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Online platform breaks new ground for selling art in MENA
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

L 

ike any industry, the art 
world comes with its own 
set of rules. Buying art tra-
ditionally was a rather for-
mulaic experience in which 

prospective buyers would pass 
through the established routes of 
galleries, art consultants and deal-
ers, live auctions and collectors.

Crucial as those options remain, 
the internet has modified the way 
art is consumed and how its busi-
ness is conducted. In response to 
growing global demand, the last 
few years have seen a rise in online 
platforms specialising in selling art. 
With an expansive digitised collec-
tion of paintings, drawings, photo-
graphs and sculptures catering to 
varying budgets, the online experi-
ence has become seemingly effort-
less and comprehensive.

Despite the success of online 
platforms Artsy, Artspace and Art-
net, little headway had been made 
within the Arab art world until the 
emergence in 2014 of Artscoops, a 
Beirut-based curated online plat-
form focusing on Middle Eastern 
and North African contemporary 
and modern art.

Along with digital marketplaces 
such as Dubai-based Emergeast and 
Pavilion 33, Artscoops is paving a 
new way for how art is accessed and 

sold in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region. The platform 
also organises live and online auc-
tions annually and curates online 
exhibitions.

The site was begun by mother-
daughter duo May and Raya Mamar-
bachi. The concept came about in 
2013 shortly after May Mamarbachi, 
who sits on the board of the Kaya-
ny Foundation, which offers aid to 
displaced Syrian children, enlisted 
Raya to organise an art auction for 
the foundation.

The success of the live auction, 
which raised $1.1 million, led Raya 
Mamarbachi to consider the poten-
tial for an untapped art niche online.

Although she was working in ad-
vertising at the time, her introduc-
tion to art collecting happened early 
on.

“I started collecting at an early age 
because my parents are collectors 
and I always found that interest-
ing. They started with carpets and 
Islamic art and then they moved on 
to contemporary art,” Raya Mamar-

bachi said.
This familiarity with collecting 

coupled with her experience as a 
marketing consultant for an online 
travel company motivated her to 
follow her hunch.

“I think that, today, the first thing 
that people do is go on the internet 
to look at (the artworks). Whether it 
is on a gallery’s website or (different) 
platforms, it’s the first touch point 
that people make before going down 
to a physical gallery and auction…,” 
she said.

“We’re taking a neutral stance. 
We’re not an online gallery. We po-
sition ourselves as a platform so the 
galleries can put up their own art-
works and we can work with artists 
who don’t have their own galleries.”

May Mamarbachi said the e-com-
merce aspect acts as a buffer for 
buyers who may find the act of ap-
proaching a gallery daunting.

“The young generation, some-
times they are slightly uncomfort-
able (approaching) a big gallery. 
Our way seems more approachable 
for the younger generation,” May 
Mamarbachi said.

Since its launch, the startup has 
worked with 38 galleries from across 
the region.

“I think it’s quite an ambitious 
project to try and get galleries, art-
ists and collectors involved,” Raya 
Mamarbachi said. “It’s a lot of differ-
ent fronts to work on so maybe this 
is why it hasn’t been tapped.”

Doing so allows for a symbiotic 

relationship that facilitates the po-
tential for a wider range of sales 
while also advancing the visibility of 
emerging and renowned artists to-
wards an eclectic spectrum of online 
audiences. While such partnerships 
help expand the reach of the gal-
leries and artists, Raya Mamarbachi 
reckons that purchasing art online 
will never completely replace more 
traditional methods.

“I think it’s going to be comple-
mentary,” she said. “People have dif-
ferent sources and ways of finding 
their artworks but Artscoops will be-
come a point of preference. I think 
what we will see maybe is consoli-
dation in the market between the 
different websites, so to have one or 
two major players instead of eight or 
nine smaller ones.”

Although the market is dictated 
by the highs and lows of the econ-
omy, there continues to be steady 
growth as Artscoops builds a virtual 
bridge between MENA artists and 
international collectors.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab Weekly.

May and Raya Mamarbachi, the mother-daughter duo founder of 
Artscoops online platform for selling arts.                                  (Artscoops)

Since its launch, the 
platform has 
managed to partner 
with 38 galleries 
from across the 
region.

Design Days Dubai 2017 attracts record visitors
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D 
esign Days Dubai, 
an international fair 
showcasing collectible 
furniture and objects, 
held its most success-

ful event in March 2017, with a 
number of design studios and solo 
designers debuting their furniture, 
lighting and other objects along-
side a diverse mix of the world’s 
design galleries.

Established in 2012, the event 
has become an important starting 
point for regional talent, gaining 
traction due to parallel events at 
Art Week Dubai in mid-March.

This year, Design Days Dubai had 
a record 11,302 visitors, a 10% in-
crease from previous years. Fifty 
exhibitors represented 125 design-
ers from 39 different countries, 
with more than 400 purchasable 
works — from furniture and light-
ing to decorative objects — dis-
played.

The fair’s new location at d3, the 
heart of Dubai’s creative indus-
tries, made it an ideal venue for 
the fair. An extensive programme 
of talks and workshops attracted a 
large number of visitors.

“Young designers in the region 
and the UAE are growing in num-
ber and confidence. We are seeing 
a transformation in their approach 
and use of materials,” said the 
fair’s head of programming, Rawan 
Kashkoush. “Whether it’s invent-
ing new material composites or ex-
perimenting with textures, there is 
a slow but steady meeting of past 
and future, making designers from 
the region our bridges through 
time.”

Visitors to Design Days Dubai 
saw laser-cutting technologies 
paired with the old-world noble 
material marble in Emirati design-
er Aljoud Lootah’s creations. Layer 
upon layer of thin sheets of wood 
forming irregular shaped plywood 

blocks reminiscent of mutant trees 
characterised Sharjah-based Am-
mar Kalo’s collection of furniture.

First-time exhibitors from the 
UAE included Ayah al-Bitar, AYKA 
Design; CarpetsCC by Cecilia Set-
terdahl; Jafar Dajani, MCML Stu-
dio; Michael Rice and Nader Gam-
mas. Designers from other areas 
showcasing work included Apical 
Reform (India); Aperçu Designs 
(Jordan); Marie Munier (Leba-
non); and Dahr and Ahmad An-
gawi (Saudi Arabia).

Gammas, who presented a 
collection of brass and marble 
lighting, said he had the op-
portunity to show his pieces 
“to a very large audience, 
and contribute to the re-
gional design scene”.

Apical Reform drew 
visitors and media lime-
light with its sculptural 
presentation of Sonu-
slexica.

“Customisation of 
bespoke art is our main 
line of work. We do only 
one piece, whether it is 
functional art, bespoke 
furniture, design or light-
ing accessories,” said one 
of Apical Reform’s 6-mem-
ber professional team.

Lootah was a third-time 
participant in the event. She 
had previously displayed fur-
niture, lighting and objects, but 
this year marked her first foray 
into ceramics. Her Tebr collection 
consists of vases and tableware 
that depict intricate patterns that 
adorned the historic architecture 
of the UAE and explores how they 
can be interpreted in everyday life.

“Tebr means ‘raw gold’ in Arabic 
and I have been working on the col-
lection for the last six months. The 
response to Tebr at Design Days has 
been very good,” she said.

Lootah has had notable success 
after two of the designs she pre-
miered at Design Days Dubai 2015 
were acquired by the National Gal-
lery of Victoria in Melbourne, Aus-
tralia — making her the first Emira-
ti designer to have work displayed 
in a national museum’s permanent 
collection.

Tashkeel, a Dubai-based arts 
organisation, is a regular partici-
pant at Dubai Design Days. For the 
fifth consecutive year, Tashkeel 

showcased the work of emerging 
designers who had been part of 
its Tanween programme, which is 
comprised of an innovative group 
of emerging designers working in 
the UAE. Four UAE-based design-
ers — Hamza Omari, Hatem Hatem, 
Lujain Abulfaraj and Lujaine Rezk 
— exhibited work.

Tashkeel Manager Jill Hoyle 
said: “The opportunity to show 
their work alongside that of estab-
lished regional and international 

designers and to get feedback di-
rectly from visitors to the fair is an 
invaluable experience for design-
ers at this stage of their career.”

The highlight at MB&F M.A.D. 
Gallery was French sculptor and 
installation artist Damien Bene-
teau, whose works reflects his fas-
cination with light and shade.

“I am influenced by minimal and 
kinetic art,” he said, explaining 
that it took him two years to con-
ceive and create Spatial Variations, 

a floor sculpture made of three 
stainless steel and black anodised 
aluminium limited editions.

A special feature in this year’s 
event was Britain Takes Shape, a 
contemporary British design ex-
hibition hosted by Dubai Culture 
in celebration of the UK-UAE 2017 
Year of Creative Collaboration.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a 
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.

Loop by Rand Abdul Jabbar at the 1971 Design Space in Sharjah.                                         (Design Days Dubai 2017)

Fifty exhibitors 
represented 125 
designers from 39 
countries.


