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Abu Dhabi

I 

magine a man-made archi-
pelago rising out of the sea: a 
calm, complex space beneath 
a protective parasol that cre-
ates an interplay of light and 

shade evocative of an oasis nestled 
in the shadows of palm trees. Im-
agine a space alive with dialogue 
on the similarities, dissimilarities 
and relationships between cultures, 
ethnicities and civilisations, urg-
ing visitors to unlearn and redefine 
everything fragmented studies on 
anthropology have taught.

Imagine a space called Louvre 
Abu Dhabi.

Born out of an agreement be-
tween France and the United Arab 
Emirates in 2007, the museum is 
an association of “two states, two 
nations, two cultures, two faces of 
tradition and modernity” 
as Marc Ladreit 

de Lacharrière, chairman of the 
board of Agence France-Museums, 
says in the preface to Louvre Abu 
Dhabi: Birth of a Museum.

“The Louvre Abu Dhabi rests on 
two principles, brought together 
for the first time at this scale in the 
world of French culture: the pool-
ing of the expertise of the greatest 
French museums, guided by the 
transfer of knowledge and skills to 
one new institution, which will im-
mediately take on an international 
dimension,” de Lacharrière writes.

The Abu Dhabi museum — for 
which construction work is in its fi-
nal stages — will feature 300 pieces 
of art on loan from 13 museums 
across France in addition to more 
than 500 works it owns, in its first 
year. 

The loans include Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Portrait of an Unknown 
Woman (circa 1495), Edouard 

Manet’s The Fife Player (1866), 
Claude Monet’s The Saint-Lazare 
Station (1877), a rare salt cellar in 
ivory from the Benin kingdom and 
Henri Matisse’s Still Life with Mag-
nolia (1941).

Sheikh Sultan bin Tahnoon al-
Nahyan, chairman of TCA Abu Dha-
bi, the organisation with the man-
date for Louvre Abu Dhabi, said: 
“These outstanding loans from our 
French partners represent the col-
laboration and exchange, symbolic 
of Louvre Abu Dhabi and its pro-
gress to date. This will be the first 
time many of these works will trav-
el to Abu Dhabi or even the Middle 
East and are a rare opportunity to 
see important art from French mu-
seums in dialogue with the Louvre 
Abu Dhabi’s collection. Ultimately, 
we hope to offer visitors a unique 
experience from a new perspective 
that underlines the universal spirit 
of the entire project.”

The pieces on display will include 
not only works of art but also arte-
facts expected in a natural history 
museum rather than an art muse-
um, such as a blade dating to prehis-
toric times. “Look at the aesthetics, 
symmetry, involved in these so-
called tools! Yes, they are utilitarian 
but aren’t they also works of art?” 
asks Hissa al-Dhaheri, programme 
manager of Louvre Abu Dhabi.

“Louvre Abu Dhabi does not aim 
to be a replica of Musée du Lou-
vre. It is an independent concept 
that will reflect universal values, 
even as it stays rooted in Arabian 
culture. We plan to host artefacts 
and artworks that span from antiq-
uity to the contemporary through 
the many galleries across the four 
wings of the museum,” she said

“We want to challenge the exist-
ing beliefs of culture by offering 
people visual proof of contact be-
tween cultures. We want them to 
ask questions like how the clothing 
on the sculpture of a Roman ora-
tor from the second century shares 
common features with that of Bo-
dhisattva from the same period, de-
spite the fact that they come from 
two different parts of the globe.”

To build excitement prior to its 
opening, the museum has been en-
gaging with the Abu Dhabi commu-
nity. Since 2009, when the first 19 
pieces were displayed, Louvre Abu 
Dhabi has been hosting displays, 
lectures and talks periodically at 
Manarat Al Sadiyat. 

It has been conducting educa-
tional programmes and seeking to 
involve students through work-
shops and tours.

The recent completion and place-
ment of the museum’s 7,000-tonne 
canopy, a marvel of technology and 
engineering, drew a lot of attention. 
Revealing the spectacular vision 
of Pritzker Prize-winning architect 
Jean Nouvel, the canopy encloses a 
space larger than two football pitch-
es and is the height of an 11-storey 
building.

The UAE has been consistently 
making its mark in the field of art 
and culture and there is little doubt 
that Louvre Abu Dhabi has already 
caught the attention of many in the 
international community. “Yes, this 
will be an oasis of art and culture,” 
said Dhaheri.

Mini S. Menon is a Dubai-based 
journalist who contributes to The 
Arab Weekly.
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halil Gibran’s classic col-
lection The Prophet has 
been turned into an ani-
mation movie in what 
many are lauding as an 

overdue break from Hollywood cli-
chés of Arabs and Arab culture.

The movie opened in the United 
States to generally good reviews 
from critics and audiences.

“Dreamy children will probably 
be fascinated and in the process 
they’ll see a world of Middle East-
ern culture seldom shown in films,” 
said critic Farran Nehme in the New 
York Post.

“Gibran’s little life lessons have 
been turned into 3-minute haiku 
by different animators and spread 
across the film. Each one soars, 
even if the plot holding them to-
gether is frustratingly Disneyish,” 
said Joe McGovern of Entertain-
ment Weekly.

The 96-minute film does not 
come close to the usual multimil-
lion-dollar budgets of a Hollywood 
movie but the privately funded 
project has been a labour of love for 
Lebanese-Mexican-American su-
perstar Salma Hayek.

“In my  very long career I haven’t 
been able to find an Arabic role to 
play,” Hayek, 48, said at the Cannes 
Film Festival in 2014 while promot-
ing The Prophet. “This is a love let-
ter to this part of my heritage.”

Critics complain that Hollywood 
has long depicted Arabs and their 
culture through a narrow and bi-

ased lens. The American-Arab Anti-
Discrimination Committee (ADC) 
published a study entitled 100 
Years of Anti-Arab and Anti-Mus-
lim Stereotyping in which author 
Mazin Qumsiyeh coined the term 
the “three B syndrome.” This refers 
to Hollywood’s tendency to reduce 
Arabs to billionaires, bombers or 
belly dancers.

But not in The Prophet, which be-
gins with a poet, Mustafa, about to 
be set free after being imprisoned 
for writing subversive verse. Musta-
fa waxes philosophically through-
out the movie as he recites Gibran’s 
poems to a backdrop of stunning 
graphics and musical score by Yo-
Yo Ma and other composers. In the 
process, the poet inspires a mute 
girl to find her words, much to the 
delight of her mother and the rest 
of the village.

Putting the movie together was 
no easy feat. Hayek and her pro-
ducing partners spent eight years 
negotiating for the rights to the 
book, which Gibran bequeathed 
to his ancestral village of Bsharri, 
Lebanon. There, Hayek found sev-
eral dozen factions with whom her 
team had to negotiate. Then there 
was the issue of funding since the 
usual Los Angeles producers turned 
down the project. Nothing about 
the script could compete with Hol-
lywood’s special-effects-heavy me-
ga-productions that target a wide 
audience, so Hayek had to secure 
private funding.

Even the directorial process un-
folded in an unconventional way 
with nearly a dozen directors each 
creating a segment to reflect Gi-
bran’s featured poems and themes, 
such as love, freedom and children.

One of the directors is Moham-
med Harib, creator of the popular 
Emirati Arabic-language animated 
series Freej. Roger Allers, director 
of the international blockbuster 
The Lion King, weaved the various 
sections together into one narra-
tive, delivered by the wordy poet 
character of Mustafa, voiced by 
Irish actor Liam Neeson.

At the August 21st opening at the 
Landmark Theatre in Washington, 
the matinee showing was half full. 
The audience appeared to be a mix 

of viewers, some of them wearing 
the hijab.

“Wallahi, it was so beautiful. I 
love Khalil Gibran and I’m so glad 
I came. It’s something to make us 
proud,” said a viewer who gave her 
name as Suad.

Others less familiar with Arab 
culture and Gibran’s work voiced 
similar sentiments.

“Many Americans believe they 
have little to learn from the Middle 
East and its culture and traditions 
but that dance scene I thought was 

really pretty powerful,” said Francis 
Flavin, a historian living in Wash-
ington.

He was referring to a scene of a 
couple dancing romantically be-
fore being separated by anonymous 
strangers, only to reunite again in 
love.

“It speaks to contemporary life in 
America. It speaks to the future as 
well as the past,” he said.

Rasha Elass is Washington 
correspondent for the Arab Weekly.
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