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Long derided as a cultural desert,
the Gulf’s art scene is beginning
to blossom. Wealthy nationals 
and homesick expatriates are
opening their wallets – and the
world’s major auction houses 
are boosting their presence to
meet the demand.

Almost 200 contemporary
artworks – including graceful
Arabic calligraphy and Andy
Warhol’s Dollar Sign – went 
under the hammer at a Christie’s
auction last month in Dubai, a
commercial hub better known for
glass skyscrapers and sprawling
malls than art.

It was Christie’s second auction
of contemporary Arab, Iranian,
Indian and western art – it held
the Middle East’s first such sale
last year – and it attracted buyers
from around the world. The
resulting US$9.4 million-worth 

of sales exceeded expectations.
“There’s very much a sense that
Dubai is trying to position itself 
as a third art market in the world
after London and New York,” says
Sotheby’s Middle East and Gulf
director Roxane Zand. 

“When there’s critical mass in
an economy, inevitably it grows
by-products – and the art market
is one of them,” Zand says. “Art 
is a form of investment. And 
with so much property going 
up, people want art to put in 
their properties.”

With oil prices soaring over 
the past few years, cash is 
plentiful in the Gulf. The United
Arab Emirates (UAE) has the
world’s sixth-largest oil reserves,
and Dubai is in the middle of 
a construction boom that has
transformed the city.

Christie’s is opening an office

in Dubai, and Sotheby’s appointed
Zand to her position last year to
focus on the growing market.

Last week, Dubai hosted the
Gulf Art Fair, the region’s first
major international contemporary
art show, attracting galleries and
artists from as far afield as Beirut
and Tokyo.

The Middle East is the latest 
art market to boom. Russia has
soared during the past five years,
thanks to a new class of extremely
wealthy individuals. Similarly,
rapid economic growth in China
and India has driven demand. 

“There are some serious
collectors emerging,” says Gulf 
Art Fair director John Martin of
the Middle East market. “A lot of
good contemporary art has roots
in Islamic art – there’s a fit.

“It’s the same as 20 years ago,
when Japanese collectors began
buying impressionist art because
it borrowed from their own.
There’s also a desire to reclaim
some of the best Middle East
artists who disappeared to London
or New York.”

Dubai – a desert backwater-

turned-trade hub – might appear
to be a strange choice for a
cultural centre, but its central
location and multi-cultural
population (more than four out 
of five residents are expatriates)
makes it convenient.

“We’re nowhere near tapping
the potential,” says Christie’s
Middle East art expert Will Lawrie.

The neighbouring emirate of
Abu Dhabi (which is also the
capital of the UAE and has most 
of the oil) has also identified art as
a profitable sector and is investing
on a big scale.

There are plans to develop a
US$29 billion resort on Saadiyat
Island (Island of Happiness), 
500 metres off Abu Dhabi, with 
a cultural district housing five
major art centres.

Frank Gehry has designed the
Guggenheim Abu Dhabi, which
will be the largest Guggenheim
museum when it opens in 
2012. It will assemble its own
contemporary art collection, as
well as show work from the US-
based Guggenheim Foundation’s
global collections.

Jean Nouvel has designed
a museum that’s expected to
become a spinoff of the Louvre.
Despite criticism at home, 
French Culture Minister Renaud
Donnedieu de Vabres signed an
agreement a fortnight ago to build
an annex of the Louvre in Abu
Dhabi, which reportedly will earn
as much as US$900 million.

Saadiyat Island is primarily 
a commercial venture that will
include golf courses, marinas,
shopping centres and residential
areas. Abu Dhabi hopes it will help
triple tourist numbers to three
million a year by 2015.

“Culture was identified as a
prime medium for attracting 
an upscale audience with a high

propensity for repeat visits,” 
says Mubarak Al Muhairi, head
of Tourism Investment and
Development Company, which
is developing the island. “This
led to the determination to 
create a cultural hub between 
east and west on a scale not 
seen before.” 

Although Muhairi says he
hopes the museums project will
help develop an appreciation of
regional and international art,
don’t expect any nudes. 

A common complaint among
expatriate residents is that Dubai
lacks soul.

Patricia and Kenneth Palmer
have lived in the Gulf for about 20
years and set up ArtWorks in 2003
– when there were few galleries in
Dubai – to bring art to the streets.

They asked artists to paint life-
sized models of camels, Arabian
horses and falcons for display
around Dubai.

“Dubai wants to grow its
population,” Kenneth Palmer says.
“If it wants to keep the workers,
then the city has to have a soul.”
Reuters

From soul doubt to sold out: oasis emerges amid a cultural desert

A model of Jean Nouvel’s controversial Abu Dhabi museum, which is
expected to be a branch of the Louvre. Photo: AP

The Middle East wants to be the next big
thing in the art world. But, despite big sales,
it’s got a way to go, writes Lin Noueihed

WHAT DO A 4,000-year-old Akkadian
stone seal, a 10th-century Viking silver
brooch and the landscape watercolours of
British artist J.M.W. Turner have in com-
mon? Not a lot – except that they were
found, collected or created during the pe-
riod known as Georgian Britain, the years
1714 to 1830, when four kings called
George sat on the throne.

The seal, brooch and watercolours are
among 180 objects in Britain Meets the
World, 1714-1830, an exhibition at the For-
bidden City’s Wumen Gallery until June
10. The first show jointly curated by the

British Museum and Beijing’s Palace Mu-
seum, it aims to introduce Chinese audi-
ences to the zeitgeist of 18th-century Brit-
ain, when the country aggressively pur-
sued overseas empire that eventually cov-
ering one-third of the globe.

“The significance of that period is that
this is when the global economy was cre-
ated,” says British Museum director Neil
MacGregor, who is in China as part of an
agreement between two of the world’s
greatest art institutions.

The British Museum, founded by a
doctor in 1753, was built up largely by Brit- ons travelling abroad independently, or as

representatives of the growing empire.
They bought, borrowed, stole or were
often given various objects that fascinated
them. Georgian Britain was also a time
when the so-called Grand Tour – a long,
cultural trip through continental Europe –
was popular with the educated classes. 

The Beijing exhibition, although rela-
tively small, is an eclectic mixture of rich-
es. From the Middle East, there’s a
14th-century BC statue of the goddess

Sekhmet – “she who is powerful” – pos-
sibly excavated by Henry Salt and
his collaborator Giovanni Belzoni,

as well as ancient art from Turkey,
Iran, India, and seventh-century BC

bricks recording the name of Senna-
cherib, king of Assyria.

Other exhibits include amulets
from New Zealand; musical bracelets 

of ivory from Nigeria; golden daggers
from Ghana; a massive, second-century
head of Hercules from Rome; and draw-
ings by Michelangelo, Raphael and Leo-
nardo da Vinci.

Sheila O’Connell, assistant keeper at
the museum, says the show is about 
Britain and the museum. “Instead of 
looking to religion and the authority of 
the past, people were looking for them-
selves and excavating,” she says. “And
this was the attitude that founded the
British Museum.

“Of course, the inspiration of these
people was to enrich themselves,”
O’Connell says. “But many realised
that there were a lot of different cul-
tures out there to enrich them.
When they reached China, for
example, they started studying the
Chinese heritage. The British Museum
was the first attempt to put the whole
world into one building.” 

With 170 objects on loan from London,
the Palace Museum’s contribution of 13
pieces is small, but fascinating, focusing
on gifts sent by George III via his emissary
Lord George Macartney in 1792. 

These included clocks, scientific in-
struments and a 1.6-metre-long golden
gun (China and Britain would be at war 50
years later). There’s also a jade album en-
graved with a poem by Emperor Qianlong,
George III’s counterpart, recounting the
events of the British mission.

Why an exhibition about Georgian
Britain now? Is it coincidence that this de-
piction of the cultural spirit of a country
on the brink of global expansion comes to
the mainland at a time when China is fast
becoming a major world power?

“Right now in China, one of the most
popular topics is the rise of great powers,”
says businessman and philanthropist

Robert Ho Hung-ngai at the exhibition
launch. The Robert H.N. Ho Family Foun-
dation sponsored the HK$3 million show. 

“It’s not entirely a coincidence,” says
MacGregor. “When we were talking in
London two years ago [about the show],
we were fascinated by the parallels 
between the growth of Britain and the rise
of its colonies, and China today.”

But the official Chinese view is to quiet
fears that its growing economic might
may translate into demands for a change
in the world order. Ma Jige, deputy direc-
tor of the Palace Museum’s exhibition de-
partment, attempts to set the record
straight – albeit with a slight smile on his
face. Unlike 18th-century Britain, he 
says, “we are not planning on expanding
our territory”. 

“The significance is
that this is when
the global
economy was
created” 

Neil MacGregor British museum director

Remains of
the days

An exhibition devoted to empire-building strikes a
chord in Beijing, writes Didi Kirsten Tatlow

Britain Meets the World, 1714-1830, 
is a variously edifying and exhilarating
exhibition. The launch turns out to be
amusing as well – although probably
not in ways organisers intended.

For a start, hardly any of the officials
seem keen to mention the word
“colonialism”. Instead, Georgian 
Britain is presented as the first era 
of economic globalisation – a much
more acceptable term, apparently.

Then, proudly nationalistic mainland
journalists ask British Museum director
Neil MacGregor if Britain plans to
return Chinese artworks that are
deemed to have been stolen more than
100 years ago in the aftermath of war.
The Chinese government has never
formally asked for their return, he says.

Then there’s the decision to end 
the Georgian era at 1830 – nine years
before the first opium war between
Britain and China. The British Museum
reportedly wanted to continue to 1850,
but the Palace Museum apparently 
felt that straying into the opium war
years would confuse the public –
although publicly the word was that it
was Britain, not China, that wanted to
cut the show short. Which all sounds 
a bit like the good old days. 
Didi Kirsten Tatlow

AS THE YEARS
DISAPPEAR …

Among the exhibits on
show are a portrait 
of Emperor Qianlong
(left), a punch bowl 
with a scene of the
Guangzhou waterfront
(below), and a drawing
of a man’s head by
Leonardo Da Vinci (right)


