarily take it over; that is
a very different situation to any other
GCC city.
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Deep Earth Object, by Mehreen
Murtaza, 2015, commissioned by
Art Dubai Projects. Image cour-
tesy of Art Dubal.
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Portfolio

Selected public
artworks in the
UAE

eciding which artworks to profile in this chapter was a deeply
enjoyable but also fraught task. Some choices were obvious,
others were the result of long discussions or sheer serendipity.
A few had to be left out due to tight deadlines and busy schedules.
The artworks showcased in the following pages include not
only public art of the past and present, they also encompass
three proposed works, which have not yet been realised (and
might never be). From sculpture, installation and architectural
concept to performance, land art and street art, this eclectic
selection could be seen as an attempt to counter Robert Musil's
quip about ‘the paradoxical invisibility of public monuments...
strangely impregnated against attention from the outside.’
This book hardly touches on the sprawling, at times hotly
contested historical discourse about public art, but that
is what academic studies are for and it is hoped that the
development of public art in the unique context of the Arabian
Guif will attract more rigorous enquiries in the near future.
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Dubai: | Like America by Mounir
Fatmi, 20183. Materials: equestrian
jumping poles, metal ladders. Com-
missioned for Art Dubai’s Sculpture
on the Beach programme. Image
courtesy of Art Dubai.
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Roundabouts have long been a distinctive feature of Sharjah’s cityscape, and the Quran Monument, designed

by the Spanish sculptor and architect Carlos Marinas Rubio in the early 1990s, is one of the most famous of

them. Recently renovated, the monument is one of more than a dozen Marinas Rubio created for Sharjah over

the past 35 years.

eS| o8l cuai Quran Monument
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Public monument

Artist: Carlos Marinas Rubio
(born 1944, Spain)
Materials/media: concrete,
marble, bronze, ceramic
Date: 1992

Location: Sharjah
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arlos  Marinas  Rubio  first
travelled to Sharjah in 1979,
Qver the years that followed, the

ruler of Sharjah, H. H. Sheikh Dr Sultan
Al Qassemi, personally commissioned
the Madrid-based artist to create a
variety of public monuments for the
emirate, including those on Al Majaz
Roundabout, Kuwait Roundabout, Al
Taawun Roundabout and in front of the
Ruler’s former palace.

Planning for the Quran Monument
started in 1991, when the Sheikh
contacted Marinas Rubio with a request
for a monument dedicated to the Holy
Quran. The artist prepared the project
proposal in his workshop in Madrid,
delivering a full design concept including
scale models and construction plans.
Work on the monument started in
1992 and was completed within a few
months.

The monument represents an open
book, the Holy Quran, propped up on an
omate lectem. A green marble column
on an octagonal base decorated with
classical Arab motives in bronze and
ceramic supports the book.

The book's open pages are made from
ceramic, inscribed with passages from
the Surat Al Hir (The Rocky Tract). As
Marinas Rubio explains, “the text shown
on the double page was chosen based
on purely aesthetic criteria. When H. H.
Sheikh Dr. Sultan Al Qassemi viewed
the pages, he was surprised by the
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The inscription on the open pag-
es of the Quran Monument was
chosen by the artist and recre-
ated in ceramic in his workshop
in Madrid, Spain.

adequacy of text that appeared in these
pages, considering that the artist had
chosen them without knowing Arabic.”
The text is made up of small, hand-
painted tiles in a variety of colours,
refined with golden detailing. The
ceramic surface of the pages, including
the ormamental inscription, was also
created in Marinas Rubio’'s workshop
in Spain and shipped to Sharjah from
there.

Like many public artworks on
roundabouts across the UAE, the
Quran Monument functions not just
as a means of beautifying an urban
setting. Over the vyears, it has become
part of the urban fabric and serves as
a geographical landmark. In addition,
its representation of the Holy Book
also reflects Sharjah's deep ties to
the Muslim faith and its historical
commitment to education, being one
of the region’'s first places to open
schools and promote  intellectual
pursuits.  Sharjah  was named the
Capital of Islamic Culture for 2014, in
recognition of its historical and current
contributions to the study, protection
and promotion of the Muslim religion. In
the run-up to this yearlong celebration,
the municipality completely renovated
the Quran Monument. The monument,
now retumned to its original splendour,
remains a cherished point of reference
for the residents and visitors of Sharjah.
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‘It was an honour and a privilege for me to
design the monument representing the Holy
Quran. Every worker who collaborated in the

construction did so with genuine devotion.”

Carlos Marinas Rubio
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In 2004, the Algerian-born French artist Guy Ferrer became alarmed by the mounting religious tensions world-
wide. The rising tide of intolerance inspired him to create his monumental sculpture TO.L.LERAN.C.E., a
symbol of reconciliation and hope, in which each letter represents a different religion or spirituality. Today, three
versions of the sculpture are on public display in Paris, Montpellier (France) and Abu Dhabi.

ol T.0.L.E.R.A.N.C.E.
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Sculpture

Artist: Guy Ferrer (borm 1955, Algeria)
Materials/media: bronze

Date: 2008

Location: in front of the Crown
Prince’s Court of the, Abu Dhabi
Commissioned by: H. H. Sheikh
Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan
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O.LLERAN.CE. was

unveiled in Abu Dhabi in 2008

and formed part of a new,
Government-sanctioned drive to bring
art into public spaces. Commissioned
by the royal family of Abu Dhabi, the
project was intended to signal the
leadership’s  position on issues of
cultural understanding in an extremely
diverse country such as the UAE, where
expatriates make up a considerable
portion of the population and freedom of
religion is enshrined in the constitution.
The nine-piece sculpture consists
of individual, freestanding letters that
make up the word “Tolerance”. Each
letter is represented through a symbolic
figure — wise men, pilgrims or priests —
which the artist envisages as engaged
in free and open dialogue.
The intricate sculpture took Ferrer
more than two years to complete and
belongs to a serles of eight identical
works, which are to be placed in eight
strategic cities around the world.
Ferrer's artistic practice has long been
concermed with the metaphysical and
symbolic dimension of man. As an
internationally recognised painter and
sculptor, he is known for his use of
silhouettes, shadows and ephemeral
shapes. Time, memory and hope
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TO.LERAN.CE., unveiled in 2008,
is one of the first sculptural pieces
to go on permanent public display in
Abu Dhabi. Identical sculptures exist
in several other cities.
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are themes that recur in many of his
works, often expressed through diverse
representations of the human figure.

In this sculptural series, Ferrer explicitly
invokes the word “Tolerance” as defined
by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural  Organization
(UNESCO) as ‘“respect, acceptance
and appreciation of the rich diversity
of our world's cultures, our forms of
expression and ways of being human.
It is fostered by knowledge, openness,
communication and  freedom  of
thought, conscience and belief”.
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“A word becomes understandable because
of each of its letters, each indispensable

and of equal importance to project the
meaning. And so, the different cultures and
spiritual beliefs of our society can co-habit
fraternally and complement each other, in the
knowledge of dynamic reciprocal respect.”

Guy Ferrer
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Every day, tourists promenading at the foot of Burj Khalifa fail to walk past two tall stone figures, a man and
woman in traditional Arab dress, calmly bearing witness to the surrounding hustle and bustle. The sculptures
have a magnetic quality and people love to pose for photos in front of them. For Syrian master sculptor Lutfi
Romhein, this casual appropriation of the monumental figures he created is especially gratifying.

-
crmoll LAk

Sculpture

Artist: Lutli Romhein (bom 1954, Syria)
Materials/media: Carrara marble,
African granite

Date: 2011

Location: Sheikh Mohammed Bin
Rashid Boulevard, Downtown Dubai
Commisioned by: Emaar Properties

Together
oy Lutfi Romhein
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utfi Romhein’s sculpture Together
uas unveiled in 2010 and has

ince become a popular landmark
in the area around Burj Khalifa, in
Downtown Dubai. Commissioned by
Emaar, a local property developer,
Together consists of two 4.25-metre
figures (a female in white marble and a
male in black granite) and stands on a
popular esplanade, near the entrance to
the world's tallest building.
The serene poise of Lutfi's creation
belies the fact that the project was full of
challenges. In order to find the perfect
blocks of stone and immerse himself in
his work, the artist moved into a studio
near an ltalian quarry. Selecting materials
for sculptures of this magnitude is an art
in itself, as the blocks must be perfect,
without cracks or other defects, which is
difficult to tell from the outside.
Romhein recalls: “This quarry in the
mountains of Carrara is a spectacular
place: not of human size; immense walls
of white marble; enormous extraction
machines; and, in the mind of the
sculptor, the vision of a final sculpture.”
Once the blocks were chosen,
they were laboriously transported to
Romhein’'s temporary studio, where he
hardly stopped working for over three
months. Upon completion, the statues
were fitted with the requisite ropes
and harmesses, ready to be erected
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Together was created near Carrara,
[taly. The artist himself prepared
the statues for shipping, including
detailed instructions on how to set
them up.

as soon as they arrived in Dubai. This
moment, however, was delayed when
the container was held up at customs
at length.

When the sculptures were finally
unveiled, in February 2011, it was the
cumination of one-and-a-half years
of commissioning, creation, cargo
and paper work. Together forms part
of a group of public monuments
commissioned by Emaar since 2009,
which also includes Al Sidra, a bronze
sculpture by Kuwaiti sculptor Mr Sami
Mohamed Al Saleh and Horse 2007,
a bronze sculpture by world-renowned
figurative artist Fernando Botero, among
others.

As such, Romhein's work is in good
company and exemplifies a talent that
has been recognised throughout the
Arab world and beyond. Trained in
Damascus and at the Carrara Academy
of Fine Arts in Italy, Romhein is known for
his vivid renderings of the human figure
as well as for sophisticated woodwork.
Although he has monumental works
on display in many cities, including
Damascus and Washington D. C,,
Romhein’'s first major commission in
the UAE came about after the curator,
Samia Saleh, of Dubal's Courtyard
Gallery, became intrigued by one of his
smaller wooden sculptures, which he
eventually adapted for the Emirates to
create Together.
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‘I hope this monument gives the place a
sense of humanity and confidence in the
strengths of women and men, specially when
they manage to combine their complementary
abilities.”

Lutfi Romhein
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In January 2012, the Tashkeel community arts centre unveiled Dubai’s first skateable art installation. Spelling
out the word Tashkeel (‘to give shape or form’ in Arabic), The Tashkeel Ramp pushes the limits of conventional
skate ramps and takes art beyond the walls of the traditional gallery space, through the creation of a functional,

interactive object of art.

S Joly

Sculpture,
community
project, sports
centre

Artist: Bradley Kirr (borm 1976,
U. S A)

Materials/media: wood, metal
Date: 2012

Location: Tashkeel Arts Cen-
ter, Nad Al Sheba, Dubai
Commisioned by: Tashkeel

The Tashkeel Ramp

oy Bradley Kirr
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he Tashkeel Ramp was initially
Tconstructed as a complement

to Fakie, an exhibition of
skateboard decks customised by
local artists, shown in the gallery at
Tashkeel in collaboration with FN
Designs. The design concept for the
ramp came from the realisation that
Tashkeel's own logo was adaptable
to the needs of skateboarding; the
curvature of traditional Arabic lettering
working naturally to create a skateable
form. The project also carried with it
the aim of promoting active spaces
- such as the skate park - in a new
manner, providing facilities for active
living that are aesthetically pleasing,
for both those using the space, as
well as those spectating.
Bradley Kirr, a professional skater
and long-time resident of Dubai, was
enlisted as project manager. Together
with a team of local artists and fellow
skaters, it took Kirr two weeks to
transform the undulating outlines of
the Arabic letters into a skate ramp.
The following year, in February 2013,
Tashkeel launched a further addition to
the Middle East's skating scene, the
Canopi Bowl. Aptly named, the bowl
was constructed around pre-existing
natural features, resulting in a tree
being positioned in the middle of the
pbowl, and others located around the
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The Tashkeel Ramp, located in

the garden behind the Tashkeel

Art Centre, has become a popular
meeting place for local youths. Pho-
to: Antonie Robertson/ The National

aJjil dolo
Total skateable distance:

W w w ap

18.3m
Almost

W93 Jal=y Jolo

Yo Egi o Ulin
oJlodilel oyl

North Pacific right whale

Hlaiig grosdl d>gido (Do d>Luwo pdgd
il ol s 5 L3I Jilwgll IS gid
lolaial (1918 A6l ) Egmin cydizly
& &3l gaie § gly 55U ) olSg s
Cus celgw as e lg>ylsg n"_vaA?' aJga
el Crodoll oo il (n yuS s Lyl
el den Joim il Byshwl @ajul olS
dgy> de J] 8LaYLg 2013 glo  Aigill
edb ol daled 205 i JI Joosll
Olygs dgasd] ada oo Bl padi LS i
& 5 ] golll pelsi § dnasnio

Ayl s 308 pass
adl 25 Oloryde o Selandl el Jlo
Jlacls ddgasdl wije 188 cdumubl Glnall
ra3e & Ghylal JUal (s LS eilid
25l ddgas cgs Jloill 1ia Jleg judilus
o0 agaml) gaxi dhdig slie Jlsda digsull
e ks Laud grasdlly 1 slaje nalidl
29i a8 il iblyyg codl by (rnigll
sl daad) Jailly JaUIL Tads 6yl Giko

entire deck area, providing a natural
means of shade.

The Tashkeel Skate Park's main goals
are to provide an active area, open
to al, which meets the needs of
the wider community. The Tashkeel
ramp and Canopi bowl have had a
considerable impact on the skating
community both in the United Arab
Emirates and beyond, from local and
regional skaters visiting on a regular
basis, to VIP drop-in endorsements
from the likes of skateboarding legend
Tony Hawk, in May 2013. In addition
to providing free access to the skate
park for the general public, Tashkeel
also offers courses teaching the basic
principles of skateboarding for anyone
above the age of four years.

In addition to the creativity of the
actual ramps, works from street artists
Amartey Golding and Ruben Sanchez
have been incorporated into the skate
park. Today, The Tashkeel Ramp and
the Tashkeel Skate Park as a whole
represent one of Dubai's few non-
commercial meeting points for people
interested in art and/or skateboarding,
or who simply want to hang out in a
leafy back garden, under the shade of
a canopy of trees and a massive art
installation.
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‘Here's 1o the rad ones. The street skaters.
The pool riders. The photogs, filmers, and
artists. The skatepark designers. The ones
who think Jumeirah Beach Hotel is just a
glant megaramp and Arabic characters are an
untapped canvas of skateable terrain. \While
some may see them as the insane ones, we
see genius.”

Bradley Kirr
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Ebtisam Abdulaziz is one of the UAE’s first and foremost conceptual artists and some of her most prominent
work entails investigations of or interventions in the public realm. The bright green numbers covering the
full-body suit worn by the artist in Autobiography (03-07)_part 2 represent the artist’s financial transactions
between 2003 and 2005, as well as the anonymity and alienation of human beings reduced to their function

as consumers.

LWl ei=ll Autobiography
45130 8 yudl- (03-07)_part 2
isdlae PL'*'-U.l oy Ebtisam Abdulaziz

Performance,
obody art

Artist: Ebitasam Abdulaziz (born
1975, United Arab Emirates)
Materials/media: video,
photography

Date: 2007

Location: various, including at
the inaugural UAE pavilion at the
53rd Biennale in Venice, ltaly,
2009
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Autobiography (03-07)_part 2 counts
as one of the milestones in the evolution
of public performance art in the United
Arab  Emirates. Abdulaziz  Ebtisam
has used the black suit several times
for performances in public spaces,
contributing to a growing body of
related work by other socially engaged
artists, representing a new genre of
public art from the region.

In the video of Autobiography (03-
O7)_part 2, which was first shown on
the screen of a cash machine, the
camera follows the artist — rendered
unidentifiable by the tight-fitting sult,
which covers her body from head to
toe — as she first withdraws money from
the bank and then spends it at various
locations. The incongruous appearance
of such a figure at places lke a
supermarket or a public square elicits
responses from passers-by, although
they remain limited to curious stares and
surprised frowns. Like a diary, the video
chronicles routine activities, but the
artist's highly emblematic manipulation
of social realities imbues them with
significance. In the video, things may
appear normal at first glance, but on
closer inspection it becomes apparent
that something substantial is amiss.
Abdulaziz has described her intentions
for this project as follows: ‘I mix
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Ebtisam Abdulaziz’ work often fuses
the scientific with the intimate, as

in the codified diary pages pictured
here (from Diary 39 and Diary 41),
which form part of a whole group of
works based on meticulous records
of the artist's everyday life.

delusll
The suit
Ay dublb
delnl el s
’ clhgquduing
i Green sik-screen
: print on black
cotton

Jnloj ple (5ging
(o lo
Contains details of
approximately

120

dJlo dlolzo

2005 92003
financial transactions
by the artist between
2003 and 2005

Glaa¥l jsiellae sl 4504 Gaig
lia  cod” 1 Joall Jos! ligy Bag—adll
g yall Lalyally E—sioil o illy byl
S @il guldll e degdall A8 Y1 g
din} 85 § Al iy Lo 4y
oo sn bl & Ud (gl Gamdy (Bodsme
iy u podl gatenl dul_ll Cilgal so.0y
Olzainll S5 § dadll pae U gluwsyl
" 1A yalll CaulSLll i 1 4S3giud
bbbl pole § Lol lpaasd psug
dongill J-845 jyjmllase slawnl A5Lal o8
learlsiy &yl &dgdoill Lollach § dsad)l
Gl (o duolys Clsd 2o zmoall JI5 (30
suan Jls Gramll (@il JI Tolizul elaizl
posl ladusi Il dlgsll B> s 3 gl
(W a1 - A1 8yl Lid)] alaiyl Jac
Je 38,5 A danio udi 8,55 o bilue oa
oyl giudi e danr il dusaiznll il gl
o ol gy « s dSMgiwdl dejillg
&y ) Blsdly delois ¥ dwlewdl 58
ladusi 1 8olal

ol oa Liddl Jamll lica & aleaad yill ;o¥lg
LA uly ba e (38)id) § @ by
AB8lws gl Aol eilylol 48T yuisi 3
clwdl logas lgmaize @lis JI5 Y oo
e .dds Sy platl gludl aclods cluwals
e - A1) Bygadl) Ll Jasl of (30 eyl
Al LLad! ela_of sllis g dsly (L)
delaisdl aalsly gols JS iy 56 45T ¥
dnasei JSiai Sl delaidly sl
Tl alad) LAY

documentation and theatrical drama.
The numbers are a summary of my
autobiography for a certain period,
and | employ it in the framework of the
theatrical that portrays the negative
aspects of today's society where the
individual is rendered useless in the
midst of consumerist societies that
recognise only material profits.”

As a mathematics graduate,
Abdulaziz favours systematic, often
numeric approaches and meticulous
documentation, which she fuses with
social criticism and a deep concern for
the fate of individuality in a globalised
world. Autobiography (03-07)_part 2 is
an arresting comment not just on the
effects of capitalism and consumerism,
but also on the social politics of public
spaces and contemporary urban life.
The video was shot in  Sharjah,
Abdulaziz’ hometown in the United Arab
Emirates. It is the most conservative
of the seven emirates, which make
up this young, affluent nation, and
public conduct, especially of women,
remains more strictly  regimented
there than elsewhere in the country.
Although  Autobiography (03-07)_part
2 resonates with global issues, it is
especially poignant within the socio-
cultural and economic context of the
artist's personal background.




ol 9 aolcdl Aol JuA | THE GREAT OUTDOOR GALLERY: PUBLIC ART IN THE UAE

“True artists will seek to express themselves
with the tools of their time, with the tools
available because of change. In my works |
attempted to reflect this emancipation of the
artist.”

Ebtisam Abdulaziz
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The monumental sculpture Cedar IV: A Reconstitution references a little-known chapter of Middle Eastern his-
tory: the brief existence, in the 1960s, of a space programme in Lebanon. The Lebanese Rocket Society was
founded by Manoug Manougian, a professor of mathematics at Beirut's Armenian Haigazian University, and
successiully launched several rockets for the purpose of academic research. An unlikely story — all but forgotten
— until two creative minds succumbed to its ambiguous symbolism.

4-U'~U-U| d=o>ll Lebanese Rocket Society:
4 i)l :7uslaall Cedar IV: A Reconstitution
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Sculpture

Artist: Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil
Joreige (both born 1969, Lebanon)
Materials/media: iron, Corian

Date: 2011

Location: Sharjah Art Foundation
(temporary) and Armenian Haigazian
University, Beirut (permanent)
Commisioned by: Sharjah Art
Foundation
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[ Immakers and visual artists Joana
—Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige are
long-tme  collaborators,  whose
widely shown work includes narrative
and documentary fims, photography and
art installations. They first leamed about
the existence of the Lebanese Rocket
Society quite by accident, through
obscure references in books and historical
images, including a commemorative
postal stamp featuring one of its rockets.
Interestingly, and counter-intuitively in the
context of Lebanon today, the Lebanese
Rocket Society was never militaristic, but
was geared towards the promotion of
science and research.
Intrigued by this hidden tale of scientific
adventure, Hadjithomas and Joreige
began their detective work, collecting as
many historical photos and artefacts, and
reaching out to as many former members
of the Lebanese Rocket Society, as
they could. With the help of Professor
Manougian himself, who opened his
personal archive and introduced them to
some of his old students, they were able
to immerse themselves in the decades-
old space adventure. Over the years,
they produced a wide-ranging body of
work based on their research, including
a ful-length documentary fim, videos,
publications and installations.
‘We wanted not only to link this past
history to our present situation but also to
work with the close connection between
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The Lebanese Rocket Society in-
spired a whole body of works by
Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige,
including a feature-length documen-
tary film, first shown at the Toronto
International Film Festival in 2012.
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Cedear IV was one of
the Lebanese Rocket
Society’'s most
successful launches.
It nearly reached
low-earth orbit.
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Low-earth orbit
satellites
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145 km

Altitude reached
by Cedar IV

at and cinema. The installations we
created can be seen in the fim, and
the process of making the film inspired
and nourished our artistic practice,”
says Joreige of their cross-disciplinary
approach.

Cedar NV: A Reconstitution, the first in a
series of six installations, was unveiled in
2011. Itis a replica of Cedar 4, launched
on November 21, 1963. Apart from its
white colour, it is an exact copy of the
original.

Commissioned by the Sharjah Biennial
10, the sculpture was transported from
Beirut to the United Arab Emirates,
a joumney that was subject to nerve-
wracking delays; perhaps unsurprisingly,
considering the nature of the object and
current political events in the Arab world.
Hadjithomas and Joreige were especially
fascinated by the multi-faceted symbolism
of the Lebanese Rocket Society, which
reveals unexpected parallels between
the historical contexts of the past and
the present. The original rocket was
the product of the the 1960s, full of
modemist faith and Cold-War suspicion,
while the artists see the sculpture as
reflecting the shifting realites of the
Arab world. Cedar V. A Reconstitution
reimagines the function and content of
public monuments and invites onlookers
to question the past from the perspective
of the present.
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“The rocket was an object that lent itself easily to confusion,
especially in Lebanon where people are more used to dealing with
political conflict than they are with science: was it a rocket or a
missile, a weapon or an artefact of modemity and scientific research”
Reintroducing the rocket into an artistic space |...] represents the
pelief that these spaces can protect us from this kind of confusion
and misunderstanding.”

Joana Hadjithomas
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Sometimes, the simpler an idea, the greater its impact. This is certainly true of Kurt Perschke’s globetrotting
RedBall, which toured Abu Dhabi in 2011 and was one of the first public installations of its kind to come to the
Emirates. Fascinatingly, the audience’s response to The RedBall Project reflected both universal human attri-
butes such as curiosity and playfulness as well as individual personalities and cultural contexts.

clyall 8,$J1 The RedBall Project
Sy S

*

Street art,
sculpture

Artist: Kurt Perschke (born 1969,
United States)

Materials/media: Ferrari Précon-
traint

Date: 2011

Location: 14 performance loca-
tions in the emirate of Abu Dhabi
Commissioned by: National Day
Committee

oy Kurt Perschke
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When Kurt Perschke first showed his
idea for The RedBall Project to a curator,
they both thought the concept might
be too simple to be taken seriously:
a giant red ball — over four and a half
metres high, made from more than
110 kilograms of architectural vinyl
— that could be inserted into almost
any architectural setting. Such doubts
quickly disappeared following the ball's
debut in St. Louis in 2001, where the
simplicity and haptic appeal of the ball,
combined with its ability to both disrupt
and bring together urban spaces,
proved almost irresistible to the public.
Wherever the ball appeared, passers-
by couldn't seem to get enough of it.
Soon afterwards, The RedBall Project
began to pop up in cities all over the
world and has become one of the most
recognisable street art works of recent
times.

Tactility plays an essential role in the
project's appeal, as viewers are not
just allowed but actively encouraged to
physically interact with the artwork. The
bright red, bouncy shape triggers playful
responses and is highly photogenic.
Mobility is another factor: the object's
placement in unlikely locations, such
as wedged between the pylons of
the Sheikh Zayed Bridge or atop a
battlement of Al Jahili Fort, kindles the
imagination and entices the audience
to dream up ever more outlandish
locations for the installation.
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In 2011, The RedBall Project visited
more than a dozen locations in Abu
Dhabi, including remote towns such
as Madinat Zayed (above right). The
collage above is an unrealised pro-
posal for Abu Dhabi’'s bus terminal.
Images courtesy of the artist.
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The inflatable RedBall
has a diameter of

406m
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Barcelona Curator Jeffrey Swartz put
it well when he said that The RedBall
Project ‘“straddles the reams of
formalist sculpture, street performance,
ephemeral urban installation and hands-
on art object, without ever deciding for
any one terrain over the others.”

The project came to Abu Dhabi in
December 2011 as part of official
National Day celebrations and stopped
off in a dozen popular and historically
significant locations all over the emirate,
including along the Corniche, near the
Liwa oasis in the Western region and at
a public park in downtown Abu Dhabi.

The first appearance of the inflatable
installation in the Middle East was
enthusiastically, if at times confoundedly,
received by a population stil unused
to contemporary art. The RedBall has
an intrinsic magnetism, cutting across
cultural and class boundaries and
inviting all who come into contact with
it, even from a distance, to collectively
imagine. In a multicultural but socially
highly fragmented society, art works
such as The RedBall Project are
especially memorable, as they provide
a rare occasion for conversations and
experiences shared between otherwise
disparate social groups. Undeniably,
The RedBall Project brought the people
of Abu Dhabi closer together and
temporarily imbued its public spaces
with a sense of wonder and mischief.
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‘Ultimately, the work is not about the ball. It's
about what the ball facilitates, the energetics
around it and where that story takes people.”

Kurt Perschke
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The Mastaba, arguably the most ambitious public art project in the history of the Emirates, provokes and en-
thrals in equal measure. Larger than the Great Pyramid of Giza and constructed from 410,000 oil barrels, the
monumental structure combines avant-garde boldness with the heritage of Islamic architecture. First thought up
in 1977, the project brings contemporary art — and an outlier of Abu Dhabi’'s cultural master plan — deep into the

emirate’s traditional heartland.

diroll The Mastaba
30l Glrg giuysS

Sculpture, land
art

Artist: Christo (bom 1935, Bulgaria)
and Jeanne-Claude (born 1935,
Morocco)

Materials/media: oil barrels

Date: conceived 1977; approval
pending

Location: Al Gharbia (Western
Region), Abu Dhabi
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he work of Christo and his late
—|_vvife, Jeanne-Claude, the artist

duo best known for wrapping the
German Reichstag in swathes of fabric,
are celebrated all over the world for
their dream-like, ephemeral and often
monumental projects. They famously
covered entire valleys in umbrellas,
hung a curtain across a valley in the
Rocky Mountains and surrounded a
dozen islands in Florida with pink fabric.
Until recently, however, it was practically
unknown that Christo and Jeanne-
Claude had a longstanding fascination
with Abu Dhabi and had visited the
emirate several times over the decades.
Until 2012, few would have anticipated
that the dunes of the Western Region
would once become the site of the
couple’s largest project and first
permanent sculpture: The Mastaba.
Christo made first sketches of the
project in pencil and wax crayon back
in 1977, two years before his first
visit to the UAE. But although he and
Jeanne-Claude persistently pursued
their vision, political turmoil in the region
and conservative attitudes towards
contemporary art kept delaying any
progress. It was only in 2009, following
Jeanne-Claude’s passing and Abu
Dhabi's adoption of an unprecedented
cultural  development  strategy, that
Christo took up the reins again
and began seeking the necessary
permissions at the same tme as
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Above right: Christo introduces his
vision for The Mastaba to a group
of local students, 2012, Left: first
scale model test at the proposed
site, 2011. Opposite:  Christo and
Jeanne-Claude during their first trip
to the UAE, 1979,
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explaining the project at lectures and
community events across the Emirate.
The Mastaba wil be financed
independently, with the royal family
‘only’ contributing the land on which
the structure will be erected. In the
past, Christo and Jeanne-Claude had
made it a practice never to accept
sponsorship, opting instead to self-
finance their projects through the sale of
artwork, including preparatory sketches
created during the design process.

In 2012, Christo toured the Westemn
region to present his vision for The
Mastaba to the local community. An
age-old feature of the desert inspires
the shape of the colossal sculpture:
a mastaba is an ancient type of
Mesopotamian or Egyptian tomb, made
of mud bricks. Only that this 21st-
century version will be made up of more
than 400,000 oil barrels, stacked with
Japanese engineering skills and painted
in desert hues by a German company.
According to Christo, The Mastaba
will be the world's biggest permanent
sculpture. The Guardian estimates the
project's construction costs at around
$ 340 milion (Dh 1.2 billion), which
would also make it the most expensive.
A feasibility study by Pricewaterhouse
Coopers predicts The Mastaba could
attract up to two milion visitors per
year. At the time of writing, the project
remained under consultation.
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“We don't have a philosophy of art. [...] We
wish to create works of art, works of joy and
of beauty. As with every true work of art, it
has absolutely no purpose whatsoever: it is
not a message, it is not a symbal, it is only a
work of art.”

Jeanne Claude
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The Cloud of Dubai is the kind of project that works on so many levels, visually and conceptually, that one

cannot help but be drawn in by it. Atelier Hapsitus has described the Cloud as ‘a dream, suspended between
artificiality and reality’. It invokes Dubai's towering ambitions and futuristic urbanism, but there is also that hint of
mischief, which marks many of Nadim Karam's works.
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Architecture,
design,
concept art

Artist: Nadim Karam (born 1957,
Senegal) and Atelier Hapsitus,
Beirut

Materials/media: scale model,
architectural renderings

Date: 2007

Location: Dubai

First shown: International Design
Forum Dubai

The Cloud of Dubai

oy Nadim Karam
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ften operating at the nexus of
art, architecture and urbanism,
Nadim Karam is best known for

inserting playful figures into monotonous
urban settings all over the planet. With
these ‘urban toys’ or ‘dream catalysts,
as he calls them, Karam intends to bring
some anarchy into the rigid normative
systems imposed on society. As an artist,
Karam has developed his own narrative
universe, in which certain characters and
themes recur. One of them is The Cloud,
an indefinable space, full of opportunity
but also uncertainty.

‘As an architect | am always trying to
challenge myself to create amorphous
and ambiguous shapes. A cloud is a
perfect example of that. It is ephemeral,
nomadic and ambiguous,’ says Karam,
who founded Atelier Hapsitus in 1996.
First presented at the International
Design Forum, in 2007, The Cloud of
Dubai is a resort city, elevated some 300
metres above Dubai and supported by a
large number of slanting stilts. Its intricate
landscape design included a lake, water
pavilions, bridges, sports grounds and
an auditorium.

At the time, Dubai was in the midst of a
building boom, with spiralling real estate
prices and a rapidly growing divide
between rich and poor. Karam envisaged
The Cloud as an inclusive space, where
any resident could gain access. With
characteristic trickster logic, Karam noted
that The Cloud embodies the essence
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Nadim Karam's design concept
proposal for The Cloud of Dubai
included a scale model as well as a
number of architectural renderings
and section plans. Images courtesy
of Atelier Hapsitus.
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of Dubai, while also being an antithesis
to what is happening in the city.” Karam’s

approach to urbanism relies on a deep
engagement with a city's history, cultural
identity and collective memory; familiar
elements, which are then countered
with the unexpected, the foreign and
the new. Atelier Habsitus cites the
nomads, ‘whose travels followed the
porderless movement of clouds’, as
a key inspiration for The Cloud. At the
same time, the design also positions
itself as ‘a horizontal presence on an
elevated platform, an antithesis to the
sum of skyscrapers spreading over the
entire region’.

Another layer of meaning derives from
Karam's work as an artist, in which
clouds are imbued with special meaning.
Symbolically, clouds, which are made
of water and produce rain, stand in
opposition to smoke, which comes from
fire and signifies war. However, the two
can be difficult to distinguish and can
even overlap, creating confusion.

To somewhat ground such a buoyant
concept, Atelier Hapsitus enlisted
ARUP AGU (Advanced Geometry Unit)
to attempt to develop technological
solutions that would render The Cloud
structurally practicable. Yet, realisation
seems to be amost besides the point.
Whether The Cloud of Dubai ever takes
concrete shape or not, its proposal
alone makes for an evocative piece of
conceptual public art.
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“Rather than drawing lines meaning
boundaries [between disciplines] | try to fuse
them all together.”

Nadim Karam
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Mohammed Ahmed Ibrahim, one of the UAE's first conceptual artists, looks back on four decades of creative
practice. Throughout his career, the landscape of his native Khorfakkan (and the manipulation thereof) has been
central to his work. The concept for The Sunset, ostensibly based on the desire to improve the view from his
neighbourhood, is at once whimsical and reflexively critical.
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Concept art,
land art

Artist: Mohammed Ahmed lora-
him (born 1962, United Arab
Emirates)

Materials/media: digital collage
Date: 2013

Location: Khorfakkan

The Sunset

oy Mohamed Ahmed brahim
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ke other pioneering artists of his
Lgeneration, Mohamed — Ahmed

prahim started out as a caricaturist
for local media. In the 1980s, he became
part of a group of artists around Hassan
Sharif, later known as The Group
of Five (dso including Mohammed
Kazem, Abdullah Al Saadi and Hussain
Sharif), who were experimenting with
conceptual art and organising the UAE's
first contemporary art exhibitions. At
the time, there was only an extremely
limited audience for experimental art
and the group committed itself to
senving as contemporary-art educators
and promoters as well as artists. This
eventually led lorahim to found the Art
Workshop of Khorfakkan in 1997.
Over the years, Ibrahim has used land art
to uncouple his work from institutional art
spaces and bring it into a more egalitarian
context, effectively using the landscape
as his canvas. From 1990 onwards, he
executed numerous interventions in the
natural environment of Knhorfakkan, such
as wrapping tree trunks in multi-coloured
strands of fabric (Rope Trees with
Fabric, 1995) or creating stone circles
(Khorfakkan's Circles, 2002, pictured on
the following page), both of which were
subsequently adapted for several other
locations.
As the works are installed and then
left exposed to the elements, lorahim
systematically documents and
photographs each stage of the process,
with these documentary materials forming
an integral part of the artwork. By applying
the methods of academic research to
his land art, lbrahim raises questions
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Interventions in natural landscapes
are a recurring theme in Mohamed
Ahmed lorahim’s work, as seen in this
piece, Knhorfakkan's Circles, 2002,
Images courtesy of the artist, Cuadro
Gallery and Abu Dhabi Tourism &
Culture Authority.
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The Sunset is part of
more than two decades
of artistic practice
inspired by the
landscape of Knorfakkan.
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about the representation of history and
collective imaginings of the past.

Natural materials found in the vicinity of
his home also feature heavily in lorahim's
art. Local sand, wood, rocks and clay are
materials he has worked with extensively,
even obsessively. For the large-scale
installation Mountain  Rocks  Wrapped
in Copper Wire (2008), he spent years
collecting several tonnes of rock from the
mountain behind his house.

It is this mountain lbrahim re-imagines in
The Sunset. As it blocks his view of the
setting sun, lbrahim envisions an opening
in the rock face that would prolong the
time the sun shines on his neighbourhood
each day; a symbol of the imperatives
of personal comfort triumphing over
those of nature and common sense.
lorahim’s efforts to remove stones from
the mountain to create other artworks
could be seen as a Sisyphean attempt of
actualising The Sunset.

Like many of lorahim's other works,
The Sunset is also a critical statement
on the exploitation of the environment
and the destructive nature of economic
development. In the UAE, artificial
islands, mining and quarrying have
significantly altered and degenerated
natural resources, including the ragged
landscape around Ibrahim's ancestral
home. Ibrahim has witnessed decades
of rapid growth utterly transform his
surroundings and the modification  of
nature in the name of progress is a
historical human practice he views with a
wary, critical regard.
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If you are cruel to nature, it will be cruel to
you. Nature is all about action and reaction.’

Mohammed Ahmed lbrahim
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Dubai: Sikka Art Fair, 2013. Visitors
to the fair participate in an interac-

tive art installation. Image courtesy
of SIKKA.
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Private ownership,
public service

t is not easy to overstate the role of art dealers and collectors in

the development of public art in the UAE. In the 1990s, when

interest in modem and contemporary art in this country was only
just emerging, art galleries began to expand their cultural activities
well beyond the commercial, for example, by supporting emerging
local talents, hosting educational events and reaching out to new
audiences. Although art is, almost by definition, an elite affair, the
art galleries and collections profiled in this chapter chose to adopt
a public-service ethos. Of course, growing the audience for art also
means growing the potential client base, but such a view would
disregard the passion, humanist instincts and intellectual spark of
the people involved. Especially in Dubai, where the government had
a more laissez-faire attitude than in other emirates, artists, gallery-
owners and collectors were able to pursue diverse strands of artistic
inquiry. Over the years, these small, but tight-knit creative circles gave
rise to today’s busy, globally connected art circuit in the Emirates.
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Art galleries

ong-time Dubai resident Hetal
|_Pavvanifoumdedthejamjarin2005,

when Dubai's contemporary art
scene was only just beginning to hit
its stride. Initially operating as a gallery,
Pawani eventually decided to convert
thejamjar into a not-for-profit project
with a focus on artist residencies, arts
consultancy and offering studio space
for rent.
Overtheyears, thejamjarhasestablished
itself as one of the lynchpins of the local
arts community by continually engaging
new audiences and making art more
accessible. Housed in a non-descript
warehouse in Al Quoz, one of Dubai's
main industrial (and increasingly also
cultural) districts, thejamjar is the kind
of place where established artists and
designers rub shoulders with students
and hobbyists.
As a creative space aiming to support
the city’s arts community, thejamjar runs
an extensive public arts programme,
including educational initiatives and
community projects. On almost 400
square metres, thejamjar's studio and
project space operates the region’s first
public painting studio. On any given
day, row upon row of easels line the
spacious and light-filed main room,
with a dozen or so would-be artists
hard at work or just having fun.
Alongside the public art studio, thejamijar
is known for its ever-changing line-up
of exhibitions and for hosting a wide
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thejamjar is an multi-purpose cre-
ative space, which is used for a
wide range of cultural activities,
ranging from art classes to fim
screenings and dance workshops.
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range of cultural events; from cinema
and theatre to dance and music. For
Pawani, one of the main reasons to
set up thejamjar was to connect the
city’'s creative minds and provide them
not just with much-needed space and
tools, but also with an audience and a
community — all of which was lacking
at the time.

One of thejamjar's most significant
contributions to the local art scene have
been its auxiliary projects, collectively
referred to as ArtintheCity. The initiative
runs several valuable local arts
resources, including the website www.
artinthecity.com, the ArtBus transfer

service between different  cultural
venues and the regularly updated UAE
ArtMap.

Collaborations ~ with  other  cultural

platforms also play an important role
and thejamjar prides itself on working
with partners such as Campus Art
Dubai, the International Symposium
for Electronic Art (ISEA) and Tasmena
to “to promote artists and encourage
dialogue with the public.”

School workshops and events aimed
at introducing children and young
adults to visual art have been another
notable success. The annual Young
Artist Programme offers students “an
insight into the arts scene and helps
them think, work and present as an
artist”. After ten weeks, the programme
culminates in a public exhibition.
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thejamjar's DIY art studio invites anyone
to try their hand at painting. Offering af-
fordable rates on materials and instruc-
tion, thejamjar aims to unleash people’s
creative impulses.
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hen it opened in 2005,
The Third Line successfully
broke the mould of local art

galleries and its spirited approach to the
development of Dubai's art scene was
a harbinger of things to come. Al Quoz
might be teeming with gallery spaces
now, but at the time, The Third Line
was one of the only creative enterprises
operating out of a converted warehouse
in the city’s industrial zone.

The gallery’s cosmopolitan trio of
founders reflected Dubai's multicultural
makeup: Sunny Rahbar, born to an
Iranian family in the United States and
raised in Dubai, had studied design and
previously worked at the Guggenheim
in New York, at Sotheby's in London
and, following her return to Dubai, as an
independent curator. Claudia Cellini, an
art consultant hailing from South East
Asia, had a background in collection
management for corporate clients as
well as fundraising for and management
of non-profit arts programming. Omar
Gobash, former CEO of the Emirates
Foundation, was an avid local collector
who believed strongly in the enriching
qualites of art and in ‘providing
structures 1o release artistic, economic,
and social energies’.

At a time when Dubai's cultural
landscape was still relatively meagre,
The Third Line cast its net wide and
dedicated itself to promoting not just
contemporary art, but al forms of
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In 2013, The Third Line hosted a
solo exhibition of Rana Begum,
featuring wall-mounted folded
metal works as well as benches
created by the Bangladesh-bomn,
UK-based artist.
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creative expression. Events ranged
from art exhibitions at malls and hotels
to literary seminars and film screenings.
By actively bringing together Dubai's
culture-sawvy residents, The Third Line
contributed to creating the vibrant local
arts community in which the gallery still
plays a distinctive and active role today.
The Third Line has also always
promoted an appreciation of Middle
Fastern culture as a whole. Early
initiatives included Kutub, a bi-lingual Arab
literature appreciation circle, founded in
April 2006, as well as film screenings of
documentaries and Arab feature fims.
In 2008, The Third Line opened a
satellite gallery space in Doha, Qatar.
In 2009, the first edition of the Doha
Series took place, which invited four
artists to create works inspired by the
city.

In addition to hosting a variety of cultural
events, showcasing the work of local
art students (from Latifa College and the
American University in Dubai, among
others), the Third Line also publishes
books on Middle Eastern art, including
the first monographs on locally based
artists Lamya Gargash and Tarek Al-
Ghoussein.

Through the gallery’s art consulting
practice over the years, numerous
artworks have gone on temporary or
permanent public display in Dubai and
beyond.
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The Third Line was one of the first
art spaces to open in Al Quoz, an
industrial zones in Dubai, which is
now home to dozens of art galleries
in converted warehouses.
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Iserkal Avenue is the throbbing
Aheaﬁ of Dubai's creative scene.

t is here that the city's culturally
inclined residents converge most
weekends to attend gallery openings,
artist talks and workshops, or just to
mingle. This cluster of galleries and
cultural organisations grew organically,
supported not by state sponsors, but
by the Alserkal family, who generously
funded the transformation of a complex
of industrial warehouses. As such,
Alserkal  Avenue also  represents
something of an anomaly in a region
where city life is usually subject to urban
master plans.
Abdelmonem Bin Eisa Alserkal, the
developer of Alserkal Avenue and by
now twice the recipient of the Sheikh
Mohammed Patron of the Arts Award,
started developing his ambitious cultural
project in 2007. As an art aficionado
and avid collector of contemporary art
from the Middle East, he envisioned
turning a group of disused warehouses
owned by his family into a haven for the
arts. Alserkal's initiative was received
with enthusiasm by local gallerists,
collectors and creative workers and
since then, Alserkal Avenue has been
front and centre of the development of
the arts and cultural sector of the Arabian
Gulf, attracting more tenants year on
year. Alserkal Avenue now includes
more than 20 venues ranging from
art galleries, a private museum and a
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As more galleries moved into
Alserkal Avenue, more warehouses
were converted. The complex is
popular for its open-door policy
and frequent public art events.
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music venue to studio and exhibition
spaces for artists in residence.

One of the strong points of Alserkal
Avenue has been its inclusiveness:
over the vears, its group of tenants
have cultivated an avid following, who
turn out in their hundreds for collective
events such as Alserkal Community
Art Night, which takes place quarterly.
Alserkal Avenue actively tries to engage
new audiences and cleverly uses an
informal setting, free admission and
open-door policy to make art more
accessible to the public. For larger
events, a free bus service, operated by
SIKKA, ferries people to the venue from
downtown Dubai.

In late 2011, space at Alserkal Avenue
was running out, while numerous new
cultural initiatives expressed  interest
in moving in. As a result, in 2012, the
Alserkal family announced a 50 million-
Dirham expansion project, set to double
the size of Alserkal Avenue to include
more gallery units, an events venue
with capacity for up to 1,000 people
as well as a courtyard and food outlets.
Scheduled for completion in 2014,
the Alserkal Avenue expansion is an
indicator of Dubal's continued ascent
as a centre for arts and culture in the
region.
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Abdelmonem Bin Eisa Alserkal, the
developer of Alserkal Avenue, stems
from a prominent Dubai family and
has been a central figure in the de-
velopment of the UAE's contempo-
rary art landscape.
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Since opening its doors in 2007,
Alserkal Avenue has established
itself as the centre point of Dubai's
art scene. A seemingly never-end-
ing string of events, openings and
talks attracts a diverse range of
audiences.
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In 2012, the Alserkal family an-
nounced a Dh 50 million expansion
of Alserkal Avenue, which is set to
double current capacity.
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eem Gallery was launched
I\/I in 2007 by Sultan bin Sooud

Al Qassemi, Mishal Hamed
Kanoo and Charles Pocock. The
gallery’s expertise lies in modern and
contemporary Arab and Iranian art, with
a particular focus on the work of the
Middle East's modern masters. Meem'’s
strength lies in its unparalleled access to
both the private and public collections
of the region’s leading artists.
In additon to exhibiting important
modern and contemporary  works,
Meem  encourages a  greater
understanding of Arab and Iranian art
through its bilingual publications, the
Noor Library and contributions to the
development of arts education in the
region. The gallery aims to encourage
public appreciation of modem and
contemporary art of the MENA region
and to preserve the legacy of the
region’s artists through the archiving,
creation and collection of important
resources and research material.
The Noor Library, housed in Meem
Gallery, is regarded as the region's
largest resource centre for the arts
of the Middle East. Today, the library
houses a comprehensive collection
of over 8,000 books, journals, and
auction catalogues relating to modermn
and contemporary Middle Eastern art
and Islamic art, as well as an image
archive holding 17,000 images related
to the subject. Meem is dedicated to
the promotion of Middle Eastern art and
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Meem Gallery is known for its rigor-
ous curatorial approach, ambitious
cultural outreach initiatives and for
supporting for local and regional
talent.
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material culture, and aims to enhance
the study and research of the arts
of the region through the production
of bilingual publications, educational
programmes  (lectures,  seminars,
panel discussions), and by working
with leading art historians, museums
and academic institutions, artists and
galleries.

Meem has worked with leading
cultural  bodies and  foundations
including ADMAF (Abu Dhabi Music
and Arts Foundation) and TDIC
(Tourism Development and Investment
Company) to bring major artists and
exhibitions to the United Arab Emirates.
In addition to its function as a gallery and
library, Meem Gallery also promotes
arts education through its support of
Dubai-based arts courses. In February
2013, a three-day course on curating
contemporary art, organised by the
Chelsea School of Art, University of
London, was held at the Gallery.

Meem also has a longstanding
involvement with  both local and
international charities. At the 2007 DIFC
Gulf Art Fair (now known as Art Dubai), a
large proportion of funds raised for The
Al Madad Foundation, which organises
art programmes for children in refugee
camps, came from Meem. In early
2014, Meem Gallery hosted the charity
exhibition Children of Gaza, proceeds
of which were used to support Save the
Children’s project in Gaza in partnership
with the Salam ya Seghar Fund.
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One of Meem Gallery's key contri-
butions to the local art community
has been the launch of the Noor Li-
brary, the region’s largest collection
of publications about the arts of the
Middle East.
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ashkeel is the original
Tindependent resource  centre

for artists and designers based
in the UAE. Established in 2008 by
Lateefa Bint Maktoum, Tashkeel is
an inclusive creative space where
registered members can practice a
wide range of arts and crafts. Located
in the quiet suburb of Nad Al Sheba, the
Tashkeel building is a spacious, light-
filed conversion of a former grocery
store. Over the years, it has emerged
as one of the UAE's most active arts
hubs, regularly hosting exhibitions and
workshops, as well as organising artist
residencies and exchanges.
The idea to set up Tashkeel arose in
2007, when Tashkeel director, Lateefa
Bint Maktoum, graduated from a
visual arts degree at Zayed University
and realised there was a lack of
studio facilities outside of university
campuses. Local artists and designers
were in dire need of a place to work,
exchange ideas and exhibit their work.
Within a year, a location was found
and equipped with extensive facilities,
including fine arts and photography
studios, a darkroom, printmaking and
textile printing equipment, a computer
lab, as well as a jewellery workshop
and 3D studios.
While  much  creative  exchange
now takes place online, Tashkeel
is based on the viewpoint that the
digital realm requires an analogue
counterpart; a physical community
thriving on conversation, proximity and
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Tashkeel is a platform and train-

ing ground for artists and designers
pased in the UAE. It regularly hosts
exhibitions and training courses as
well as offering studio space and
equipment.
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spontaneity. As Lateefa Bint Maktoum
sees it, “artists need feedback to spark
what they are doing and [...] with all the
studio rooms around the building, each
room flows into another. So everyone
can walk around, have a look at what
others are doing, start a dialogue...”
To that end, Tashkeel also holds
regular arts and design workshops
and hosts exhibitions by local and
international artists. Tashkeel's guest
artist programme aims to foster cross-
disciplinary,  cross-cultural  creative
exchange. In 2013, Spanish street
artist Ruben Sanchez and British
artist Amartey Golding, were invited to
spend one year working in the studios,
developing their own practice and
contributing to the Tashkeel workshop
and education programme, in addition
to being actively engaged in the local
arts community during their residencies.
They were followed by French/Tunisian
calligraffiti artist, el. Seed.

Tashkeel is also often called upon
to represent the UAE at international
cultural events, such as the Shanghai
Expo 2010, where it presented a
showcase of emerging Emirati artists.
Lateefa Bint Maktoum herself is a
recognised visual artist, whose work
has been widely shown, including at
the UAE Pavilion at the Venice Biennale
in 2011,

Over the years, Tashkeel has played a
major role in strengthening Dubai’s role
as a regional cultural hub by providing
essential  resources, training and
exposure for the nation's burgeoning
arts scene.
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The studios at Tashkeel provide
much-needed workspaces for art-
ists from Dubai and beyond. An
artist-in-residence programme gives
members the opportunity to leam
from established international artists.
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ith  gallery spaces in
Damascus, Dubai, Beirut,
Jeddah and London,

Ayyam Gallery has the Middle Eastern
contemporary art market well and
truly comered. Since first opening in
Damascus in 2006, Ayyam Gallery has
built a reputation as a platform for many
of the region’s most sought-after artists
and as a generous backer of emerging
talent. Operating two spaces in Dubai,
one in Alserkal Avenue and one in
Dubai International Financial Centre
(DIFC), has made it a defining feature
of Dubai’s art circuit.

Ayyam Gallery is run by a team of
cousins: former investment banker
Khaled Samawi and former business
executive Hisham Samawi were both
born in Libya, raised in Switzerland
and now live in Dubai. Their approach
1o dealing art is based on “a Westen
model of the art market” and reflects
their cultural as well as their professional
backgrounds: cosmopolitan, business
savwy and always on the lookout for
new opportunites — whether it is to
increase sales or to give back to the
community.

As a result, Ayyam Gallery runs a whole
host of auxiliary programmes, such
as The Young Collectors’ Auction,
the Middle East's first home-grown
auction house, and the Shabab Ayyam
Project, an incubator and mentorship
program for young artists as well as
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Dubai’s first Ayyam Gallery space
opened in Dubai in 2008, at
Alserkal Avenue. In 2010, a second
branch was launched at Dubai In-
ternational Financial Centre (DIFC).
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a scholarship programme to help
young artists complete fine arts-related
university degrees.

What is more, the gallery has also
published a number of notable
books, including monographs, cultural
critiques and catalogues, which are
adding to the growing written record of
art history and discourse in the region.
In recent years, Ayyam Gallery has
also had tragic cause to let actions
follow words. Since fighting broke
out in Syria, Ayyam Gallery has been
actively helping artists there to continue
working and to keep out of harm’s way.
The gallery space in central Damascus
has been converted into an artists’
studio compound, where local artists
can work and, if necessary, stay in
relative safety.

Dubai became Ayyam Gallery's second
home, first opening in Alserkal Avenue,
in 2008, and then DIFC, in 2010. Both
spaces are used as venues for public
art projects, but Ayyam is also involved
in curating artworks for government or
corporate entities. Over the years, this
has led to several well-received public
commission of pieces by top-tier artists
such as Nadim Karam, among others,
in various locations in Dubai and Abu
Dhabi.
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With galleries in Damascus, Dubal,
Beirut, Jeddah and London,
Ayyam Gallery is one of the Middle
East's most active art dealerships
and aims to challenge perceptions
of Arabic art.
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ussaffah is to Abu Dhabi
what Al Quoz is to Dubai:
a sprawling industrial zone

full of warehouses and factories,
which is becoming a haven for the
city's art community. In the capital,
this development is still at the very
pbeginning and the Abu Dhabi Art
Hub, founded by Emirati businessman
Anhmed Al Yafei in 2012, is one of its first
manifestations.

Nestled deep within the backstreets
of Mussaffah, the Abu Dhabi Art Hub
greets visitors with a whiff of wet paint
wafting through wide open doors of
the main studio space and with artists
working on sculptures in the parking lot.
Al Yafei's decision to get involved in
Abu Dhabi's nascent art movement
was inspired by the cultural master
plan set forth by Abu Dhabi's rulers.
Yafei, whose family fortune stems from
businesses such as retail, real estate
and contracting, committed himself to
the idea that art benefits society as
a whole.

‘Art is the last thing to develop in any
civilisation; you don't start with art,
you start with basic things. But if you
look at the great civilisations, the ones
that last are the ones that have art,
because that is what remains.”

The Art Hub positions itself as a one-
stop-shop for artists and creative
enterprise, encompassing nine studio



-'J.-'r." Vi

LR

A (1Y & LI AN LA 7 ML
WL |
& L L LA LN WO L

e AN
il L
0y 1A




oidll eyl 3S 50 ziidl 2014 ple §
Ayglysall "puas" dy,8 ‘_9 3agax ddhio
Jol lod ddhin § oidll 3S 50 yisss

S gy cobladl dgs § duid >l
selud I oliyslly @il ge wasl!
Olagaiad! Jis glagdl e glial
lapég oyl e¥flog dwSuwdl Slasgllg

In 2014, Abu Dhabi Art Hub opened
a new venue in the desert village of
Hameem. Art Hub Liwa is the UAE's
first artist colony, a resort-style cre-
ative retreat including accommoda-
tion, studios and galleries.
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apartments, eight art galleries, seven
craft workshops, seven studios, an
arts supplies shop and 16 offices.
The Art Hub also runs a programme
of events and workshops aimed
at fostering art appreciation and
creative skills among all parts of
society, ranging from school children,
to hobby artists to workers living in
the area. Other initiatives include
affordable art fairs and the UAE's first
art bank. Eventually, Al Yafei intends
1o turn the Art Hub into a self-funding
creative business.

It is certainly off to a good start: in
its first year, the artist in residence
programme hosted 62 artists from 27
countries, who produced in excess
of 600 artworks. Apart from being
invited to work and live at the Art Hub
for one month, participants were also
taken on a tour of the country. Many
of them were so inspired by the desert
dunes of the Empty Quarter, that
Yafei decided to open a permanent
base there. In March 2014, the Art
Hub Liwa was inaugurated in the
sleepy village of Hameem. Dubbed an
‘Oasis of Inspiration and Creativity”,
the compound includes 17 artist
accommodations, 14 art galleries
and entertainment facilities including a
140-metre swimming pool.
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The Abu Dhabi Art Hub aims to foster
the practice and appreciation of vi-
sual arts in the capital. Its exhibitions
and workshops are aimed at people
of all ages and from all walks of life.
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:)rivate ownership is not necessarily
anathema to public art and the
Farjam Collection is a case in
point. The collection is managed by the
Farjam Foundation, one of the UAE's
most active philanthropic organisations,
which oversees a wide range of cultural
programmes designed to encourage
interest in art and to foster dialogue
between East and West. Founded in
2008, the foundation has presented
a series of well-received exhibitions
of divergent art genres, ranging from
Safavid carpets and antique Qurans
to modern masters such as Matisse
and Warhol, and contemporary Middle
Eastern artists such as Farhad Moshiri
and Shirin Aliabadi.
The Farjam Collection’s  curatorial
strategy of hosting alternating themed
exhibitons is driven by a desire to
expose the unexpected connections
between seemingly divergent types of
art: ancient and cutting-edge, Eastemn
and Westemn, religious and secular. By
bringing diverse kinds of art into the
same space, the Farjam Collection
encourages audiences to engage with
the diifferent, at imes conflicting, cultural,
religious and social context of the works.
The main goal: to engage Dubai's multi-
cultural society in a passion for art in all
its mesmerising facets.
At any given time, a carefully curated
selection of art works, drawn from
the sprawling personal collection of
eminent Dubai-based businessman
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The Farjam Collection frequently
participates in public art events,
such as Art Nights @ Gate Village
(pictured left), and offers ‘expressive
education’” programmes for children
through its annual Art Camp (below).
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Dr. Farhad Farjam, is on public display
at a spacious gallery at Dubai's
International Financial Centre. On many
days, processions of school children,
university students and local office
workers on lunch break file past the
exhibits. Some nights, the gallery stays
open late and lures passers-by with
free refreshments and audio guides.
Over the years, thousands of Dubai's
residents and visitors have participated
in events generously funded by one
of the region’s foremost collectors of
Islamic, Middle Eastern and Westemn art.
The Farjam Collection is especially
committed to reaching out to young
people and it does so by offering free
guided tours and study materials to
schools and universities, as well as
running an intemship programme for
students with an interest in art and
cultural management. Intemns are taken
on for a period of three months and
are given a unique opportunity to gain
hands-on experience in the day-to-day
running of an art foundation.

Also high on the foundation's agenda
is the development of partnerships with
local and intermational partners such
as universities and cultural institutions,
through which the Farjam Collection
seeks to engage a broader audience.
Partnerships include collaborations with
Zayed University in the UAE, the Biritish
Museum and the Prince’s School of
Traditional Arts in the UK, and UNESCO
worldwide.
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ultan Sooud Al Qassemi, an
Saotive figure in local culture and

media, set up the Barjeel Art
Foundation in 2010 as an independent,
non-commercial art platform. Activities
evolve not just around the management
and exhibition of Al Qassemi’s personal
collection of more than 500 pieces, but
also around a stated aim to support
critical dialogue about Arab art, culture
and history. The curatorial focus lies
on modem and contemporary art from
the Arab world and the Foundation’s
mission is to ‘“contribute to the
intellectual development of the art
scene in the Arab region by building
a prominent, publicly accessible art
collection in the UAE".
Located at the Maraya Art Centre in
downtown Sharjah, home to several
creative  enterprises and  cultural
initiatives, the Barjeel Art Foundation acts
as a hub for the local arts community.
The Foundation takes up an entire
floor of the airy new-build on Sharjah's
busting waterfront; with 475 square
metres of dedicated gallery space
displaying an ever-changing aray of
thoughtfully curated works. An emphasis
on poignant pieces that shed light on
various, often misunderstood, aspects
of the Arab world encourages audiences
to engage with complex, emotionally
charged or controversial themes, such as
displacement, poverty and oppression,
but also with poetry, family and humour.
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Previous page: a sculpture by Syrian
artist Diana Al Hadid (Self Melt, 2008)
on display at the Barjeel Art Founda-
tion in 2014. This page: the founda-
tion’s publications contribute to the
development of the local cultural
discourse.
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‘Barjeel’ is Arabic for wind tower, one
of the great architectural innovations of
the Middle East, and, like its namesake,
the Barjeel Art Foundation aspires to
capture the prevailing winds affecting
the Arab art world, past and present,
and create a space where Arab artists
and their (often young) audiences can
breathe freely.

Cultivating an inclusive and open-
ended discourse about Arab identity
— a subject especially pertinent to the
Arabian Gulf, where a considerable
portion of the population is made up of
expatriates — is another thematic focus.
The Foundation seeks to position
contemporary art as a pillar of national
identity, to provide “a glimpse into the
creative soul of Arab countries” and to
‘become a meeting ground for critical
dialogue about Arab art of the past,
present and future.”

By organising in-house exhibitions,
lending out art works internationally
and producing a variety of online and
print publications  (including some  of
the most commended pieces of art
criticism to emerge from the region to
date), the foundation serves as a source
of information and inspiration for art
enthusiasts, locally and internationally.
For several years now, the Foundation
has maintained a public database of
Arab artists and artworks, and provided
free educational materials for students.
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spaces, seen here during the 2014
exhibition Tarigah, featuring artists
‘whose journeys of invention concen-
trate on the different ways of viewing
and referencing Islamic tradition”.
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Salsali Private

ere are many patrons of the arts
‘ in the UAE, including members

of royal famiies as wel as
corporate and industrial magnates, but
few go to the lengths of Ramin Salsali,
who decided to convert a warehouse
in the industrial area of Al Quoz into
a phianthropic inttiative  dedicated
to displaying his personal collection
to foster the development of arts
appreciation and education in Dubai.
When the Salsali Private Museum
opened its doors to the public in
November 2011, it became one
of the UAE's first privately owned,
non-commercial  exhibition  spaces
dedicated to moderm and contemporary
art. Up to then, commercial galleries
and state-funded institutions had driven
art activities in the city. The former were
focused on attracting affluent patrons
from society's upper echelons, while
the latter were geared towards local
cultural heritage and folklore. Initiatives
such as the Salsali Private Museum
broke the mould by adopting a public
service ethos, with a view to bringing
modemn and contemporary art to a
wider audience.
In Salsali's view, “art is the peaceful
and universal language for individual
and global commitment. A museum
of art is the responsive tool and a
supportive platform in this context. It is
a modern temple for tranquility, love and
inspiration.”
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Ramin Salsali (left) started to col-
lect art at the age of 21. Below: Fat
Demon, by Alastair Mackie (2005,
bronze, aluminium and gold leaf).
Previous page: Oil Barrel, by Shiva
Ahmadi (2009, acrylic and spray
paint on metal).
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Considering  Salsali's  ever-growing
collection  aready contains  more
than 800 pieces — including painting,
photography, video art, sculpture and
installaton — it becomes clear that
the museum’s curatorial team has a
sufficient pool of works at its disposal to
be able to continuously extract evocative
selections for public audiences to
enjoy. The museum also hosts traveling
exhibitions and invites collectors to host
shows at the museum.

Apart from wanting to make art more
accessible to the public, one of Salsall's
other driving motivations is his desire
to promote arts patronage. Salsali
intends to encourage more people to
do two things: first, to collect art; and
second, to share their collections with
the public. To this end, the Salsali Public
Museum runs the Collectors’ Lounge, a
dedicated office and networking space
for collectors, where they can exchange
ideas and meet with gallery owners,
artists and officials. By reaching out to
individuals, families and corporations
and encouraging them to get involved in
the art world by collecting and displaying
art in public places, the Salsali Private
Museum is a prime example that the
increasingly blurred boundaries between
private and public art often have positive
outcomes for local society.
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Salsali's collection features numerous
pop-culture-inspired works such as
this collage by Ketna Patel, entitled
Asian Grandfathers (2010, mixed
media and screen prints on Perspex).
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motorised mirror.
Image courtesy of Sharjah Art
Foundation.
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T. +971 65 289 7825 | info@alserkalavenue.ae
T +971 4 323 6242 | dubai@ayyamgallery.com

T +971 4 439 2395 | difc@ayyamgallery.com

T. +971 6 556 6555 | info@barjeelartfoundation.org

T +971 4 341 4777 | info@ductac.org
T. +971 2 657 5800 | manaratalsaadiyat@tdic.ae
T. +971 09 2384655 | n/a
T +971 2 551 5005 | arthub@live.com
T. 4971 2 657 5800 | manaratalsaadiyat@tdic.ae
T. +971 4 347 7883 | info@meemartgallery.com
T +971 4 421 6679 | mandy@dmimuseum.com
T: +971 4 380 9600 | spm@salsalipm.com
T. +971 6 568 5050 | info@sharjahart.org
T +971 4 336 3313 | tashkeel@tashkeel.org
T +971 4 323 0303 | info@farjamfoundation.org
T +971 4 341 1367 | art@thethirdline.com
T +971 4 341 7308 | info@thejamjardubai.com
T. 4971 4 347 0209 | info@viatraffic.org
T: +971 4 353 6383 | xva@xvagallery.com

T +971 2 657 6800 | manaratalsaadiyat@tdic.ae
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Abu Dhabi Art Hub | Musaffah, Abu Dhabi

Al Qattara Arts Centre | Shareat Al Qattara, Al Ain
Alserkal Avenue | Al Quoz, Dubai

Ayyam Gallery Alserkal | Al Quoz, Dubai

Ayyam Gallery DIFC | DIFC, Dubai

Barjeel Art Foundation | Maraya Art Centre, Sharjah

Dubai Community Theatre & Art Centre (DUCTAC) | Al Barsha, Dubei

Guggenheim Abu Dhabi | Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi

Khorfakkan Art Centre | Khorfakkan

Liwa Art Hub | Hameem, Liwa

Louvre Abu Dhabi | Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi
Meem Gallery | Al Quoz, Dubai

Museum of the Moving Image | Tecom, Dubai
Salsali Private Museum | Al Quoz, Dubai
Sharjah Art Foundation | Al Majarrah, Sharjah
Tashkeel | Nad Al Sheba

The Farjam Collection | DIFC, Dubai

The Third Line | Al Quoz, Dubai

Thejamjar | Al Quoz, Dubai

Traffic | Al Quoz, Dubai

XVA Gallery | DIFC, Dubai

Zayed National Museum | Saadiyat Island, Abu Dhabi
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