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Muscat Royal Opera
House dazzles
Khaled Abdel Malek

Muscat

S

et in beautifully manicured
gardens in the Omani capital’s posh seaside area of
Shati al-Qurm, the Royal
Opera House Muscat is a
grand celebration of international
culture and a high point of entertainment life in the Gulf region.
The opera house has won international acclaim by hosting an impressive array of international talents
since its opening in October 2011.
Performers have included Spanish
tenor Placido Domingo and Italy’s
Andrea Bocelli, American soprano
Renee Fleming and 15-time Grammy Award-winning cellist Yo-Yo Ma.

Muscat Royal Opera
House performances
have been drawing
foreign and Arab
audiences from
around the region.
Built by the architects who designed Muscat’s Grand Mosque,
the opera house is reminiscent of
the great music halls of Europe.
Its dazzling white marble exterior
and magnificent interior of carved
wooden panelling and arabesque
designs is a triumph of contemporary Islamic architecture. The opulence is paralleled with technological innovations in stage-setting and
acoustics, making Muscat’s opera
house a state-of-the-art theatre.
“It is unique in the whole region
and the only opera house in the
Arab [Gulf] countries. Its architecture is a mixture of Omani, Moroccan, Mongol and modern styles,”
explains Nasser al-Taee, adviser to
the opera’s board of directors for

education and outreach.
“It is mainly a place for (cultural)
education and we give a special attention to children and students.
We host many arts exhibitions and
workshops to educate young Omanis.”
He said the ceiling was carved
from teak imported from India,
the marble came from Italy and the
lights arrived from Austria. Yet the
opera house is more than just a lavish building.
“We have a unique technology
(by which) spectators can read the
opera on individual touchscreens in
front of each seat with the option to
choose between different languages,” Taee said.
Although a gigantic organ weighing “50 tons with 4,500 pipes” as is
the centrepiece, the opera house’s
most impressive feature is the ability to transform from a theatre with
arched ceiling, curtained stage
and orchestra pit, into a shoeboxshaped music hall with a flat ceiling, appropriate for rock concerts.
“The Muscat Royal Opera House
is built with the latest technology
and can host operas as well as concerts, with the transformation of
the platform at the touch of a button,” Taee explained.
This versatility has enabled the
venue to host a range of events:
from jazz concerts and African
brass bands to Shakespeare productions and ballets, he added.
A music lover, Omani Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said is the mastermind behind the opera house,
which has 200 employees, 60% of
whom are Omanis.
The season starts in September
and ends in May, offering more than
100 performances a year. There’s
a strict dress code: Jeans, for instance, are not permitted.
Lead stage technician Herberto
Steele, who worked for more than
25 years at the opera house in his

native Verona, Italy, said he marvels
at the equipment available in Muscat.
“I was astonished with the architecture and the top-of-the-art
equipment,” Steele said. “I never
saw in any other opera house in
the world (such) a system like the
one we have here for the concerts…
The massive shell made from wood
that moves on rails from upstage to
down stage and that matches perfectly the apron of the scene takes
half an hour to be set.”
Steele manages a 15-person team
of expatriate technicians and 20
Omani trainees who set up scenes
and manage changes during performances.
“The setup of a big show, like
the opera Turandot for instance,
takes almost one week followed
by another ten days for rehearsal.
The stage technical team can reach
40 people in total for this kind of
show,” he added.
Since acoustics is a key to the
success of any music theatre, the
task of setting up the sound system was assigned to world-renown
professionals in the business, Taee
pointed out. “The Germans were
designated for that field, bringing in some of the best acoustics
equipment in the world, while the
English were the ones who built the
stage,” he said.
Muscat Royal Opera House performances have been drawing foreign
and Arab audiences from around
the region, Taee said. “Though no
official statistics exist, at least 6%
come from the Gulf region and a
few are fans of famous artists who
follow their idol wherever they are,”
he said.
Built on a plot of 80,000 sq. metres, with room for 1,100 spectators,
the opera house is used extensively
to educate Omani children about art
and music.
“We have school children visit-

The lavish interior of the Royal Opera House in Muscat.
ing us every Monday to learn about
opera,” Taee said. “During the season 2014-15, the place hosted 2,400
pupils aged 10-12 years from public
and private schools who participated in The Magic Flute by Mozart, an
interactive opera specially designed
for children.”
Steele says working at the Muscat
Royal Opera House is fulfilling: “I
am very happy where I am now and

I don’t want to put a deadline for my
career in Muscat.
“Since childhood I’ve been listening to classical music. I was amazed
with the quality of the productions
and the acoustics. Anywhere you
are in the building the sound is simply fantastic.”
Khaled Abdel Malek is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Oman.

East London gallery offers glimpse into Arab art
Karen Dabrowska

London

F

our major exhibitions of
Arab art have been organised by east London’s Whitechapel Gallery as part
of its programme of opening rarely seen art collections to the
public.
The artworks come from the
UAE-based Barjeel Art Foundation,
which was set up by Sultan Sooud
al-Qassemi in 2010 and holds one
of the most extensive collections of
art from the Arab world and its diaspora.
The first exhibition, Imperfect
Chronology: Debating Modernism I,
presents a variety of serious, colourful works that provide a penetrating
insight into Arab history and culture
between 1900 and 1968.
During that period, the Arab world
was going through major changes as
it emerged from an era of colonialism and saw the establishment of
independent states.

Nubian girl

The works, originating from a
dozen countries from the Middle
East and North Africa region, reflect
both the Pan-Arab cultural renaissance or Nahda, which began in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries in
Egypt and spread to Ottoman-ruled
areas, and the , when Arabs lost territory to Israel during the 1967 war.
They include landscape paintings as
well as social and figurative art tackling themes of social and political
unrest across the Arab world.
“It is an attempt to outline a possible trajectory of recent Arab art at
a time of hyperactivity across the
Arab art world,” curator Omar Kholeif said.
“The aim of the Imperfect Chronology series is to educate audiences
about the genealogy of Arab art and
to relate key moments that heralded
the region’s contemporary art.”
“It is important not to measure
the Middle East according to a European yardstick,” he said. “The chronology is the overarching theme and
it really seeks to speak about what
it means to tell the history of Arab
art through the lens of one specific
collection. We tried not to go for a
purely chronological presentation
but evoke different kinds of senses.”
Kholeif, selected one of the 50
most powerful people in the Middle
Eastern art world by Dubai-based
Canvas magazine, explained how
the exhibition is presented: “We
start with an entire wall devoted
entirely to landscape paintings. We
then move towards an entire wall
that looks at figuration, particularly
focusing on the idea of Arab selfrepresentation. We also have spiritual and surrealist works.”
Speaking to The Arab Weekly,
Qassemi said he hopes the exhibition will encourage others to open

Kadhim Hayder’s Fatigued White Horses Converse With Nothing
their collections to the public.
Commenting on a work called the
High Dam by Egyptian artist Effat
Nagi, which dates to 1966, he said:
“It has a huge political, social and
economic significance in the sense
that it was a project championed
by Egypt’s [late] president Gamal
Abdel Nasser and it was exhibited
to show the scientific and industrial
progress of Egypt.”
Qassemi also drew attention to
one of the largest works in the exhibition by Kadhim Hayder from Iraq.
The painting of white horses titled
Fatigued Ten Horses Converse with
Nothing symbolises the martyrdom
and mourning of Husayn Ibn Ali at
the Battle of Karbala in Iraq. The
grandson of Prophet Mohammad,
one of the most revered figures in
Islamic history, was killed at the
battle, leading to the schism between Shia and Sunni Muslims. The

Four major
exhibitions of Arab
art have been
organised by east
London’s
Whitechapel
Gallery.
themes of renaissance and loss are
combined in the massive work.
Kholeif pointed at the works depicting the Nahda. “The cultural renaissance that occurred at the turn
of the last century is seen in terms
of literature but we rarely speak
about it in terms of the visual arts.
This exhibition is looking very particularly on this historic period and
argues that there was a cultural renaissance in the visual arts as well,”
he said.

The renaissance and innovation
are evident in the portraits of Syrian artist Marwan Kassab-Bachi
from the early 1960s. He painted
the figures on his arrival in Germany
where he became part of the New
Figuration Movement, a spontaneous style characterised by bright
colours that draws its inspiration
from popular culture.
There are also landscape paintings by artists from Egypt’s modernist movement: Yousef Kamel,
dubbed the father of Egyptian impressionism, and Mahmoud Said,
who developed a unique approach
to painting that emphasised a threedimensional style of expression
along with a contrast of light and
shadow.
While many Arab artists were influenced by European counterparts,
the exhibition also features works
developed independent of foreign
traditions. Shakir Hassan al-Said,
co-founder of the Baghdad Modern
Art Group in the 1950s, produced
abstract artwork inspired by the
principles of Islamic Sufism.
The exhibition’s website states:
“The display ends with Hamed
Ewais’s Le Gardien de la vie (196768), a large-scale oil painting that
depicts a fighter, weapon in hand,
while underneath him everyday
events such as a wedding and a child
riding a bike are shown, suggesting
the possibility of social renewal following the collapse of the Pan-Arab
ideal after the six-day war in 1967.”
The themes of renaissance and
loss are once again combined in a
single work.
Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the
Culture and Society section of The
Arab Weekly.

