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Foreword

Almost no scholarly works exist to explain the sudden appearance of a thriving
contemporary art scene in the Gulf. Most explanations in the West focus on the role of
the art market,and the emergence of immensely wealthy local rulers eager to convert
oil revenues into cultural capitathus acquiringsome standing on the global scene.

These commentators insist on the absence in the region of any form of art history,
even culturaldevelopment From this point of viewthe current art world in the Gulf is
wholly imported, and therefore as artificial as the cities being stamped out of the
desert.

In the Gulf itselfcontemporary artis not much discusseaind, when acknowledged,
it is seen as a byproduct of the overall social and cultural development affecting the
region; at best, it is exalted as the manifestation of a contemporary Arab culturesthat
earning recognition in evewider international circles. Although the role of fogei
artists and art professionals in fostering this local art scene is not denied, the emphasis
is put on the vision of the rulers and the participation of the local elites in making this
vision a reality.

A person seriously investigating contemporary arthie Gulf is thus confronted with
either bland, PRike statements by local authoritiesr with dismissive reports of the
W5 AwofidRy GKS RSaSNIQ @ NAwoydijealougyFabobitythe (i A y 3
NB&2dz2NOSa | @1 At | of Sregos. Niede Nditle n YetniedoA & W dzy Odz

Although both of these perspectives are true up to a certain point, neither of them
are sufficienfor understandngthe dynamics of contemporary art in this region.

This essay is an effort to remedy this situation ditidin some blank spots in our
knowledge about trends in the Gulf art world generally, and its relation to
developments in the Arabian Peninsula in particular. It is meant to enable the art
LINEFSaaAz2yllfs 2N Fyeoz2Re Ay cumdStadeseRpad y (K
broader understanding of how contemporary visual arts both reflect and stimulate
broader sociecultural developmergin this region.


http://gulfartguide.com/essay/foreword/
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Caveats

In your hands you have an improved, updated alhastrated version of the text
GLYGNRRdAzOGA2Y G2 GKS Ddzf F ! NI ,id RoddmBet 6 KA O
2012 as an essay on the websitétp://gulfartguide.com This book is selfrinted, with
a small printrun. The layout and editing wemperformed by the authorin Word. Any
deficiencies and mistakes are thus purely my own responsibility.

This edition of the text has been prepared for the 2013 Dubai Art Week, including
the opening of the 1% Sharjah Biennialt begs to be picked up kg publisher that can
professionally produce this book and reach out to a wider readership, in the Gulf and
abroad.

This essay is not an academic text; therefore, | have followed the spelling @&snam
most commonly used on the internehot the one that maybe most grammatically
correct. As a resulit may appear as if the transliteration is inconsistent, for example
W. IAG adZdylQ AY hYlyZ W.SAG 't {FRdzQ Ay Y
W.AYQ 2N W. SyQ 2NJ WLoyQ FT2NJ waz2yQ SiGoOo

Theartworks hare been selected to illustrate the text, not to establish some sort of
canon of contemporary art from the Arabian Peninsula. In some cases the artist is not
even a native of the Gulfthat | have placed a particular work of art besides a specific
section d the text of course implies nothing about the intention of the artist.
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1
Introduction

Contemporary Art in the Gulf

Prior to the first decade of the 21Century,there was little artistic activityn the
Gulf. Some painters and sculptors who had been trained in Cairo or Bagfidatie
Arab modernist stylehad formed Fine Arts societies to develop the local art wdmnd
their activitiescarried little appeal beyond a small circle of intimates.

Only Kuwait andBahrain seemed to enjoy some kind of contemporary cultural life
The theatre and pop music scenes were admittedly more lively than that of the visual
arts. Andy Warhol had an exhibition in Kuwait in 1971, but he was highly dismissive of
the art scene he mcountered therensofar it existed, the art scene In these countries
was the result ofPalestinian andother Arab immigrants enjoying prosperignd
relative freedom In other countries of the Peninsula, conservative religious values
generally made anyifd of public selexpression through visual arts problematic.

Contemporary art in the Gulf region is thus a new phenomenon; at the time of
writing, it is hardly a decade old. This raises legitimate concerns about how connected it
0 NYzt @ A& (edturdl Kr&, midd & the aft Pradfessionals in the region are not
native, but from the rest of the Arab world (Lebanon, Palestine, Syria, Iraq, etc.), Iran or
Western countries; many of the artists associated with the Gulf similarly have roots in
other Arab countries, notably Palestine. Second, all taste and knowledge of art has
generally been acquired abroad; local collectors will say that they acquired their taste
for art in New York, London or other European cities. Third, it appears that most of the
people that visit artistic events are foreign.

However, it would be wrong to conclude, on the basis of these observations, that the
Gulf art world is thus notauthentic As a counterargument, one could state that
important developments in contemporary arhgwhere in the world have always been
marked by injections from other culturesthink of the hybrid cultural composition of
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the avantgardes in Russia in the 1910s, Paris in the 1930s or New York in the 1950s.
The percentage of Gulf Arabs participatingtiiis scene may not be high, but it is
essential, as will be argued later. Finally, all this is happening in the Gulf region, and the
art world there has acquired a distinctive set of characteristics.

It is argued here that the Gulf contemporary visualsastene is not only authentic,
but also that it is intricately linked to the historical cultural development of the region.
Indeed, it is seeing art in this wider perspective that makes it a truly exciting object of
study. Probably many of the art patroryrators and artists involved in this sceger
observing it¢ are intuitively aware of this, whence the general excitement; in the
following chapters | hope to give this intuition a solid basis. But let me first sketch the
context of the Gulf art worldn 2012, as a starting point for our investigations into its
backgrounds and dynamics.

left: Jowhara Al Saud: Connected, 2009
right: Boushra Almutawakel: Joy (Fulla Series), 2011
below:Jassim al Zainy: Features from Qatar, 1973o®Board
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¢KS Ddzf TQa e2dziK IyR AG&a FALANI A2y a4

The Gulf region is in the lift. Not only because of its energy resources, which are
more valuable every day; it is also the model of Gulf governance that appears
successful.

Compared to the rest athe Arab world, the Gulf is doing well: developing rapidly
FYR @¢AGK NBfIGAGS adloAfAGed wWog@gtdziAzyx
may congratulate themselves on having provided sufficient space to their citizens to
avoid the fate sufferedby the rulers of Egypt and other Arab countries rocked by mass
protests, they are also aware of the social pressure inexorably mounting from below:
GKS Ddzf FQa @&2dziK yR AG& YOoAGA2YaD

In Saudi Arabia, the most populated country of the region, 60% of tipailgtion is
dzy RSNJ Hp® Ly ,SYSys>s GKI G LINEL22SIpdp@afionA & ¢ c2
stands at about 50%. This youth has grown up connected to interaethe very least
to satellite TV and is not only looking for rewarding employment indbor national
economies, but also for its place in the global society. In Gulf States with 50 to 80 %
immigrant population (Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, UAE), the youth may not constitute such
a formidable challenge to the current demographic balance, as #wgirations can be
partially met by the social engineering of the migrant workforce.

Indeed, looming youth unemployement has l&a government policies to replace
GKS YAINIYyG 62Nl SNE 6AGK f 20 f dSaudixdBomS NNB R
etc. As could be expected, however, the educated and intecoaiscious young Arabs
are not interested in taking over the menial jobs of e.g. Bangladeshis and Filipinos. The
jdzSadGAizy NBYlIAya K2g (KSe gAft AyaS#INI OGS 0
change to accommodate them or attempt to neutralize them, and what may happen in
either case.

Despite the financial and economic successes booked by the Gulf states, there is still
an acute awareness among many of their citizens (young and oldjhegtare lagging
behind in terms of education, innovation and intellectual achievement. This critical self
awareness has a long history in the Arab world.

A brief intellectual history of the modern Arab world

In the late 18' Century already, Arab intelttuals came to the conclusion that one
could not simply import the knowledge and rational thinking that was seen as the
determining factor of success in the West, and combine it with Arab culture to achieve
modernization. Arab culture particularly in is religious aspects came to be seen as
GKS 20aiGrkO0tS G2 LINPINBaaod ¢KS WHgl {SyAaAy3aQ
thus geared towards the elimination of backwards traits in Arab society and its culture.
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The scathing seffritique of many Nahda thkers certainly inspired Arab artists of
that period, but failed to gain the reformists mass traction. The falling apart of the
Ottoman Empire in World Wdr the rise to power of secular young Turks and the
Bolshevik revolution certainly provided hopeAmab secular reformists. But the carving
up of the Ottoman Empire by the colonial powers between England, France and Italy
stalled further reform movements. Reformists had the choice to either cooperate with
the colonizerand integratethe metropolitan eites (in Paris, London and Rome), or go
underground and agitate for an arthperialist, socialist revolution. The former
constituted the core of the liberal, Westewriented elites which are still influential
today; the latter planted the seeds for thegt World War Two reform movements.

Indeed, the failure of the Nahda reform movement in political terms gave rise to
three other movements that challenged the colonial (and later pmgonial) status
d2Y I N6 ylIGA2yIfAaY 6 thbnd ard Ndlitkal slam (theNd 6 2
adzaf AY . NPUKSNK22ROUO® -1 NXOORNKBSLIRFIGKSYAYS
Arab world.

braaSNAayYs .| QFGKAAY YR LRtAGAOIE Latlhy

blraaSNAay ¢la GKS ANBIdG K2LIS 2F GKS ! NY
modernize Egypt and nationalize its main economic assets, his successful defiance of
Great Britain and France during the Suez Canal crisis and the creation of the United
I N} 6 wSLJzoftAO 6AGK {&NRI X Ifft S@Syibg RdzZ &
to the Arab masses, stirred the Arab world into a state of excitement. TheApan
RNBIFY FIAEtSR (2 YFIGSNAFIEATS (GK2dAKZ FyR A
defeated in the six day war with Israel, delivering a fatal blow to that project
{dzoaSljdzSyitez [Ao&l Qa DIRRFTA GNASR (2 of
decades of his rule (1962011).

lf 6K2dz3K bl aaSNRaY 61 a& AyTFdzZASR 6AGK YLy
ideological form of Arab socialism, developed dgrihe 1940s by Zaki al Arsuzi and
Michel Aflag. It attracted a large following among the middle classes, officers and
people who had formerly been enthused by Nahda ideaas it built upon that
AyGaSttSOGdz ¢ tS3arodead . I QF (ykd and IragJinNB63.Sa 3
lf K2dzZa3K (GKSe AyAGAlIffe az2daAKG (2 aLINBIR
the coup by Saddam Hussein in 1968 and the accession to power of the Assad clan in
1970 undermined the pah NI 6 | ALJSOG 2 F . epifds (bkcameY > |
autocratic and primarily concerned with consolidating their own power within their
yEGA2yFEf 02NRSNE® ¢KAA RAYAYAAKSR GKS | LJ
Arab world.



Contemporary Art in the Gulf

Dissatisfaction with the materialist and secular aspectMafxist thought led many
NEF2NY¥SNBR (G2 SYONIOS (GKS KEOoNRARR T2NX¥ 27
Banna and the Muslim Brotherhood, created in Egypt in 1928. Proponents reached out
to Muslim communities everywhere in the world, but were persecutey all Arab
regimes. As a result the Muslim Brotherhood split into national factions that focused on
providing community services, giving it a solid local footing that was to become evident
whenever free and fair elections were held in an Arab countas in Algeria, 1992,
After decades of underground existence, the Muslim Brotherhood finally came to
power in Tunisia, Libya and Egypt in 2011, and could well gain power too in other Arab
countries that are rid of autocratic regimes, such as Syria.

The repession of the Muslim Brotherhood helped the creation of more radical Salafi
movements from the 1980s onward. The Muslim Brotherhood, with its acceptance of
democratic politics and focus on conquering State power, stands opposeadtcal
Salafism in mangspects. In fact, Salafismnet a political ideologyat all but a religious
methodology (or attitude); in political terms it is rathan anttideology harking back to
the pristine state of human society supposedly embodied by the life and times of
prophet Muhammad and his companions.

2AG0K LREAGAOFE Latly FANYtEeEé NBLINBaaSR:
the 1970s and 80s, the Arab world went through a long period of intellectual
despondency. It was as if it were incapable of original thoughfirding creative
solutions to its problems, as if resigned to its sectied status within the global
setting, and to autocratic rule buttressed by Western powers at home.

ReemAl Ghaith: Held Back, 2010
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The2f'/ Sy G dzNE | y R -infefe@ualpogtiohiogt 3 S 2
tKS S@Syida 2F dpkmm YR (GKS adzaSldsSyid wOf
and its allies embarked on, shook the Arab world awake. The 'Us/You' thinking
suddenly imposed by the West forced Asato reexamine their own identity and
LRAAGAZY 64, 2dzZQNBE SAUGKSNI gAGK dza 2NJ I 3F Ay A
But as the first decade of the 2iCentury came to its close, Western hegemony
started to fissure; this was made obvious by the W¥as failures in Afghanistan and
Iraq, the financial, economic and political crises the West is currently experiencing, and
the unstoppable rise of nelVestern countries such as China, Brazil and India. The
West is no longer the only reference point. Thesess of Muslim countries such as
Turkey and Malaysia seems to prove, moreover, that Islam is not necessarily an
obstacle to progress. Since the turn of the century, therefore, the Arab search for
alternatives has gained new élan.
The developments sketeld in broad lines above apply to the Arab world generally,
but the Gulf does have its own specificities. This region did not play a significant role in
the reform movements that swept through the Arab world, so the countries of the
Arabian Peninsula are harippled by the experience of repeated intellectual failure. In
this sense, the youth of most Gulf countries plays in their faydn the late 2¢
Century they started with a perhaps empty, but therefore also clean intellectual slate.
Moredecisivest f f A& @6KI G 2y S -oteldefust poSitiofing: whilgk S D dzt
North Africa and the Levant quite literally face Europe as part of the ancient
Mediterranean, the Gulf faces the Indian Ocean region. From the Gulf capitals, South
Asia is much close¢han Europe, while Singapore lies at roughly the same distance from
Dubai as London. The countries of the Arabian Peninsula have thus had other
intellectual points of reference than Europe; in the™.and early 28 Century, for
example, they had muchtrenger ties with Iran and the Indian subcontinent than with
Europe. Since European powers negelonizedthe Gulf(only few Europeans moved to
the region, mostly on shoitierm administrative or engineering duty)he Arabs there
only experienced Europeaintellectual currents indirectly, by visiting Cairo and
Baghdad for their education or for trading.
Viewed from the old centers of Arab culture, such as Cairo, Baghdad or Damascus,
the Arabian Peninsula has long seemed a backwater. Until the end of rlfT’\ét@tiIury,
I' N} 06 AyGaSttSOhGdzrta ¢SNB RAAYAAAALBS 2F DdzA ¥
dzLJQ 6 A G K 9 dzZNRWISA ceritetsthded tipfbeirlg Bypassed by the cities on
the Gulf, who quietly developed their own models of governanceé arodernization,
RSTAYAGSEE Y2NB W aiAlyQ GKFIY 9dzZNRLISIy® |
favorable to the emergence of a vibrant art scene.
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Regional competition

To a casual observer it may seem as if the tiny Gulf states are engaged in fierce
competition among themselves to become the main regional location for contemporary
artistic activities. A brief history of this competition would read as follows:

f CANBRG Ydzl Al aSSYSR LRA&ASR G2 0S02YS
with a liberalenvironment and lavish support to the arts by members of the ruling Al
Sabah family and private patrons like the Sultans. That was in the 1960s and 70s.

1 In the following two decades, as Kuwait grappled with the Gulf wars and their
aftermath, cosmopolitan &rain was the cool place to be for art lovers. It seemed to
0S8 GKS yS¢ . SANMHzi 0¢6KAES W2fRQ . SANMzi oI &

1 The flame then passed to the tiny emirate of Sharjah, whose musauitding
policies were crowned with an international bieial. This biennial became famous
from 2003 onwards when its director Princess Hoor Al Qasimi appointed Jack Persekian
as artistic director. Each subsequent biennial has attracted favorable reviews from the
international art world.

1 From 2007 onwards, Dubatarted to eclipse its smaller neighbor. In a few
years, a bustling art market developed that is still going strong. Its main feature is Art
Dubai, but the fifty or so galleries that the city currently has ensure a-geard
interesting program.

1 Meanwhie, Abu Dhabi prepared a grandiose plan for a new cultural district
with world-class museums on Saadiyat Island, including the Louvre and the
Guggenheim, sparking a vivid international discussion among experts and laymen alike.

1 The 200810 financial crisisi SYLISNBR ! 6dz 5KIFIdAQa | YOAL
Qatar to impress the world with its cultural institutions, including the Museum of
LafFrYAO ! NI FtNBFRe NIXY{SR FY2y3a (GKS 2N
of Qatar has built up one of the wiIQ&a LINAYS O2fft SOlGA2ya 27F |
art over the past decade, with forays into the high end of contemporary art.

Meanwhile the government of Omarhas apparently decided to specialize in
performing arts, with a magnificent neRioyal Opera House

Yemenis blocked in strife. But, having threhest cultural heritage and the largest
native population of the peninsulat could develop well artistically if social reform is
implemented.

And Saudi Arabia has established itself, to the surprise of mloservers, as the
cradle of many talented artists, thus providing a vital local, botigm creative impulse
to the Gulf art world. While the Saudi government still oscillates between timid support
and outright negligence of the local art scene, the #stigre continuously stretching
the boundaries of what is considered art in the country.
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Patronage and the art market

This schematic overview points out an atmosphere of friendly competition between
ruling families that is indeed characteristic of thedzf T Q&4 KA &aG2NEBZI &4 ¢
later. But it also demonstrates that patronage by ruling families (or other wealthy
LINAGlI GS AYRAQGARdzZf a0 LXFe&a | YFI22NJ NBfS A
input from other sectors, such as gamenent funding, international donors or local
civil society and collectivities.

This crucial role of the patron makes it difficult to compare the structure of the Gulf
FNI 62NIR gAGK GKIFIG 2F 9dzNRBPLISQa &a20AFt RS
of main patron of the arts. Notably, the kind of taxpayer support system that exists in
the West is unknown in the Gulf, freeing art from the requirement to legitimize itself in
the eyes of the majority. Only in Kuwait ando a certain extent- Bahrain aes
support by the government, as distinct from the ruling family, play a role. Local patrons
and their world views, aesthetical codes and expectations thus heavily influence the
local art world.

These patrons and their views are themselves the result rosgfertilization
between East and West. Art patrons are therefore excited by the way in which Arab
artists are exploring questions of identity, reflecting the changes occurring the rapidly
evolving world which the patrons experience. Some may fall prdoeself
congratulation, reflected in the superficial, almost triumphalist kind of art that is also
f208SR o0& G(KS 2843004 y2dz8SI dzE NAROKSaod . dzi
art but also social development in general, hope that contemporary Aratwill inspire
local cultural excellence, and thus raise the entire population to the level of
sophistication required for dealing successfully with the complexities of globalization.
Support of contemporary art is but one of many strategies followadafthieving this
objective; the overall emphasis lies on education.

At the regional level, this system of tafown patronage of the arts is mitigated by
the art market that developed in Dubai because of its general affluence, permissive
policies and an exing cultural mix. Collectors in Dubai may or may not be interested
in the theme of a new Arab identity; in any case, they exist in sufficient numbers to
LINEGARS F2NJ I LI dzNI t A&aGAO0 NI ¢2NI R a2
international clentele, thus opening up much needed international channels for local
artists. That international clientele first consisted mostly Iafnians¢ who can be
credited with developing the Dubai art sceqeand Arab collectors living abroatdut
nowadaysWestein and Asian collectors (private and institutional) are atsajor
buyers

Abdulnasser Girem: In Transit, 2010
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Interestingly, this market has spawned a small but growing-cmmmercial art
sector, supported entirely by private funding. This includesistrtand curator
residencies, art cafes, all kinds of art education and workshops, private museums and
resource centers. This development provides an interesting counter argument to those
in the West who argue that the art market kills the impulses of e which would lie
outside the commercial realm (thus requiring ongoing government subsidies).

This tendency of the art market to generate a superstructure also applies to Kuwait
and, tentatively, Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. In this last country, government
involvement in contemporary art seems to be nexistent so far, thus leaving the
terrain openfor private collectors. The other Gulf emirates and Oman have too small an
FNI YEFENL SO G2 AyFtdzSyOS GKS {dGFGSaQ Odz dzN

International involvement

This being said, the Gulf art world of course does not evolve in a vacuum. The
importance of locapatronage notwithstanding, most artists in the region are first and
foremost interested in international recognition. They thus seek maximum exposure to
the international art world. Typically, they want to escape the local art market and the
narrow viewson art that are prevalent in their own societies, and gain critical acclaim
abroad. Luckily for them, the critical attention they seek is increasingly forthcoming.

Curators, critics and international collectors now flock to the Sharjah Biennial, Art
Dubai and attendant events, and stop on their way in Doha or (soon) Abu Dhabi to
admire the museums and cultural initiatives there. Magazines sucbaavasBidoun
Conemporary Practiceand Brownbookfind their way into the hands (or screens) of art
LINEFSaaAzylfta ¢K2 R2Yy QO (NI @SeGulf Art GuideS D dzf ¥
or Nafas are providing a platform for information exchange. Biennials, art fairs,
museumsand galleries in the rest of the world are increasingly displaying the work of
artists from the Gulf. And, of course, almost every artist and art institution from the
region can be found on Facebook.

SomeGulf artists live between East and West, afanixed descent or grew up in a
multitude of countries so they partially the international art crowd themselves, making
it a useless exercise to determine who is a Gulf artist and who not.

The international art world can thus be seen as a third variabthe makeup of the
Gulf art scene, alongside the ruling famifles S F 6 Diedidd an appropriate
infrastructure for artistic developmentaind the aspirations of the patrons tecognize
the world theyinhabitin its art.

Ibrahim Quraish{half Uzlek, half Yemeni): Family Portrai#13.
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Artistic freedom

Given the importance of patronage in the Gulf, one may wonder how nfregitlom
artists enjoy in the region.

If indeed patronsre mainly interested in questions of identjthen, wnlike absolute
monarchs of yesteryear, they are not imposing the parameters of this new Arab
identity upon artists For that they have thecontemporary version of court painters,
namely public relations agencie$here seems to a genuine interastdialogue. The
GraAA2Y 27T ( KaPpeaxsRarictedy/t® dopiénfeduiafichal, economic and
urban master plans designed with great brusbkes. This leaves a lot of scope for local
artists and artistic entrepreneurs to fill in the details, as it were. Tgenended
RSTAYAGAZY 2F GKS NHzZ SNir@attiddedpiedaint ampriy (1 K S
Gulf Arabs, allow art to escape tpeopaganda trapnherent in thetop-down approach
to nurturing an art scene.

Artists and art professionals in the Gulf are therefore not bound to a specific
discourse by the local patrons of the art world. Does this, in turn, mean they enjoy
sufficient freedom? Seen from the outside, the conservative and religious societies of
the Gulf do not seem favorable to the development of an independent art world. Let us
therefore first deal with the red lines commonly identified as limitations of artistic
expressionreligion and conservative social morals, and censorship.

The religious factor

Islam is a very important part of the identity of the Gulf Arabs. One could not
conceive of either patrons or even local artists openly rejecting religion. In other Arab
courtries this is not only a possibility, it has happened quite often, if only because not
all Arabs are Muslims. In the critical attitude towards Arab culture that was common
from the end of the 19 Century to the 1960s, many intellectuals suggested relagati
religion entirely to the private sphere (where of course it could be practiced or not).
However, this was confined to the rest of the Arab world, particularly to countries with
large nonMuslim communities such as Lebanon, Syria, Palestine and Eggiptycices
were not and still are not heard in the Gulf.

This does not mean Islam determines public policies. The Gulf rulers shun any form
2F ¢gKIG KlFLa O02YS G2 0SS OFffSR WLREAGAOIE L
Brotherhood activists inthe UAE in 2012 underscore this. There is no need to
propagate Islam within the Gulf, nor to defend it. Islam is seen as a natural and
unquestionable given; it is what binds society together. Transgressions of Islamic
morals are punished to preserve the saldissue rather than for ideological reasons.

Ahmed Mater: Yellow Cow (poster), 2007


http://gulfartguide.com/essay/artistic-production-gulf-today/
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