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Dubai

T 

he streets of Dubai may be 
known for architectural 
superlatives such as Burj 
Khalifa, the highest of the 
world’s high-rises, and the 

Middle East’s largest shopping cen-
tre, Dubai Mall.

Street artists also want to turn the 
concrete walls of a fast-growing ur-
ban sprawl into an open-air museum 
that celebrates Emirati heritage and 
speaks to everyone in the multicul-
tural city.

From poetry painted in intricate 
Arabic calligraphy to a portrait of an 
old man rowing a wooden boat, the 
art of the government-funded Dubai 

Street Museum is bringing new life 
to the city.

The project features the work of 16 
mural and graffiti artists of different 
genres and nationalities, including 
four Emiratis. They include Malay-
sia-based Lithuanian artist Ernest 
Zacharevic, who has been likened to 
British graffiti artist Banksy, and Tu-
nisian street artist the Inkman.

Each brings his own interpretation 
of a curated theme — The Past — to 
the 2nd of December Street in the 
heart of Satwa, one of the older quar-
ters of Dubai.

“Dubai has everything, from fi-
nance to tourism,” said project direc-
tor Shaima al-Soueidi. “Tourists can 
see our history at the museums but 
we want everyone to be able to see 
that history everywhere, even in the 
streets.”

Urban art is a growing trend in the 
Middle East, a region dotted with 
cities carrying complex — and fre-
quently crisis-ridden — histories.

While graffiti in older cities such as 
Tunis and Beirut often acts as a form 
of resistance against contemporary 
politics, the art form takes on a more 
conciliatory tone in Dubai.

Satwa, originally home to Emi-
rati Bedouins, is a working-class 
neighbourhood largely inhabited 
by labourers from the Philippines. 
Known locally as “mini Manila”, 

Satwa is a bustling residential area 
dotted with late-night restaurants 
and shops selling everything from 
car parts to Chantilly lace.

Satwa’s unique social make-up 
caught the eye of those behind the 
Dubai Street Museum, who hope to 
see the project spread further across 
the city.

“We were on the hunt for a way 
to turn Dubai into an open(-air) mu-
seum,” Soueidi said. “Because of its 
history and its position in the city, 
we landed on the 2nd of December 
Street as the ideal site.”

The first mural in the neighbour-
hood is that of a man in his abra, a 
narrow boat carved out of wood tra-
ditionally used for travel and trade 
across the Dubai Creek.

Further down the street, an image 
of the national white-and-gold fal-

con stands three storeys high, while 
a building façade is covered in white, 
red and green patterns that echo the 
weave in traditional garments.

Emirati muralist Ashwaq Abdul-
lah is among the artists to bring 
their vision to the walls and parking 
lots of Dubai. Her mural pays hom-
age to founders of the United Arab 
Emirates, Sheikh Rashid bin Saeed 
al-Maktoum and Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan al-Nahyan.

“Mural art speaks to everyone in 
all segments of society and it gen-
erally focuses on the past, the her-
itage, of the place,” Abdullah said. 
“For me this is a chance to express 
my love for my country. The hope 
is that it spills over into streets all 
across Dubai.”

(Agence France-Presse)
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Street art. Graffiti by muralist Ashwaq Abdullah pays homage to UAE founders, sheikhs Rashid bin Saeed al-Maktoum and Zayed bin Sultan al-Nahyan, on a wall in Dubai.   (AFP)
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Culture

Klaus Wivel’s The Last Supper and the plight of Arab Christians

W
ith the Islamic 
State increas-
ingly targeting 
Christians in 
Egypt, the 
desperation to 

fight against political Islam 
continues. Shocked by interna-
tional indifference to the plight 
of Middle Eastern Christians, 
Danish journalist Klaus Wivel 
travelled the region document-
ing their experiences in his book 
The Last Supper: The Plight of 
Christians in Arab Lands.

Wivel, the New York corre-
spondent for the Danish newspa-
per Weekendavisen, has written 
on many subjects but focuses on 
the Israeli-Arab conflict and the 
Middle East.

Each chapter in The Last 
Supper is dedicated to a different 
setting in the region, including 
Lebanon, Iraq, the West Bank 
and Gaza. The chapters are 
lengthy, some about 60 pages, 
giving Wivel space to detail his 
conversations and surroundings.

An elderly Catholic in Bethle-
hem is quoted as saying: “The 
West considers us to be Arabs; 
the Arabs consider us to be Chris-
tians. We lose either way.”

Arab Christians always felt 
they were second-class citizens, 
a struggle shown throughout the 
book.

Wivel says the church in the 
Middle East is weak because it is 
divided, scattered and the 
different communities do not 

have much sympathy for each 
other.

Palestinian Catholic priest 
Mitri Raheb claimed the only 
reason Europeans are interested 
in the struggles of Middle 
Eastern Christians is to fuel 
hatred of Muslims. Bethlehem 
became a war zone between Jews 
and Muslims that Christians were 
caught up in even though 
Christians were not suicide 
bombers and they did not try to 
kill Israelis.

A young Palestinian Christian 
complained they have no state 
protection because the police 
side with Muslims. She said 
Muslims stole land from Chris-
tians, took their houses and 
harassed their women.

She also spoke to Wivel of 
romances between Muslim 
women and Christian men 
becoming easier, with Muslim 
women renouncing Islam and 
converting to Christianity.

“Earlier, this was completely 
unthinkable and the woman’s 
family could have killed her for 
doing this but I sense that it’s 
become easier, especially if 
you’re rich and influential. Then 
no one will touch you,” she said.

Wivel compared the persecu-
tion of European Jews in history 
to the persecution of Christians 
in the Middle East. “What is 
taking place in Gaza, for 
instance, is different. It is milder, 
more hidden, more unorganised 
and asymmetrical, more difficult 

to hold a government responsi-
ble for. While crossing the 
border, I struggle to find the right 
word. ‘Pogrom’ is too strong, 
‘harassment’ too weak; ‘persecu-
tion’ is too weighty, ‘discrimina-
tion’ too trivial.”

Lebanese political activist 
Raymond Merhej said he felt 
closer to Muslim Lebanese than 
fellow Christians from other 
Arab countries. He said he is free 
to practise his religion without 
discrimination.

Wivel demonstrates this by 
describing West Beirut, which 
is predominantly Muslim. “No 
visible evidence exists of an 
adamant Islamic set of 
morals; many, though not all, 
women are unveiled and 
some restaurants serve 
alcohol,” he wrote. “The 
bars behind my hotel are 
open until the early hours 
of the morning. Young 
students are everywhere, 
animated and drunk, like 
young people can be all 
over the free world.”

Iraqi Christians are 
proud to be Iraqi and 
many did not support 
the US invasion. Arch-
bishop Bashar Warda told 
Wivel: “We didn’t expect that 
Americans came to Iraq to 
protect the Christians.” 

“We’re Christians but we think 
of ourselves as Iraqis. We never 
asked for special treatment from 
the Americans. We just expected 

that the changes would be good 
for all Iraq.”

Andrew White, an Iraqi vicar, 
said the West is gradually 
neglecting Iraq. He predicts there 
will be no Christians in Iraq in ten 
years due to the damage religion 
has done to the region.

Wivel’s chapter about Gaza and 
the West Bank is where the book 
shines. Whether the amount of 
description is necessary or not is 
debatable. Some may find it 
tedious; others may find it 

necessary to fully 
understand the experi-
ences.

The Last Supper: The 
Plight of Christians in 
Arab Lands is an impor-
tant account of a minority 
targeted for the wrong 
reasons. The Quran 
teaches that good Chris-
tians, Jews and Sabians will 
be rewarded by God.

“Verily, those who have 
attained to faith [in this 
divine writ], as well as those 
who follow the Jewish faith, 
and the Christians, and the 
Sabians — all who believe in 
God and the Last Day and do 
righteous deeds — shall have 
their reward with their Sus-
tainer; and no fear need they 

have and neither shall they 
grieve.” (Quran 2:62)

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular 
Arab Weekly contributor in 
London.
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