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Foreword

A contemporary arts sector is defined in part by its protagonists. One such individual here
in the UAE is Hind Mezaina, who has forged a practice rooted in place as artist, writer,
film curator, blogger and podcaster. Her projects, including numerous collaborations, have
revolved around and delved into the notion of collective memory.

As we slowly but surely emerge from the ‘pandemic pause’, 2021 has become a ‘year of
recovery’ — a time to heal, resolve and contextualise all the lessons learnt over the last 14
months so that we may chart a more informed future both as individuals and a society.

Without the luxury of travel during this period, many of us seized upon the opportunity to
discover new aspects of the place we call home. In her signature documentary zeal, Hind
Mezaina chose to seek out and record unprecedented moments of stillness, decay and
regrowth — minute layers of observation captured during her exploratory walks around the
city of Dubai.

The resulting outcome, Wonder Land, is an analysis of the economic, social and
environmental effect of the pandemic’s ramifications on the urban fabric of Dubai. It is the
first milestone in what Hind hopes to be a line of enquiry that, in the spirit of the Critical
Practice Programme, she shall continue to build as a body of research to inform ever more
substantive outcomes in the future.

We are delighted to present Hind Mezaina in her first solo exhibition, and the 12th
practioner to complete the Critical Practice Programme at Tashkeel.

Lateefa bint Maktoum
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About Tashkeel

Established in Dubai in 2008 by Lateefa bint Maktoum, Tashkeel seeks to provide a
nurturing environment for the growth of contemporary art and design practice rooted

in the UAE. Through multi-disciplinary studios, work spaces and galleries located in both
Nad Al Sheba and Al Fahidi, it enables creative practice, experimentation and dialogue
among practitioners and the wider community. Operating on an open membership model,
Tashkeel's annual programme of training, residencies, workshops, talks, exhibitions,
international collaborations and publications aims to further practitioner development,
public engagement, lifelong learning and the creative and cultural industries.

Tashkeel’s range of initiatives include: Critical Practice, which invites visual artists to embark
on a one-year development programme of studio practice, mentorship and training

that culminates in a major solo presentation; Tanween, which takes a selected cohort of
emerging UAE-based designers through a nine-month development programme to take a
product inspired by the surroundings of the UAE from concept to completion; MakeWorks
UAE, an online platform connecting creatives and fabricators to enable designers and artists
accurate and efficient access to the UAE manufacturing sector; Exhibitions & Workshops

to challenge artistic practice, enable capacity building and grow audience for the arts in
the UAE; and the heart of Tashkeel, its Membership, a community of creatives with access
to facilities and studio spaces to refine their skills, undertake collaborations and pursue
professional careers.

Visit tashkeel.org | make.works/uae
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The Critical Practice
Programme

The Tashkeel Critical Practice Programme offers sustained studio support, critique and
production of one year for practicing contemporary artists living and working in the UAE.
The programme culminates in an exhibition, publication or other digital/physical outcome.
Each artist’s programme is carefully built around the individual’s practices and/or areas of
research. Tashkeel works with each artist to identify mentors to both build, challenge and
guide them. A mentor can be an artist, curator, critic or arts professional with whom the
artist feels both comfortable working but also, whose own area of research and/or practice
ties in with the proposed areas of focus. The Critical Practice Programme alumni are:

Afra Bin Dhaher. Mentored by Andrew Starner, Writing Program lecturer, NYUAD.
'"Hymns to a Sleeper' (Tashkeel, 2016)

Vikram Divecha. Mentored by Debra Levine, Assistant Professor of Theater, NYUAD.
‘Portrait Sessions’ (Tashkeel, 2016)

Hadeyeh Badri. Mentored by Roderick Grant, Chair & Associate Professor of Graphic
Design, OCAD University, Toronto and curator, writer, art historian Dr. Alexandra MacGilp.
‘The Body Keeps the Score’ (Tashkeel, 2017)

Raja’a Khalid. Mentored by artist and cultural producer Jaret Vadera and Iftikhar Dadi,
Associate Professor of Art Cornell University, NYC. 'FASTEST WITH THE MOSTEST'
(Tashkeel, 2017)

Lantian Xie convened 'Water, Gas, Electricity, Rent: A Reading Group' throughout 2017
exploring hospitality, occupancy, homeliness, precarity, exception and temporariness.

Debjani Bhardwaj. Mentored by artist Les Bicknell and artist and gallerist Hassan Meer.
'Telling Tales' (Tashkeel, 2018)

Jalal Bin Thaneya. Mentored by photographer Jassim Al Awadhi and artist, curator,
educator Flounder Lee. ‘Beyond the Fence' (Tashkeel, 2019)

Silvia Hernando Alvarez. Mentored by artist, academic, writer Isaac Sullivan and artist,
writer Cristiana de Marchi. 'Under the Red Light' (Tashkeel, 2020)

Chafa Ghaddar. Mentored by arts writer and critic Kevin Jones and artist, critic and
educator Jill Magi. ‘Recesses’ (Tashkeel, 2020)

Mays Albaik. Mentored by audiovisual artist Lawrence Abu Hamdan and artist, curator
Ala Younis. ‘A Terranean Love Note' (Tashkeel, 2021)

Hamdan Buti Al Shamsi. Mentored by Hind Bin Demaithan.
'Kn-Bkhair' (Tashkeel, 2021)
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Artist’s Bio

Hind Mezaina delves into themes of collective memory, the notion of heritage
and the representation of Dubai and the UAE in the media. Her work is

a continuous development of what she describes as ‘visual archaeology’
through research, observation, collecting and preserving memories.

Working primarily in analogue photography and more recently in video,
she has exhibited in numerous exhibitions in the UAE including Sharjah
Biennial 13: Tamawuj (2017) and most recently at Abu Dhabi Art's Beyond:
Emerging Artists 2020.

She is a graduate of the 2015-2016 Salama Emerging Artist Fellowship
(SEAF) and was selected for A.i.R Dubai 2015, a partnership between
Delfina Foundation, Dubai Culture and Arts Authority and Tashkeel.

She has worked on various commissioned projects, including Home: Food |
Music | Sport (Rock, Paper, Scissors: Positions in Play, UAE National Pavilion,
2017), The Wedding Project (Art Dubai, 2016); In the Meanwhile (Global
Art Forum, Art Dubai, 2014); Cassette Project (Red Bull Music Academy
Bass Camp, Dubai, 2013) and Mass Medium: Emirati TV on Home Video
(Global Art Forum, Art Dubai, 2012).

Mezaina is also a writer, film curator and founder of The Culturist blog
(launched in 2009) and the co-founder of Tea with Culture podcast (launched
in 2015). She has curated film screenings for local institutions including
Louvre Abu Dhabi, Sharjah Art Foundation and The Africa Institute.

Her work is part of the collection of UAE Unlimited and
Sharjah Art Foundation.
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Blank billboards, phone booths
and green spaces
by Hind Mezaina

Dubai always felt like a bubble to me. To experience the ‘real world’, | always had the
urge to travel, spend time in other cities and to engage with them in ways | cannot in
my own hometown.

When the world was in lockdown mode and borders were closed to international travel
—some still closed to this date — | found myself in Dubai for the longest time in many
years. Going for long drives and long walks felt like safe ways to get a sense of the city
during the pandemic.

| created a border for myself, spending more time in the northern part of the city
and finding myself reengaging with parts of Dubai | had not been to in a long time;
occasionally (and surprisingly) finding places new to me.

The one thing that stood out the most were the blank billboards. Despite their empty
facades, these tall structures expressed a lot. Outdoor advertising took a break — reasons
included lack of marketing budgets, fewer people on the road to advertise to, and a tricky
time to try and sell anything that feels luxurious. Yet, it was also a relief for me to see blank
billboards, a decluttering of sorts, less distractions.

Taking photos of some of these blank billboards also led to me to follow foot paths. You
reconnect with a city differently through walking. You find and notice things that would
not be possible from a car.

| also started to take notice of the phone booths in the shape of plants, clustered around
certain parts of town, that have been there for a long time. Seeing them collecting dust
made me wonder how long will they remain before getting removed? During all my walks,
I never found a single person using a phone booth. It is strange to now think of them as
obsolete objects.

Manicured, green spaces are very visible along the roads and highways and in both
commercial and private spaces and districts. Yet when you walk, you find wild, green spaces
that have managed to grow on their own, without human interference. Being so used

to polished exteriors and well-groomed green spaces, finding anything ‘wild’ feels like
something that needs to be preserved. But these spaces too are not safe from the constant
wave of demolition - or, in this case, uprooting.

‘Wonder Land' is a reflection and observation of a city that feels both alien and home to me.
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Wonder Land
by Peggy Sue Amison

Dubai is a metropolis that lives and breathes progress; constantly reimagining and
redefining itself — it is truly a land of wonder. Although its massive development is not
surprising for a young city, Dubai continues to astonish and amaze with the enormity of its
transformation from a landscape of shifting sands into a global centre for commerce, arts
and industry.

A native of Dubai, Hind Mezaina is not easily distracted by massive facades and
monumental lightshows that advertise progress in her city. Instead, she is drawn to the
insignificant subtle changes that would otherwise go unnoticed. Her photographs call
attention to a magnificence that incubates within the mundane.

A staccato-like forest of empty billboards appears like blank ‘post-it notes’, beautiful in
their simplicity. Draped building sites seem more like backstage scenes for a theatrical
production, evoking our curiosity and excitement to know what lies behind the curtain.
Weeds and wildlife push up through concrete, signalling that the relentless force of nature
remains ever present and a series of ‘analogue’ phone booths stand like an army of man-
made bees. Their once futuristic design and function now obsolete, soon to be revised or
disappeared altogether. Singularly, these images may seem quizzical but together they
form a visual soundtrack that resonates a different side of the city.

Like an archaeologist, Hind digs deeper into what this flotsam and jetsam reveals about
Dubai. She carefully considers how she will translate her imagery through its materiality
and size. The photographs of billboards are purposefully placed directly on the wall of

the gallery to respond to the temporary nature of their source. Polaroids are contained

in glass vitrines to allow them to resonate like grace notes, accentuating their minute
details and elevating them into precious artifacts. In this way, the artist creates a surprising
hierarchy that provokes us to think deeper about the temporal nature of this everchanging
metropolis and provide a platform for further discourse.

Peggy Sue Amison is the Artistic Director of East Wing in Dubai. As a curator, writer,
producer and photographic consultant, Peggy Sue also collaborates with numerous
emerging and established photographers, festivals and publications internationally. Before
her position at East Wing, Peggy Sue was the Artistic Director of Sirius Arts Centre in Ireland
(2001 - 2014) and a Board Member for the Belfast Photography Festival in Northern Ireland
(2012 to present).
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City Marketing, Flo Rida and Desert Lakes
The following is an email exchange between Hind Mezaina

and Todd Reisz during April 2021.

From: Hind Mezaina
To: Todd Reisz
Date: 10 Apr 2021, 13:48

Dear Todd

I'm both nervous and curious to see how this ‘email conversation’ will pan
out. Knowing this email discussion will be published, a part of me feels

| have to be careful with what we say, but | hope we both feel free and
spontaneous in our replies to each other, and for the readers.

I'd like to start our conversation about the five paid for ‘articles’ in the
Telegraph about Dubai, published on April 1, all “Paid for by Dubai”,
i.e. paid for by Visit Dubai which is managed by Dubai’s Department of
Tourism & Commerce Marketing.

I'm always bothered when | see sponsored articles promoting culture

in Dubai, because it's either publications paying writers, usually the
parachuting journalist type, to write Dubai bashing articles or Dubai has
to pay to tell the world it is a city of culture and a desirable destination for
holidays or to live in.

Does Dubai lead the way in this kind of city marketing?

From: Hind Mezaina
To: Todd Reisz
Date: 10 Apr 2021, 21:06

Hey Hind,
Let's see where it takes us.

It's true, we didn't really talk about that Telegraph campaign. Don’t forget
its whole delirious 7-day itinerary that included eating bad food at high
altitude (turbulence plus orange juice) and ziplining across Dubai Marina.
As to the mama kangaroo-style skydiving, | always find it endearing how a
paying customer cuddles up with a professional skydiver to make the jump.
Remember when Flo Rida cuddled up with a pro for a video? So cute.

I'd be curious how you have reacted to the whole marketing effort. |

mean, | know it doesn't sit well with you, but I’d like to hear exactly why.
For some reason, | sometimes like to play the devil’s advocate to your
position. Maybe it's because, while | do have some attachments to Dubai,
I think I cut it more slack because | don‘t live there. It's also my tendency
to respond from a historical lens since | probably know about the Dubai of
the 1960s and 1970s more than of the 2020s. Well, not personally, but by
following a history of pitches and aspirations. What | mean here is that as
early as the 1960s, there were ad campaigns for Dubai, in British and US
newspapers. And sometimes it wasn't so easy in these pages to distinguish
advertising from “friendly” reporting. So, | think it's fair to say that Dubai
was one of the first cities presented so expressively ambitious in this way.
Nowadays, you turn on CNN and there are “Come visit [fill in the blank]”
commercials every five minutes.

And, while | think one point you might make is that culture can seem to
be something more marketed or exploited than, say, enriched by efforts
like these, | guess I'd ask you to consider that what | remember of these
articles is that they are asking your standard, uninformed tourist to see
something that is good about Dubai. Was there an article on one of
those fantasy bedouin dinners? | don’t recall. But there was for example,
coverage of Jameel Arts Centre, which is great. It's free. And it has helped
shape the cultural landscape. And if there’s a food tour guide who's
challenging well-paying tourists to eat somewhere besides some dumb
franchise joint of a televised chef, then isnt that a good thing? Emirates,
the airlines, | recall featured someone’s “favorite restaurant” Ravi several
years back; | think it was after their video went viral that the Pakistani
cafe invested in suburban lawn furniture to replace its white plastic chairs.
So there is a risk, but | do get the sense that the sponsors this time were
highlighting aspects about the city that | do love. But there are more
things that need a focus: how about Tashkeel, Ishara Art Foundation, and
Global Village?

So tell me how you responded.
From: Hind Mezaina
To: Todd Reisz

Date: 11 Apr 2021, 19:28

I've not seen the Flo Rida video in a while, so | looked it up to see how it
might help with my response to you, and | came across another Flo Rida
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video titled “Zillionaire [Official Dubai Version]”. It starts with “ONCE
UPON A TIME A ZILLIONAIRE IN DUBAI..."” and it features fast cars, camels,
exotic pets, Burj Al Arab Ski Dubai, Flo Rida dressed as a “sheikh”. Looks
like something sponsored by a tourism board. Quaint.

I think what upsets me is that when the positive side of Dubai is written
about, it's usually ‘content’ that's paid for, i.e. we have to pay to tell the
world we have good things in this city. It's rare to see reporting about

the same space and initiatives you mention without it feeling like a bribe
job. I agree at least it's no longer the dune bashing and desert bbq with a
belly dancer experience that Dubai is trying to promote. | also was irked
seeing some of the people featured in Visit Dubai paid articles promoting
them as ‘articles’ and saying they're featured in The Telegraph, and people
congratulating them. | kept wondering did no one else notice these are
basically just ads in the form of articles?

The word authenticity comes to mind, and | just have issues when paid

for publicity gets treated as journalism. But | also know journalism and
traditional media are going through a slow death, we even have to
question if photos are real or not, now more than ever, so perhaps it's
inevitable that the only way one can report on something real is by having
someone or some entity pay for it.

Speaking of real and fake photos, did you see the outrage last night on
Twitter about an article in Vice about this guy who colourised photos of
victims of the Khmer Rouge genocide and adding smiles to their faces. It's
gross. And | guess Vice does it for clicks and ethics doesn’t matter. Makes
me wonder what kind of rewriting of history would happen about a place
like Dubai. Not that one has to look into the future, as we see it in the
present too. So a rewriting of a rewriting!

I had two friends visiting Dubai this past week, cinephile friends, so we
went to the cinema a couple of times, but we also went out to eat at
places they’'d not heard of before and aren’t listed as must visit spots in
the usual Dubai listicles. | was glad there are still spots like that in Dubai,
and during the past year of this damned pandemic, | was surprised to find
new spots (beach, walking paths, cafes, restaurants) in my part of town
that | hadn’t been to before. | selfishly don’t flaunt them on social media,
because | want them to remain known to only people who come across
them on their own. | know this is very anti-marketing. Maybe | just want
people to put in a bit more effort to know and understand this place.

There’s a line in the film The Last Black Man in San Francisco, “You don’t
"

get to hate San Francisco...You don’t get to hate it unless you love it.
feel that way about Dubai.

From: Todd Reisz
To: Hind Mezaina
Date: 13 Apr 2021, 20:50

Hi Hind,

Yeah, I'd give anything to read all those dry contractual agreements that
brought the Flo Rida & production machine to Dubai.

| know what you're saying about content. That's just about everywhere
though. | don’t gather a lot of people read the Telegraph. Getting
featured there isn't going to bring you a legacy. To me what's so striking
is that the tabloid-like paper has, in the past, provided a healthy supply of
Dubai-bashing articles. | recall one that enacted a future scenario where
Dubai authorities would have to take down skyscrapers. It was based on a
boring consultant report about a downturn in the real estate market; but
leave it to the Telegraph to sensationalize downturn into apocalypse.

It's worth looking at it from the other angle too: why do news sites and
other media outlets look at Dubai in a certain way. Either a site of some
capitalist horror show or a honeypot. When | was first looking for a
publisher for my urban history of Dubai, | got quick, positive responses
from two well-known British publishers. They called the topic relevant,
necessary. They both agreed to see me. Both talks ended when | said |
wouldn’t bring money from the Gulf to publish it. One was more explicit
than the other, but it's not difficult for me to conclude that | was seen only
as a potential source of cash, not a writer. That's why, in the end, | went
with an academic publisher. | thought it essential to make clear in every
way possible that this was no sponsored work.

Authenticity, is such a slippery topic. It doesn't exist anywhere, so please
don't expect places in Dubai to reach an unreachable level. Just looking
at the cultural calendar of Dubai, | so prefer it to what's going on in
Amsterdam. | remember once a neighbor of mine asking me how |

can stand Dubai, since there was no culture there. He mentioned how
Amsterdam was full of museums. | asked him if he ever went inside these
museums. His response was something like, “No, but it means something
to me that they are there if | want to visit.” What kind of answer is that?
Don't get me wrong there’s so much | love about, say, the Rijksmuseum.
But it’s also fraught with tainted history.

I'm glad to hear you quoting that film. It's kind of true though, San
Francisco just isn't worth hating!

Speaking of photoshopping the future, have you seen the story about Dubai
signing the first deals for a fleet of driverless taxis? What do you think?
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From: Hind Mezaina
To: Todd Reisz
Date: 17 Apr 2021, 21:26

Dubai, a capitalist horror show or a honeypot - it really is mostly seen as
a city of one of two extremes and | wish | had an answer to why media
outlets look at this place in a certain way, would save me having to think
about it often.

I'm glad you found a way to publish your book without having to feel like
it's sponsored by anyone associated with this region. | go back to the word
‘authenticity’, i.e. it's a book based on your hard work and research and
not appeasing any local entity to get published or part of marketing and
PR machine that's so normalised here.

Your neighbour’s comment is weird and it's always people that make
these kinds of comments that are the ones that least engage with actual
culture. Also, the idea that culture is just grand museums drives me mad.
But | disagree with your comment about the cultural calendar of Dubai vs
Amsterdam. I'm usually looking forward to flying out of Dubai to seek out
culture that feeds me mentally, satisfies me emotionally, both of which |
find lacking here most of the year. And it's just not about museums, it's
also about being in walkable cities, enjoying the change of seasons and
just simply enjoying public spaces that feel accessible to everyone.

Not being able to travel since March 2019 has been quite challenging, and
I know it's an extremely first world problem considering it's a pandemic,
but it has at least made me seek out spaces in Dubai | normally wouldn’t
have had time to do in the past.

The driverless taxis makes me think of an erasure of a labour force and
wonder who else is next. The drive to automate and digitise services,
especially government services over the past few years, and fast tracked
to an extent since the pandemic makes me think of how many people
are not being catered to. Not everyone has smart phones, not everyone
is savvy with digital services and it's as if the city wants to cater to young,
affluent digital natives and everyone else is made to feel alienated. Even
the real estate spam calls are now recorded messages, which makes me
miss saying “sorry, thanks but I'm not interested” instead of just hanging
up on a recorded message.

But forget the driverless cars and flying taxis, | thought I'd be able to
hyperloop to Abu Dhabi and back by now.

From: Todd Reisz
To: Hind Mezaina
Date: 21 Apr 2021, 19:38

Hi Hind,

Maybe | should have said cultural planning. But, yes, as you state culture
has a broader and deeper meaning, even in the shape of cities. As
someone who lives smack in the middle of 17th-century Amsterdam, |
have access to roadways built for horse carriages, which have converted
just fine to bike paths and offer a headache to anyone who dares to
navigate them with SUVs. And the canal outside my window, once a public
toilet and rancid dumpster, is now a gleaming pathway for suburbanites’
weekend boats and the brigade of ships that cart tourists around.
Driverless taxis will come here last, | imagine and hope.

My city is walkable, but its flame is blown out. The pandemic has revealed just
how much had been given over to an industry called tourism. | can walk my
streets, but | have to get on a bike to find a decent coffee and a restaurant.
Sometimes, when the tourists were here, | developed a bastion mentality—I
didn’t want to go out there. | never drive here, that's a luxury, and | shouldn't
complain about the bike ride to get a coffee. But this is no “urban village.”
There are parts of Amsterdam that might meet your ideal, but they aren’t the
places most people imagine when they think of Amsterdam.

| agree with you that Dubai’s driverless taxis are part of a campaign to
reduce a certain kind of labor force. | recall reading Financial Times articles
from the 90s about how Dubai was such a great place for your business
because of the cheap labor. And while it's not the industrial kind of labor
today, there’s certainly the “service industries” that persists on that model.
And | imagine it won't be ending soon. Dubai sells a bargain, even to the
wealthy. We've all seen Europeans arrive to play richer than they are at
home, handling lobby employees like house staff.

Oh, the poor, dumb Hyperloop. You know those sneeze-flow simulations
that have taken over the internet? I'd love to see one applied to those
bullet-thin Hyperloop interiors. Sois béni !

From: Todd Reisz
To: Hind Mezaina
Date: 24 Apr 2021, 13:20

Dear Hind

| couldn’t wait for a reply to bring something up. We've been sharing
all this recent reporting on/promoting of natural (well, non-urban)
development projects. Like that sudden appearance of a crescent lake
on the outskirts and yet another mangrove project promoted as a
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recreational attraction. | want to bring these up with you in light of your
new photographs of green in the city. The flash at night gives them this
feeling of secrecy or a hidden quality. I'm curious how you see this kind

1"

of green, which might be more “natural” than any master-planned green

infrastructure project.

From: Hind Mezaina
To: Todd Reisz
Date: 24 Apr 2021, 23:11

I've been drawn to green spaces at night lately and indeed, there’s a
kind of green that looks richer and pops out in flash lit photos. It's the
opposite of what we see during the daytime and | suppose doesn't fit
with the sunny blue sky and green trees narrative when it comes to
promoting a city.

Walking at night in Dubai, and | suppose anywhere else has its own
rhythm and pacing, less people, more opportunities to stumble upon new
walking paths and alleys. Maybe the harsh sunlight distracts one’s eyes
from what is visible in broad daylight and at night they reveal themselves
to you in a more quiet and welcoming manner.

Last month’s announcement about the 2040 urban plan for Dubai which
includes having more green areas, and “60 percent of Dubai to be
dedicated to nature reserves” sounds good on paper, but it does make me
wonder how this will all turn out, and at what expense. | guess the sudden
appearance of a crescent lake “just in time for Ramadan” as the news
article stated and the Mangroves Forest that is being planted in Jebel Ali
are signs of what's to come, even the green spaces feel like spectacles.

| came across this quote today and it has stayed with me all day.

“Cities, like dreams, are made of desires and fears, even if the thread of
their discourse is secret, their rules are absurd, their perspectives deceitful,
and everything conceals something else.” — Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities

From: Todd Reisz
To: Hind Mezaina
Date: 28 Apr 2021, 21:10

This whole campaign to green, or even wild, parts of Dubai...it highlights
that greening is also infrastructure. It's been in the plan, so to speak, since
the 1960 town plan. There's a prescribed aspiration toward a “city of trees
and flowers” in the 1971 plan.

Of course, there have always been trees and flowers in and around Dubai,
even before there was a plan. What | love about your images is that
they’re capturing moments closer to an older kind of nature in Dubai.

One that certainly was cultivated but was cared for at a small scale,

not as a top-down marketing ambition. It's funny you bring up night
scenes because there are moments when parts of Dubai are lit up like an
American football field. When green becomes electric. For all practical
purposes, it is electric. So much energy expended to make it look that way.

We have seen for the last several years an attempt to find less electric hues
of green in Dubai landscaping. Sometimes at the risk of it looking like a
pet turtle’s terrarium.

These trees you capture are fighters, survivors. Their roots scraping up
brackish ground water, urine maybe, and whatever run off. Dubai’s flora
and fauna, humans included, are all fighters. I like you give them the
limelight, if but for a moment.

Todd Reisz is an architect and writer based in Amsterdam. His work
examines the global practice of architecture, specifically how the architect
circulates technologies and cultural narratives. His recent book Showpiece
City: How Architecture Made Dubai (Stanford University Press, 2020)
explores architecture’s packaging to sell Dubai on a global stage. He is also
co-editing Building Sharjah (Birkhéduser, 2021), an archival investigation of
the city’s vanishing twentieth-century landscape.
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Dubai Mall or Souq Naif? The Quest for ‘Authenticity’ and Social Distinction

by Rana Almutawa

Frustrated with people’s ideas about ‘authentic’ Mexican culture, John
Paul Brammer in a piece for the Washington Post denounced seekers of
authenticity for expecting his culture to conform to a restrictive imaginary
of ‘Mexican-ness’. In one example, he described how people expected to
see emblems of poverty and struggle in Mexican restaurants as a feature
of these places’ ‘authenticity’:

“What makes something “authentic”? ...[M]ost of the hallmarks seem
to be about pain: Dirty floors, plastic chairs, anything that aesthetically
connotes struggle. The cooks and waiters ought to have accents. There
should probably be a framed photo of someone’s dead grandpa...If the
joint has no air conditioning, if it's off the beaten path, if the voyeur
into struggle has to “work” to find it, then the experience is supposedly
richer for it. It makes the voyeur better, more worldly for having brushed
up against it.”

Brammer argues that the quest for authenticity is a shallow pursuit of the
rarefied and exotic — the ‘grittier’ the experience, the better the seeker
feels about their quest and their identity as a socially aware individual.
Perhaps this appears as a harsh judgment on those seeking authenticity.
Some may genuinely be interested in being exposed to new and different
experiences, people and cultures. Yet ‘authenticity’ not only exoticizes and
restricts cultures, as Brammer notes, but also serves as a way for its seekers

to present themselves as morally or socially superior to mainstream society.

A similar pattern has appeared in my research on Dubai and among many
individuals who seek authenticity in the city. Although not uniformly,
these individuals were often of the creative class, including artists,
academics or creatives who differentiated themselves from mainstream
society. While they did not explicitly reference poverty or struggle as a
prerequisite for authenticity, many used lower-income neighbourhoods
as examples where ‘real life’ happened. Some referred to places like Souq
Naif or the creek area (generally older, working-class neighbourhoods in
the city) as authentic places where they could finally find ‘real people’.

In the post below, for example, is an ad by a Swiss art collective in Dubai
who named themselves Satwa 3000. Their ad describes them as a group
‘remixing the sights and sounds of the real Dubai’ (emphasis added).

By singling out the city’s ‘authentic spaces’ and rejecting the “glitzy

ones’, some individuals were shunning elements of society that they
genuinely viewed as harmful, unsustainable or ‘superficial’. They felt

they were rejecting a society of the spectacle or a culture that valued
appearances, and instead opting to be in environments where they could
have meaningful connections with people. These individuals did not want
to be in spaces where they felt monitored, watched or restricted in their
behaviour, but in places which allowed them to foster a sense of ownership
over a place and a sense of community. Meanwhile, another of my
interlocutors said that she went to the lower-income spaces of the city to
‘unlearn’ the racist and classist things she had heard about the inhabitants
and to challenge her own perceptions of these places.

Some reasons given for choosing to socialise in certain places (or for
shunning them) may well be noble. But alongside these genuine
intentions were sometimes, perhaps oftentimes, reasons based on
performances of distinction. Contrasting themselves to other people who
flocked to the newer parts of the city because they were attracted to its
glamour, many of the individuals in the creative class saw themselves as
different from mainstream society; as more socially aware. Some of them
directly or indirectly criticised a ‘herd mentality’, the eschewal of which
they believed differentiated them from others. They viewed their rejection
of malls or the new, commercial developments as a moral stance in
opposition to consumption or an ‘idle life’. These were often expressions
of their cultural capital and supposed moral or intellectual superiority.

The quest for ‘authenticity’ as a means to fashion one’s own image has
been documented in different parts of the world. Terressa Benz wrote
about individuals working in the creative fields, such as in arts and
technology, who moved into poorer neighbourhoods of downtown Los
Angeles and equated poverty and ‘danger’ with authenticity. Being in
contact with low-income residents or homeless people was a way for them
to accumulate cultural capital as represent themselves as more ‘authentic’,
‘cool’, socially aware individuals.
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A woman pauses over her Moroccan tea at Marina Walk, Dubai. Source: Stephen Geyer, Flick.

Another example of a ‘stereotypical authenticity’ can be found in the way
people associate ‘authentic’ blues music with their own caricatured ideas
of black and working-class people and neighbourhoods. David Grazian
described these stereotypical expectations:

“Authentic blues clubs are ramshackle joints with broken front doors and
rattling sound systems; they are dimly lit, unbearably smoky, and smell

as funky as their music sounds...and are located in slightly dangerous
black urban neighbourhoods, or else off the deserted highway, deep

in the sticks. They only hire authentic looking blues musicians, who are
generally uneducated American black men afflicted by blindness, or

else they walk on a wooden leg or with a second handcrutch; as they

are defiantly poor ...Their audiences are usually black as well, with the
occasional white customer surfacing only if they are also sufficiently old,
poor, drunk, or blind."

Grazian noted that these individuals’ quest for authenticity afforded
them ‘bragging rights, which accompany any consumed experience of
authenticity’, resulting in these individuals being viewed as hip and
cosmopolitan — status symbols for them. Similarly, in Dubai, some of the
creative classes (similar to the ones Benz described) seek and consume
authenticity as a means to establish their identity as distinct from the
'masses’. Although they criticise those they condescendingly refer to

as ‘the masses’ — who congregate in the ‘glitzy’ sides of the city — for
displaying their social status (and distinction) through the spaces they
inhabit and their consumption patterns, the creative class also have their
own performative practices that they use to flaunt their own cultural
capital, and their authenticity.

We should be able to critically reflect on our cities’ urban landscapes
without resorting to labels of authenticity and superficiality. There is much

to discuss about Dubai’s new developments, such as to what extent they
are accessible to users of different social classes, and who is being included
and excluded in these newly built cities. Several people, for example, have
noted concerns about the new Al-Seef development on the creek which
boasts relatively expensive restaurants, ones which many inhabitants of
that area are not able to afford. As it is in different parts of the world,
working-class neighbourhoods are often stigmatised or perhaps deemed
‘irrelevant’ and bringing (positive) attention to them and acknowledging
their significance to the city (if done in the right way) is important.

However, by labelling other spaces (such as malls or new developments)
as ‘fake’, performers of authenticity inadvertently dismiss the social
meanings being created within these places as well. So-called superficial
places can be important venues of everyday life, ones which are re-
appropriated and re-used in different ways, ranging from being meeting
spaces for members of a community or spaces where women can engage
in flanerie, which they could not do elsewhere. They are spaces that house
people’s memories of their childhoods or teenage years, ranging from
mundane recollections of family dinners to more exciting ones such as a
first outing without adult supervision. These meanings are dismissed by
those seeking authenticity.

The stereotypical ideas of authenticity results in people dismissing their
everyday lived experiences as inauthentic based on confined and narrow
expectations of it. Most people | spoke to in Dubai cited spaces and
practices they rarely ever use themselves, such as buying spices from the
old souq, as examples of ‘authentic culture’. Brammer's frustrations with
seekers of authenticity apply here again: they seem ‘more invested in the
feeling of realness than in any kind of truth.’

This essay was first published on November 8, 2019 on https://blogs.Ise.
ac.uk/mec/2019/11/08/dubai-mall-or-souq-naif-the-quest-for-authenticity-
and-social-distinction/. Reproduced by kind permission of the author. It is
an edited version of a longer article published in Urban Anthropology and
Studies of Cultural Systems and World Economic Development.

Rana AlMutawa is an Emirati PhD candidate at the University of Oxford
researching urban space in Dubai. Previously an instructor and researcher
at Zayed University in Dubai, she has written about national identity and
ethnic diversity in the Gulf, women’s issues and education in the region.
She tweets at @Rana_AlMutawa
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129 years in the UAE: My family’s journey through the birth of a country

by Bindu Rai

I was a child when | first heard the stories from my grandmother;

daring tales of adventures and swashbuckling pirates on the high seas,
embarking to a foreign land full of wonders. It would be years before the
reality would dawn that my grandma’s tales were in fact real-life accounts
of the family’s perilous journey to the Gulf more than 100 years ago.

To put things into perspective, | am a fourth-generation expat brat who
grew up on the shores of Dubai Creek at a time when neighbourhood
malls were all but a twinkle in the eyes of the construction juggernauts.
Our weekend entertainment consisted of Thursday night abra rides with
the family, while making haste to return home to watch the Bollywood
potboiler of the week that would screen on the now defunct Channel 33.

Those of you who grew up in the UAE in the 1980s and 1990s would
easily recall the Golden Falcon that perched proudly at the mouth of Al
Shindagha Tunnel. It was a time when the Flame Roundabout actually
burned bright into the night, when nothing existed beyond an afternoon
snack of Chips Oman and Laban Up and Dadabhai satisfied us aplenty
before the razzle dazzle of Toys R Us and Hamleys caught the eyes of
generation next.

Yet, this trip down memory lane pales in comparison to the tales narrated
to me as a child; stories of real hardship that involved surviving soaring
desert temperatures without basic electricity, hauling fresh water from the
neighbourhood well that was ferried on the backs of donkeys, all while
eagerly awaiting a bounty from the next pearl diving haul.

My great grandfather, Vissumal Narsinghdas Thawardas, first set foot

on the shores of Dubai in 1891, with an endless, barren wasteland
welcoming many adventurous spirits like him who recognised the
potential of sparking a lucrative trade route between the Gulf and India.

The India-Pakistan partition, which split the two Asian powerhouses into
two nations, was still 56 years away, while the dust had long erased the
footsteps of Jaisalmer’s Bhatti clan that had abandoned their homes after
being driven out of Rajasthan by the Mughals in the 1800s.

The clans settled far and wide, in the provinces of Punjab, Kutch and
Sindh, losing ties with each other over the passage of time. My ancestors
chose to journey to Sindh, finding solace and a new home in the village
of Thattha. The Rajput warrior clans soon exiled their weapons and took
to trading, with the following generations eagerly working to expand the
merchant business in far-flung lands.

According to historical record, the Bhattis, who were now called Bhatias,
heard of the lucrative pearl trade in the Gulf and chose to establish a
trade route between the regions. Bahrain, Oman and the Trucial States of
Sharjah and Dubai were singled out by the Gujarati, the Sindhi and the
Bhatia communities who set sail for these foreign lands in 1880s.

My great-grandfather was one such enterprising mind who signed on
during the Pearl Rush, embarking on a liner at Karachi port according to
his grandson, Kishore Jamnadas, while travelling for days through stormy
climes and questionable navigational charts to reach the port of Bandar
Abbas in Iran, before journeying on through that final stretch that would
bring him to a land called Sharjah.

"Food was scarce and resources further limited during those early days, so
anyone who travelled would pack perishables that would ride them out
through the cruel summer months,” recalled Jamnadas.

Liners would come to port sporadically at first, according to community
members, with a haul of groceries and vegetables often not surviving
the journey.

"They made ends meet somehow,” said Jamnadas. “Everyone mastered
basic skills of cooking before venturing here. My own father would tell us
stories of a community cook who was also stationed here to ensure no one
slept hungry.”

Building a community

The UAE pearl trade, according to insiders, was a seasonal affair, with
most members of the Indian community setting forth for the Gulf in April
and conducting their business affairs until August.

"The local divers would auction sealed oysters to Indian traders and much
of it was a game of chance. My grandfather lost Rs35,000 (which would
command a purchasing power of Rs1 million today) this one time when a
year's haul resulted in empty shells,” stated Jamnadas.

As business grew, the community also established its roots here with the
first Hindu temple reportedly being built on the banks of Sharjah in the
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late 1800s. Bharat Chachara, head of the India Club Dubai and a historian
who has actively been archiving the stories of the Bhatia community,
spoke of the temple’s eventual move to Dubai shortly after.

“The late Sheikh Rashid Bin Saeed Al Maktoum gifted the land to the
community which stands in Al Bastakiya neighbourhood where the
Krishna temple was established — the oldest in the UAE," recalled
Chachara. “While stories date the establishment to 1903, official records
place the construction in mid-1930s.”

With the collapse of the pearl industry in the 1920s, followed by the
Great Depression and the Second World War, trade in Dubai was affected,
prompting many Indian traders to journey back home and ride out the
economic storm. The corresponding few decades would see a lull before
the oil boom of the 60s and the establishment of electricity and the state’s
first paved road.

The British would remain steady with their influence on Dubai until
1971, but the Al Maktoum family’s open-door policy invited many Indian
community members, including my ancestors, to return and expand their
business enterprise in the emirate with the passing of the baton to the
next generation of traders. My grandfather happened to be one of them
and he undertook his own journey to the Gulf in 1943, or 77 years ago.

While Oman was his first port of call for a few years, the budding
opportunities in Dubai soon led him to also follow in his father’s footsteps
and make his way to the Trucial coast in 1950, with my grandmother soon
following him with children in tow.

"

] followed my father 13 years after he followed in his father’s legacy,
recalled Jamnadas. “It was the year 1956, the struggles of the partition
were still vivid in the minds of our parents and the UAE provided that
safe haven for many, away from the politics and the destruction that
we left behind.”

Chachara also weighed in, saying: “There was almost a mass exodus
towards the Gulf post the India-Pakistan partition. Perhaps a lot of it had
to do with people being forced to abandon their homes, with many in
search of a new home, security and steady income.”

Neighbourly bonds

My grandmother, Nenibai Jamnadas, was one of a handful of female
community members who decided to journey to the UAE with her
children in the hope of making some extra income and keeping the
family together. While she has long passed, her stories remain entrenched
in my memory — tales of her harrowing journey across the seas with
meagre belongings, fears of cholera rife and battling motion sickness
along the route.

While piecing together memories of their lives in the late 1950s on the
banks of Dubai, stories unravelled through their neighbour in Thattha
who would take tuitions from my late aunt before her journey as well
to Oman, which became her permanent home for 60 plus years before
her demise.

"1 was stationed in Bahrain with Gulf Air in those initial years, but because
my father had been in Dubai | became a frequent visitor since 1957,
before eventually moving here,” recalled long-time UAE resident Muljimal
Lalchand Chachara and Bharat Chahchara’s father. “What sticks with me
even today is the taste of the water.

“We were in a desert, with no real avenue of getting fresh drinking water.
So neighbourhood wells would be dug up and water stored in bags made
of camel hide that would be ferried on the backs of donkeys. We had one
such well in the old Bastakiya area, which is pretty much very everyone
lived in little shanties, waiting for the liners to dock every Thursday that
would bring in the post, stories of loved ones and, more importantly, fresh
vegetables. We would eat once a day, with the evening meal limited to a
piece of fruit sometimes. But on Fridays we feasted.”

Jamnadas affirms the same, saying his mother was one of the first women
from the community to move here and she would partake in the Friday
community cookout that invited neighbours and friends to dine together.

“Those were simpler times. We had not much going for us in terms of
resources, but we had a sense of belonging. People like my mother would
cook for the community, while my father had become the resident healer,
walking through the neighbourhood every night with his cane in one
hand and a lantern in the other, asking around if anyone needed his
help,” recalled Jamnadas.
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Dubai Creek, 1950. Courtesy of dubaiasitusedtobe.net
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Electricity was still years away, but senior Chachara says each home was
given a bulb, with generators allowing everyone meagre lighting in the
late hours for a limited time. “The summer heat would be stifling, so every
night, we would take our bedding and sleep in the outdoors. Not that
that was any better, but we made it work, somehow.”

Family legacy

After finishing his higher studies in India, my father, Suresh Jamnadas,
also permanently moved back to Dubai in the 60s to work his way up
the relatively new banking sector that had found a foothold here under
the British.

The oil boom was upon the UAE, as were opportunities, but the Trucial
states had yet to form a union.

“"We had to pay 25 fils for a visa if we wanted to visit Abu Dhabi even
when | arrived,” recalls Kanta Suresh, a resident of Dubai since 1968
and my mother. “By the time | moved, there was running water and
electricity but the city was still limited to the outer stretches of Jumeirah
and Karama. Life revolved around the old Chapra Bazaar (or Souk Al
Kabeer as we know it) where traders like my cousin provided us all that
we needed in basic food supplies.”

The business in question is that of Tulsidas Lalchand General Trading
that has been standing in Souk Al Kabeer for more than 100 years,

with four generations of his family playing a part in the city’'s growth.
Lalchand moved to the UAE in 1870, with the business now being run by
his grandson.

Stories like that of my family are aplenty when
you look at the original settlers in the Gulf.

"Our four generations, including my grandchildren, have become a
fabric of Dubai’s growth,” he states.

Stories like that of my family are aplenty when you look at the original
settlers in the Gulf. Bharat Chachcara agrees, saying: “We are pioneers
in this part of the world, but as a community, we have maintained low
profile, but it satisfies me to say that our place in history is recorded. It
is visible in the books, the literature and the stories that will be passed
down generations.

"Credit goes to the early settlers, who chose to come to a desert land

with no facilities, resources or money but harboured a simple dream. They
chose to live here and in turn, help build the foundation of a country.
And irrespective of the highs and lows life throws at us, we have left our
mark — in the temple that stands tall even after 100 years, through the
spices that are blended in daily Arabic cuisine today and in the trade and
business that we brought to this land. This is and shall remain our legacy,
even as the UAE stands at the cusp of turning 50.”

This essay was first published on July 20, 2020 at https://gulfnews.com/uae/
list-71-countries-that-received-covid-19-aid-from-theuae-1.1595238987128.
Reproduced with kind permission of Gulf News.

Images sourced by Tashkeel. Courtesy of dubaiasitusedtobe.net
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Unsentimental City
by Alex Atack

My parents took hundreds of pictures of their life in the UAE. They fill
enormous, leather bound family albums and those albums fill boxes and
boxes in the shed at the bottom of their garden. | took a lot of pictures of
my life in Dubai too, when | moved back there as an adult. Many of our
pictures were of the same places, the same experiences — just a couple of
decades apart. This project is about my family’s story but it is also the story
of Dubai’s growth and the story of the many foreigners who made and
left behind memories in this unsentimental city.

Many of our pictures were of the same places, the
same experiences — just a couple of decades apart.

My Mum and Dad moved from England to the UAE in the 1980s — my Dad
from a small mining town in the north and my Mum from south London. It
was aviation that took them there. By then, Dubai had just about realised
that they could not rely on oil in the way Abu Dhabi could, and it had
started to model itself as the largest transit hub in the Middle East. For my
Dad, that meant a job at the airport, checking the weights and balances
of freight planes going out of Dubai. For my Mum, it was a job as a flight
attendant with British Airways.

They arrived at the beginning of a massive period of growth for Dubai. A
few years before, the UAE had gained independence from the British and
my parents were among the first waves of foreigners to move to the city
for work in this new era for the UAE. It was quiet back then. Weekends
were spent on the beach - there were miles and miles of untouched
beach - or driving out to camp in the desert, or at a neighbour’s backyard
barbeque, or having coffee at one of the few shopping malls.

My parents were among the first waves of
foreigners to move to the city for work in this
new era for the UAE.

I was born in 1993. Some of my earliest memories are of Satwa, the
neighbourhood I grew up in, or of Safa Park — a huge public space in
the middle of the city. In 2015 they started demolishing it to make way
for a canal.

Some weekends, we would visit friends in Abu Dhabi. On the way back |
knew we were nearly home when we saw the silhouette of the Hard Rock

Sheikh Zayed Road, 1985.

Sheikh Zayed Road, 2015.
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Cafe in the distance. It was only a few storeys high but it was the only
thing around for miles. That got demolished in 2013.

Then Dubai hit the boom years. This was around the early 2000s. Entire
neighbourhoods were popping up in places that seemed miles away from
anything. Our family moved from Jumeirah to a neighbourhood that had not
existed two years before. W would spend each summer in the UK and when
we arrived home in September, my sister and | would play a game on the way
home from the airport, trying to be the first to spot the building sites that
had not been there when w had left a few weeks earlier.

My Mum and Dad stayed in Dubai for the next 30 years or so. By the end
of those three decades, the things that that first wave of foreigners had
first loved about the city had almost entirely gone.

It really sucks to watch your childhood memories
just be erased for a new road or a mall.

One evening a couple of years ago, | was interviewing a friend for a radio
story and he said something that stuck with me: “It really sucks to watch
your childhood memories just be erased for a new road or a mall. Another
mall! But you can't blame it. It's young, it's growing, it's developing,

it's never where it wanted to be five years ago. It's still not where it

wants to be. And it will never be. It will just continue to be this beacon

of innovation and modern infrastructure and growth but that'll be for
another generation, not ours.”

It is a common complaint by people who have lived there for any
significant time: This place is not what it used to be. Now, whatever Dubai
used to be only exists in these photo albums, tucked away in the bottom
drawers of cupboards in our parents’ garden sheds.

This essay and photos were first published on https://lalexatack.com/
Unsentimental-City. Reproduced with kind permission of Alex Atack.

Alex Atack is a photographer and radio journalist now based in Brighton,
UK. He is a contributor to publications such as the New York Times, The
Guardian and Monocle. He makes radio stories about the Middle East for
the podcast Kerning Cultures.

Jebel Ali Beach, 2016.
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Jebel Ali Beach, 1990.
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