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Unique insights by French archaeologists
into UAE’s hidden treasures put on display
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah

T

he world’s oldest natural
pearl, called the “Emirates’ pearl,” is, for the
first time, being shown
to the public at the Sharjah Archaeology Museum in a special exhibition celebrating a fourdecade partnership with French
archaeologists to unearth the
hidden secrets of the United Arab
Emirates’ past.
The exhibition, titled “40 Years
of Archaeological Cooperation
between the United Arab Emirates and France” is to run through
January 31, 2018. It is supported
by UNESCO and co-organised with
L’institut Français in the UAE, the
cultural department of the French
Embassy.
The “Emirates’ pearl” is one of
100 unique objects excavated by
the French Archaeological Mission
to the UAE since it began work in
1977. Teams led by the French Archaeological Mission have worked
in Sharjah, Abu Dhabi, Fujairah,
Ras Al Khaimah and Umm al-Quwain on the most significant excavations carried out in the country.
The exhibition is guest-curated
by Sophie Méry, an archaeologist
and ceramologist specialising in
the early history of Arabia who led
the French Archaeological Mission
in Abu Dhabi from 1995-99 and has
since headed the mission in the
country.
“We present here today a number of objects from all the main 11
sites we excavated, and they are
from the Neolithic to the Islamic
period until the 17th century AD,”
Méry said. “We have made a selection of the objects we found
including ornaments, weapons,
jewellery, vessels in pottery or soft
stone, incense burners, etc…”
“Through our excavations, we
are able to show that there is a continuum in history which (starts) in
the Neolithic times, even before
the cultural identity, which is the
central identity of the Emirates. It
goes to 7,500 years ago.”
Méry explained that the style

Valuable treasures. Artefacts on display at the Sharjah Archaeology Museum. 					
of the jewellery and the weapons
“are very special, rather unique,”
while sharing technologies and
some styles from neighbouring
countries.
“The technology of the fish
hooks — made of mother of pearl
and shell fish and oyster shells — is
common in the UAE and Oman. As
far as we know today, these are not
found in Saudi Arabia, Qatar or Kuwait,” she said.
“We were also glad to find in
Umm al-Quwain the most ancient
pearls, which means the most ancient vestige of pearling in that
emirate, and it dates back 7,500
years ago.”
French Ambassador to the UAE
Ludovic Pouille hailed the “very
symbolic” event, which he said
not only “marks 40 years of cooperation in the field of archaeology
but celebrates more than 40 years
of friendship between the UAE and
France.”
“We are so proud to have been

able to work with Emirati archaeologists to help them in discovering
and revealing to the public the history of this country. This country is
young — only 46 years old — but its
history goes very deep. This exhibition is a very good opportunity to
discover that the UAE was already
a hub between the Mediterranean
and the Indus civilisations 7,000
years ago,” Pouille said.
“We have pieces from five emirates and from across 11 sites where
the French archaeologists have
worked for the last 40 years and
will continue to do so for the next
40 years to help discover the history of this country with their Emirati friends and counterparts,” the

The exhibition
showcases weapons
and artefacts from
the Neolithic to the
Islamic periods until
the 17th century.

ambassador added.
Excavations started in 1977 at
Jebel Hafeet, Hili and Rumeilah
in the eastern region of Abu Dhabi
emirate. In 1985, the French archaeologists’ work extended to
sites in Sharjah, Umm al-Quwain
and Ras Al Khaimah and, in 1999,
to Fujairah.
French archaeology teams have
returned every year, making critical discoveries of numerous valuable artefacts, including flint arrowheads, mother-of-pearl fish
hooks, painted pottery and jewellery made from shells that date
from the Neolithic period.
Bronze Age objects at the exhibition include pottery created locally and elsewhere in the region,
revealing the UAE’s importance as
a centre of trade. Iron Age objects
include a range of weapons, such
as copper arrowheads and a bronze
dagger. Advancements in pottery
are revealed by intricate incense
burners and figurines.

(Sharjah Archaeology Museum)

Highlights from the Late PreIslamic Period include silver coins,
a bronze bull head and a bronze
plaque inscribed in Aramaic. More
recent Islamic Age discoveries feature a huge range of pottery and
ceramic objects made locally and
taken to the UAE from Iran, China
and Thailand.
Manal Ataya, director-general of
Sharjah Museums Authority, said:
“The excavations have revealed
many treasures that provide us
with significant knowledge of the
past socio-economic habits of the
people living here from the Neolithic to Islamic periods.
“For visitors, these discoveries
present an incredible opportunity
to learn about UAE history and
heritage and to understand the
important role of archaeologists in
discovering artefacts and sites that
enrich our country’s identity.”
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in Dubai.

Tunisian art festival gives voice to younger generation
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A

n art festival for aspiring
Tunisian artists shed new
light on the country’s alternative art scene.
Tunis Scene Libre,
which took place for the first time
in October, was touted as one of the
first festivals devoted exclusively to
young artists.
“The festival is an initiative to
promote the alternative cultural
scene,” said Ghassen Labidi, one of
the festival’s founders. “This has
been a lifelong dream that started
years ago as we contributed to the
beginning of many other cultural
events. The idea was to encourage
and help young people feel free to
express themselves by giving them
freedom on the stage.”
He said that slam poetry, music
and poetry readings were core elements of the festival, which included debates and photography exhibitions.
For participants and organisers,
Tunis Scene Libre was an invaluable
opportunity to showcase their work,
as most events give voice only to established professionals.
“The festival promotes and encourages young talent,” Labidi said.
“Usually, festivals in Tunisia re-

quire professional experience and
would invite only performers with
long careers. This festival goes the
other way around as we have young
people who have amazing talents,
whether they are musical or literary.
They didn’t gain attention for lack of
access to these platforms.”
The festival is unique in that it
highlighted art with social themes
and promoted artistic freedom.
“We want to showcase the art that
does not target only entertainment
but seeks to create a public conscience among young people,” Labidi said. “The point of such events is
to shed light on the existence of this
community.”
Anis Chouchen, who performs
slam poetry, said it was events like
these that got him started.
“It was through the support of
people and artists that I managed to
gain recognition and now my texts
are translated into other languages
and my experience shared with others,” he said.
“There is too much talent here
and so many young people who
don’t have such space to express

While this year’s
festival attracted
about 1,500 visitors,
it won the respect
of prominent
Tunisian artists.

Young talent. Tunisian musician Nour Harkati performs during a
concert organised by Tunis Scene Libre.
(Tunis Scene Libre)
themselves freely. This is their opportunity to do so, to share and learn
from each other’s experiences.”
Labidi emphasised that the festival strived to display creative, authentic content.
“The festival is an open platform
to all as long as their artwork promotes ideas of creation, reflection,
optimism and freedom of expression,” Labidi said.
“There is no festival that truly
promotes musical creativity and
originality. We have many talented
young performers but they are de-

nied the chance to perform before
a big audience. This festival will be
the right platform for that.”
While this year’s festival attracted
about 1,500 visitors, it won the respect of prominent Tunisian artists,
who expressed optimism about its
role in the country’s art scene.
“The short films were original and
quite unique in this prospect and
for the winners, the narrative and
technical qualities were evident and
definitely won our appraisal,” said
Nidhal Guiga, Tunisian film-maker
and writer.

“We definitely enjoyed watching these good movies that tackled these really interesting issues
and we hope to see more of these,”
added Tunisian documentary filmmaker Amine Boukhris.
Essma Ben Yaccoub, who won
second prize in literature, said the
festival was an important learning
opportunity.
“My participation came with
many advantages as I learnt from
the other participants and from the
feedback of the jury. I learnt about
the strengths of my texts and learnt
from the criticism as I am going to
improve the weaknesses,” Ben Yaccoub said.
“It helps to know that there are
writers and poets who are going to
support them all along the competition so that they can express themselves freely,” she added.
Labidi said he hopes to see similar
initiatives that inspire the country’s
youth and spread a positive image in
the future.
“This festival sprung out of nothing but we seek to implement a
better image of Tunisia, a positive
image,” he said.” This is to show
there is Tunisian youth that wants
to work on imitating festivals and
creating art.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel
and Culture contributor to
The Arab Weekly.

