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The front view of the Zayed National Museum  
as designed by Foster and Partners. 

Art CaPiTal

Abu Dhabi is larger than life. It’s home to some of 
the world’s most coveted superlatives—the fastest 
roller coaster, most expensive hotel, tallest building, 
most expensive racetrack, and if whispers are to be 
believed, even the world’s most expensive cocktail.

But the grandiosity doesn’t end at partying. the 
UAE is also on the fast track to becoming one of 
the world’s biggest art destinations, with art fairs, 
experimental spaces and museums worth billions of 
dollars hosting an all-star line-up from Monet to MF 
Husain. Bubbling under the surface here is an art 
revolution, and Abu Dhabi is its epicentre.

With two of the most famous names in the art world coming here, 
abu Dhabi is on its way to becoming an aesthete’s mecca.
tExt Damini Purkayastha
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the biG, biG Players
Let’s begin our journey through 21st century Abu 
Dhabi at the $27 billion complex, Saadiyat Island. 
500m off the coast of Abu Dhabi, the island will 
soon become the only place in the world to host 
both the Louvre and the Guggenheim. In fact, the 
Cultural District of the island is touted to be the 
world’s richest art space, with Louvre Abu Dhabi, 
Guggenheim Abu Dhabi and the Zayed National 
Museum on the same premises. While Louvre Abu 
Dhabi (being constructed at $108m) is slated to 
open in 2015, the opening date for Guggenheim 
(approximate $200m) is 2017. Both museums have 
already begun acquiring works for their collections. 

In addition, the talking Art series, launched in 
October and running through 2013, gives people a 
sneak peak at the acquisitions of the Louvre. talks 
and workshops have been organised for viewers 
to understand and appreciate the exhibits better. 
On November 28, the Louvre Abu Dhabi will host 
a session on ‘Cultural and Artistic Exchange on the 
Silk Road: China and the Gulf’. 

The talks are hosted at the Manarat Al Saadiyat, 
a 15,400-sq m arts and culture centre within the 
island and are open to the public for free. Since 
its opening, the Manarat has hosted several big 
cultural events, and is soon to play host to one of 

Gallery

above: Pasting wall at 
Manarat al Saadiyat. 

Below: Guests check 
out the artworks on 
display at abu Dhabi 
art 2011.
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Abu Dhabi’s biggest art events. The official launch 
of the biggies may still be a long way off, but their 
anticipation has given the local art scene a much-
needed shot of adrenalin. “the arts scene in Abu 
Dhabi will receive a significant boost with the arrival 
of [such spaces],” agrees Caroline Mosley, project 
co-ordinator of Dubai-based initiative ArtintheCity. 

Clockwise from 
left: Subodh 
Gupta, ‘The Family 
Nest’, presented 
by Hauser & 
Wirth; ‘Blue Box’ 
by artist FUTURa 
2000/ Presented 
by France-based 
Galerie Jerome 
de Noirmont; 
a 6m-high 
installation by 
Tadashi Kawamata: 
Brought by Galerie 
Kamel Mennour. 

liGhts, camera, canvas 
For now, the city is abuzz with talk of Abu Dhabi Art 
2012. Organised by Abu Dhabi Tourism & Culture 
Authority, the festival is now in its fourth year 
and is said to be one of the key annual art events 
in this part of the world. this time, the four-day 
festival, from November 7–10, will showcase over 
400 modern and contemporary artists, and over 
40 galleries from around the world. Among the 
participants are galleries such as the New York-
based Hauser & Wirth, who will present works by 
Indian artists Bharti Kher and Subodh Gupta, among 
others. Other exhibitors include Galerie Kashya 
Hildebrand from Switzerland, Galería Horrach Moya 
from Spain, and the France-based Kamel Mennour, 
showcasing a 6m-high installation by tadashi 
Kawamata named ‘Chairs for Abu Dhabi’. 

A must-watch from the fair is ‘Don’t Feed the Artist’ 
by controversial Lebanese artist Mazen Kerbaj. 
the Beirut-based improv-artist who chronicled the 
Lebanon war with his caricatures will be drawing 
and painting live at the venue every day. “Abu 
Dhabi Art is part of Abu Dhabi’s broader vision, 
which is expected to attract 1.5 million visitors 
per year by 2018. Abu Dhabi is transforming 
into an international leisure, residential and 
cultural destination designed for everyone. the 
cultural institutions of Abu Dhabi invite world-
class museums, collectors and leading artistic 
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Clockwise from 
above: an exhibit at 
art Southampton 
by leila Heller 
Gallery, which will 
be participating in 
abu Dhabi 2012; 
installation by artist 
Yayoi Kusama ‘look 
Now, See Forever’ 
presented by Tokyo 
gallery Ota Fine 
arts; ‘The Stamp’, 
by Saudi arabian 
contemporary 
artist abdulnasser 
Gharem, presented 
by E.O.a gallery. 

practitioners from around the world, as well as local 
residents,” says tairone Bastien, public programmes 
manager, Abu Dhabi Art.

the buzz is all arounD
the revolution is not restricted to the cultural 
district; its echoes can be heard across the UAE. 
In the past five years, the visibility and promotion 
of contemporary arts has increased across Abu 
Dhabi and Dubai. In fact, in order to help tourists 
understand the scope of art in the Middle East, 
ArtintheCity launched the ArtMap and ArtBus in 
2007. In 2011, they even launched an Iphone app. 
their ArtBus, which is called UAE’s “shuttle to the 
arts” takes tourists on a guided tour of popular 
galleries and art initiatives within the Emirates. In 
November, it will shuttle between Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi Art 2012. So if your tickets are booked to 
Dubai, just grab a seat on the ArtBus.

Making sure that artists are able to get the most out 
of the limelight is Abu Dhabi Art Hub, which calls 

The Hub aims at promoting young artists, has residency  
programmes and offers free space for art-related events.

UPCOMiNG ExHiBiTiONS 

abu Dhabi art 2012
When: November 7 to 10
Where: Manarat Al Saadiyat

Working Gallery artists 
Where: Art Hub, Mussafah, Abu Dhabi
Till: November 5

Eco Fair
While you’re at the art fair, drop in at the 
Eco Future exhibition, on at the same venue 
till 2013. The fair aims at getting youngsters 
excited about going green. Besides information 
and cool exhibits about eco-friendly initiatives 
and inventions, the exhibition is designed to 
encourage viewers to make eco-choices and 
help build a sustainable world city. 

Entry: Adults: 30 Dhs, Children under 15: 25 dhs
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above: ‘Magnetism’ by ahmed Mater. Presented by  
london-based gallery, E.O.a Projects. 

Right: Digital image of the louvre abu Dhabi designed by 
atelier Jean Nouvel.

itself the “first artist community in the UAE”. Based 
in the Mussafah area, the Hub aims at promoting 
young artists, has residency programmes and offers 
free space for art-related events. “An art revolution 
has started…Abu Dhabi is developing into the 
art pulse of the UAE. With international attention 
focussed on the developments in art planned, our 
aim is to provide facilities to artists from across the 
globe, making the city a thriving artistic hive, where 
art creators and art lovers will have a chance to 
meet,” explains their website. On October 12, they 
launched their first residency programme, which 
features four young international artists. 

If you’re keen on visiting art galleries, Abu Dhabi 
has a few, such as Salwa Zeidan Gallery and Ghaf 
Art Gallery; and, you could always take a quick ride 
to Dubai and soak in the burgeoning art scene there 
as well. 

the growing fervour around art is a good sign.  
Says Rita Aoun-Abdo, executive director, Abu  
Dhabi Art, “Cultivating an art market is an 
important step in the maturity of a cultural hub… 
and the engagement with the international arts 
scene is integral to supporting Abu Dhabi’s evolving 
cultural ecosystem.”

QUiCK FaCTS

GETTiNG THERE 
Jet Airways has regular flights from Delhi and Mumbai to Abu Dhabi.

aCCOMMODaTiON 
Abu Dhabi has a variety of accommodation options available. In 
close proximity to the airport, the F1 racetrack, and the highway to 
downtown Abu Dhabi is Al raha Beach Hotel (www.danathotels.com/
Hotels-Resorts/Al-Raha-Beach-Hotel), offering comfort and luxury. 
Closer to the cultural scene, The St Regis Saadiyat Island Resort 
(stregissaadiyatisland.com) offers 5-star comfort and unmatched luxury.

FOR MORE iNFORMaTiON 
Log on to visitabudhabi.ae
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