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Abu Dhabi

F 

ollowing Saudi Arabia’s an-
nouncements that women 
would soon be permitted 
to drive and both sexes 
would be allowed into sta-

diums together came the next seis-
mic shift to shake the 85-year-old 
monarchy.

Thirty-five years after cinemas 
were outlawed in the country that 
is home to the two holiest sites in 
Islam, authorities lifted the ban in 
what could result in as much as 25% 
of the estimated $20 billion Saudis 
spend overseas on entertainment 
being spent at home.

Before the announcement, Fadi 
Riachi, co-founder and managing 
director of Layout Management 
Services, a Dubai firm that serves 
developers and investors looking to 
build and operate cinemas, said the 
Saudis have asked potential part-
ners to prepare paperwork to bid 
on contracts to build cinemas in the 
kingdom.

Riachi, a Canadian of Lebanese 
descent who has lived in the United 
Arab Emirates since 1997, said Saudi 
businessmen expected the govern-
ment to issue guidelines for the 
regulation of cinemas soon.

He said Saudi developers at the 
Middle East Council of Shopping 
Centres (MECSC) conference in Oc-
tober in Dubai said they were “all 
very sure that it’s going to happen 
and across the whole kingdom, 
from east to west,” Riachi said.

Regional reports said cinemas in 
the kingdom would be operating by 
early next year.

Saudi Arabia is being reformed 
based on Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s Vision 
2030, which covers all aspects of 
the economy as the country tries to 
move from its dependence on oil. A 
key part of the projected economic 
growth of the kingdom would rely 
on tourism, entertainment and hos-
pitality sectors.

In September, Saudi Arabia’s 

Public Investment Fund (PIF) an-
nounced the creation of a company 
with an initial capital of $2.67 billion 
to invest in the entertainment sec-
tor, which is intended to contribute 
about $2.1 billion annually by 2030.

Riachi said that regarding the 
Saudi businessmen with whom he 
spoke: “All things related to shop-
ping were also touched on but 
the entertainment part — the cin-
ema part — took a major part of this 
whole gathering. The Saudis were 
active about it, meeting this guy, 
meeting that guy. It was a 3-day 
conference. The Saudis even had 
panel discussions.”

Riachi said dozens of cinemas 
would open in the 24 months fol-
lowing the official government de-
cree. “In the first two years, you 
are looking at around 50 to 70 loca-
tions, minimum,” he said.

Such a change would be dramatic 
for a country that hasn’t had public 
cinemas since they were forced to 
close following the rising conserva-
tive influence throughout the Mid-
dle East in the late 1970s and early 
1980s.

Ahmed al-Khatib, chairman of the 
General Entertainment Authority 
(GEA) told Reuters that the govern-
ment in Riyadh was “winning the 
argument” with conservatives. He 
said most Saudis were moderates. 
“They travel. They go to cinemas. 
They go to concerts. I am counting 
on the middle segment, which is 
about 80% of the population,” he 
said.

As interesting as cinemas in Saudi 
Arabia sounds, it is just as intriguing 
to think about the process involved 

in bringing something back to a 
country where it hasn’t existed for 
generations.

Other issues Riachi said would be 
addressed in the yet-to-be-issued 
regulations included censorship 
(“which is a big thing”) and seg-
regating the sexes in the theatres 
(“which may or may not happen”).

A day after reversing the cinema 
ban, the kingdom announced that 
it had signed a memorandum of un-
derstanding with one of the world’s 
largest cinema chains, AMC Enter-
tainment.

“The PIF will work with AMC 
Entertainment to explore ways to 
show and distribute cinematic con-
tent, as well as relevant prospects 
for investment and partnership in 
the kingdom,” a statement on the of-
ficial Saudi news agency said.

“At the PIF, we believe that the en-
tertainment sector in the kingdom 
has huge potential and a promising 
future,” SPA quoted a spokesman as 
saying, adding that the kingdom’s 
untapped entertainment sector is 
expected to near $1 billion.

Riachi said: “If they (AMC) do 
come, it is going to hurt the rest of 
the people [who are in the cinema 
consulting business] around here. 
AMC is huge and Saudis and Ameri-
cans right now, well, they are very 
close.”

Regardless of who enters the mar-
ket, Riachi said: “It is going to be 
partnerships and joint ventures. It 
is not going to be a straightforward 
relationship in which you have a 
tenant and a landlord. Most of the 
developers in Saudi Arabia have six, 
seven, eight, nine malls each. So the 
question will be if they go with one 
partner or multiple operators.

“I’ve been here for 20 years and 
I still lack the 100% understanding 
of certain cultural realities,” Riachi 
said. “I don’t think Americans can 
come and immediately sign a [joint 
venture with a Saudi developer] 
and then think it’s going to be a 
honeymoon. It’s not going to be a 
honeymoon.”

Michael Jabri-Pickett is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Dubai

W 

ith more than 200 
events offered, 
a record 60,000 
visitors attend-
ed Dubai Design 

Week’s third edition in the Dubai 
Design District, an impressive 50% 
increase from last year’s attend-
ance.

About 150 exhibitors showcased 
at Downtown Design, which serves 
as the design industry’s regional 
meeting point and a platform to 
explore the latest trends in con-
temporary design. More than 70 
exhibitors were new to the event 
and the region.

The Global Grad Show displayed 
more than 200 projects from 92 
universities. Events, pop-ups, 
talks, workshops and installa-
tions, as well as sponsored design 
awards, made Dubai Design Week 
memorable for the design commu-
nity, students and the public.

“In only three editions, Dubai 
Design Week has grown to equal 
in stature its sister event Art 
Week and plays a similar role in 
establishing Dubai as the region’s 
capital for culture and creativity,” 
said Benedict Floyd, CEO and co-
founder of Art Dubai Group.

The event’s focus on local 
and regional talent was evident 
throughout the content and col-
lections.

Abdulla BelJafla, an Emirati 
jewellery designer, showcased his 
latest collection. It was the third 
year that his 7-year-old company, 
Gafla, has participated. The event 
provided “a good opportunity to 
interact with many international 
designers and get their feedback. 
It is like an exchange of cultures, 
which I enjoy very much,” BelJafla 
said.

He said he was inspired by tra-
ditional Arabic jewellery, which 
he translates to something lighter 
using pearl, diamonds and natu-
ral gemstones. The collection 
was showcased in a remarkable 
custom-made geometric matrix 
structure, aptly named “Specular.” 
It was designed by award-winning 
Emirati architect Abdalla Almulla.

Emirati multidisciplinary de-
signer Aljoud Lootah’s Al Areesh 
collection of furniture and lighting 
products pays homage to the tradi-
tional structure of Emirati summer 
houses and majlises of yore, where 
the gaps in the walls allowed for 
ventilation. The designs play with 
light and shadows in the collection 
that encompasses a room divider, 
a coffee table, a stool and a table 
lamp.

One of the major highlights of 
Dubai Design Week was Abwab 
— meaning “doors” in Arabic — 
showcasing contemporary design 
objects drawn from the Middle 
East, North Africa and South Asia 
(Menasa). Abwab this year was 
in a custom-made pavilion in the 
heart of the Dubai Design District. 
The pavilion drew widespread 
praise for its form created out of 
locally sourced materials — the 
porous skin of the structure was 
composed of bedsprings borrowed 
from environmental management 
company Bee’ah.

“We used to tackle the Menasa 
region in six individual pavilions 
with six dedicated countries. We 
found that was too limiting,” said 
Rawan Kashkoush, creative di-
rector of Abwab. “So we decided 
to come up with a mechanism to 
access as many designers and as 
many countries as possible.”

More than 250 designers across 
three regions were reached 
through an innovative peer-se-
lection process. To be considered 

for selection, each designer was 
required to nominate another de-
signer to submit works. Out of 
these, the editorial board selected 
47 designers from 15 countries, 
essentially tripling the number of 
countries represented.

“What is really interesting about 
the works is that they are in es-
sence reflections of the cultures 
and the design pulse of each of 
these places. Some designers used 
historic traditions and craft, while 
other used local material and pro-
duction methods,” said Kashk-
oush.

Jacob 15 by Yacob Sughair from 
Jordan featured a low table in the 
shape of a Marie biscuit — the pop-
ular childhood symbol invoking 
nostalgia, delight and humour.

Dubai-based design studio LOCI 
re-envisioned the mashrabiya — 
traditional Islamic window ele-
ment with its characteristic lattice-
work — as room dividers, creating a 
semi-permeable membrane using 
multi-wall polycarbonate sheets 
to contain desert sands.

The iconic Unit’e by architect-
designer Ilyas Meftah from Mo-
rocco is a cube-shaped lamp com-
prising a fine metal lace that takes 
up to 1,500 hours of highly skilled 
work at the Meftah workshop 
“combining contemporary design, 
Islamic art and ancient Moroccan 
knowhow,” the designer said. “Our 
dream is to share Moroccan exper-
tise around the world and push the 
limits of traditional tools to make 
artwork like that.”

Another highlight of Dubai De-
sign Week was Iconic City, which 
this year featured Casablanca. Cu-
rated by Salma Lahlou and titled 
“Iconic City: Loading… Casa,” the 
exhibition is a deep dive into the 
century-old mutations of a city 
built on two fundamental axes — 
commerce and immigration — and 
functioned as a laboratory of ar-
chitecture and urbanism.

The show was categorised into 
Transhumance, Mutation, Coun-
ter-culture, Amnesiac memory 
and Hedonism. The city’s mul-
ticultural ethos and creative en-
ergy were explored through an 
immersive approach using film, 
soundscape, wall drawings, pho-
tography, textile sculptures and 
archival pictures and records. The 
result was a truly immersive expe-
rience.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Michael Jabri-Pickett

N.P. Krishna Kumar

New era. Saudi women arrive to watch Saudi short movies during the Short Film Competition 2 
festival at King Fahad Cultural Centre in Riyadh.                (AFP)

Saudi Arabia sees 
its future up on 
the big screens

Dubai Design Week 
2017, a regional design 
and creative hub

Regional reports 
said cinemas in the 
kingdom would be 
operating by early 
next year.

In only three editions, 
Dubai Design Week 
has grown to equal in 
stature its sister event 
Art Week.

Benedict Floyd, 
CEO and co-founder 
of Art Dubai Group
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