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Manal Ataya, director-general of the Sharjah Museum Authority is pictured during an interview with AFP at Sharjah Art
Museum. — AFP photos

An Emirati woman, wearing a protective mask due to the COVID-19 pandemic, visits Sharjah Art Museum.

I
t doesn’t have the malls of Dubai or
the mega-projects of Abu Dhabi, but
the conservative Gulf emirate of

Sharjah has carved out a role for itself
as a cultural capital. The unassuming
emirate, often overlooked by visitors in
favor of its glitzier neighbors, is ruled by
Sheikh Sultan bin Mohamed Al-Qasimi,
known for his keen interest in art and
history.  Its cultural calendar has
evolved to feature book fairs, exhibitions
at more than a dozen museums and fes-
tivals that celebrate photography, the-
atre, poetry and calligraphy. At the
Museum of Sharjah, works on display
showcase everything from daily life in
the Old City of Yemen’s capital Sanaa to
a massacre of Palestinian refugees by
Israel-allied Christian militia during
Lebanon’s civil war.

“We are providing an artistic service
for the Arab world,” said Sultan Sooud
al-Qassemi, a well-known Emirati aca-
demic with half a million followers on
Twitter, strolling through the galleries.
The Barjeel Art Foundation which he
founded in 2010 aims to preserve and
exhibit more than 1,000 modern and
contemporary pieces by Arab artists.

“Sharjah is not the richest emirate in the
Gulf, but it is in terms of being the rich-
est culturally,” said the 42-year-old who
has taught in universities in the United
States and France. 

‘Go local’ 
Sharjah is one of the seven emirates

that make up the United Arab Emirates,
an innovative and oil-rich country which
has poured huge sums into culture.  In

2017, the Louvre Abu Dhabi, a branch
of the iconic Paris museum, opened its
doors—attracting some two million visi-
tors in its first two years of operation.
The financial and entertainment hub of
Dubai hosts a number of contemporary
art galleries, and is next year to host the
multi-billion-dollar world exhibition—
Expo 2020 — with major arts compo-
nents. But it is Sharjah, probably best
known for its total ban on alcohol, that
has claimed the country’s cultural
crown.

Its place on the global art scene has
been sealed by the Sharjah Biennial, a
large-scale exhibition of contemporary
works which it hosts every two years.

“For a desert, Sharjah is an uncom-
monly fertile location for a biennial.
There are countless untapped histories
in the land and surrounding waters—
and just as many suppressed ones,”
ARTnews magazine said. UNESCO
named Sharjah the cultural capital of the
Arab world in 1998 and last year it was
declared the World Book Capital. And
the emirate this week launched the
Sharjah International Literary Agency, a
first in the Gulf, with the goal of promot-

ing Emirati and Arab writers. 
“It’s very easy to continue to support

artists from Europe, but it’s our artists
here that need our support, resources
and confidence, said Manal Ataya,
director general of the Sharjah
Museums Authority.  “There’s been an
under-representation of Arab artists
globally,” she told AFP. Qassemi said
the eureka moment that inspired his col-
lection came when he saw crowds
flocking to view a Van Gogh at Paris’s
renowned Musee d’Orsay. “I told myself
one day I will see such a queue of peo-
ple wanting to view the works of the
best Arab artists,” he said. “The Arab
world is rich in art... Unfortunately many
young Arabs are not aware of it. “We
must fight against Western domination
and the orientalist vision of the Arab
world. We must know local art and Arab
artists before we learn about Picasso
and Dali.”

Free expression a challenge 
Moza Almatrooshi, a young Emirati

sculptor, has set up shop in Sharjah
where her quaint studio overlooks the
museum, flanked by bright low-rise

buildings.  Originally from the nearby
emirate of Ajman, she splits her time
between London and Sharjah, which
she describes as “human-size” and the
UAE’s most habitable city. “I worked in
Dubai for a little while and felt that the
art there was more focused on being
commercial, and my art practice is not
very commercial,” said Almatrooshi,
whose creations focus on everyday life
and culinary traditions. With only a few
skyscrapers in sight, Sharjah’s alley-
ways and old buildings are an “inspira-
tion”, she said.

But in a region where conservatism is
deep-rooted in society and dissent is
not tolerated, artists can fear censorship
and reprisals—a dynamic that can have
a suffocating effect on expression.
“Western artists can freely show ideas
we cannot, not because we are against
them but because we are a little fearful,”
said Almatrooshi.  The challenge, she
says, is to convey the message even
when “we can’t say everything we
want”.—AFP 

Manal Ataya, director-general of the Sharjah
Museum Authority, speaks during an inter-
view with AFP.

An Emirati man, wearing a protective mask due to the COVID-19 pandemic, visits Sharjah Art Museum. Curator Sultan Sooud Al-Qassemi is pictured during an interview with
AFP.

S
ince Li Cunxin was plucked from
rural China to join Madame Mao’s
elite ballet school, through his

exile in the US and now the pandemic,
his life has been a reluctant pas de
deux with politics. The 59-year-old
artistic director of the Queensland
Ballet—one of Australia’s premier
dance companies—prefers to focus
discussion on his art. But his ascent
from humble beginnings has been
punctuated by political turmoil—from
the horrors of Mao Zedong’s Great
Leap Forward to life in exile, to the anti-
Chinese backlash of today’s coron-
avirus pandemic. Li was born in 1961
as Mao’s flawed development plan led
to raging famine across China.

Every day was “a struggle for sur-
vival” for Li’s poverty-stricken farming
family, he told AFP. Things began to
change when recruiters from Madame
Mao’s Beijing Dance Academy visited
his school when he was 11 years old.
“My class teacher stood by the door
and she did something very unusual.
She stopped (the) last gentleman from

Beijing to leave the room and said
‘What about that one?’ And she pointed
at me.” Li passed tough auditions to
became one of 44 children selected
from among millions to begin seven
years of “absolutely brutal” ballet train-
ing. “We started from 5:30 in the morn-
ing to 9:00 at night. Six days a week we
trained,” he said.

Defiance and defection 
The rigorous program instilled a life-

long sense of discipline and persever-
ance, but at first the young Li found
himself bored and hating ballet.
Eventually another teacher stepped in
and helped Li to become, he says mat-
ter-of-factly, “widely considered the
best dancer China had ever pro-
duced”. In 1979, in the throes of the
Cold War, he was invited to study with
the Houston Ballet, where he fell in love
and married an American dancer—
leading to his “darkest moment”.

On arriving at the city’s Chinese
Consulate to share what he thought
was good news, Li was immediately

detained for defying the Communist
Party. “For over 21 hours I was interro-
gated. And I felt really my life was on
the line,” he said. Then came a crucial
intervention: US President George
Bush and his wife Barbara, who was on
the board of the Houston Ballet, suc-
cessfully lobbied for his release. Li
defected, cutting all ties with China. He
went on to become top-ranking princi-
pal at the Houston Ballet and later,
after moving to Melbourne with his sec-
ond wife, the Australian Ballet.

Li was banned from returning for
many years, and today assiduously
avoids politics, deflecting questions
about Beijing’s present-day targeting of
citizens overseas. Relations between
his current and former homes are
frosty, with relations between Canberra
and Beijing reaching new lows after
Australia called for an inquiry into the
origins of the pandemic.

Racism has spiked 
Its a “very complicated time” for

Chinese-Australians, many of whom
feel “caught in the middle” of the two
nations, according to Centre for
Asian-Australian Leadership director
Jieh-Yung Lo. Australians’ opinion of
China has plummeted while racism
against Chinese-Austral ians has
spiked, Lo said, making role models
like Li—who can bridge the divide—
more important then ever. “The real
hope in combating this is having more
Chinese-Australians in leadership
positions across Australia’s public
and private institutions,” Lo said. As
artistic director of Queensland Ballet
since 2012 — following a lengthy stint
as a stockbroker after retiring from
performance—Li has been credited
with revitalising the company.

It has grown from a 24-member
company with an annual budget of
Aus$5 million (US$4 million), to 60
dancers with a Aus$24 million (US$17
million) budget. As for many in the arts
worldwide, those hard-won gains are
suddenly at risk from the coronavirus

pandemic. As the first cases of Covid-
19 emerged, Li took a “huge risk” by
deciding to move Queensland Ballet’s
entire season to 2021. While the deci-
sion provided much-needed certainty,
it also created a revenue hole. Though
Australia has largely curbed the virus
outbreak Li says he cannot be more
than 50 percent sure the company will
perform next year.  Nor can he rule out
more “tough decisions”—including job
cuts—but wants to help steer the
industry through the crisis, particularly
through his position on a government
arts advisory board.

“We do want to engage with our
community because we do believe arts
will play such a vital part of helping
people emerge from this pandemic...
the arts is inspirational, it does lift up
people’s spirits and give people hope,”
he said. “But there’s no doubt: The
road ahead I see, for the next two
years at least, is going to be very, very
challenging.” After a lifetime of success
emerging from struggle, Li is neverthe-
less upbeat about the future.  “I’m an
optimist. I tend to look at challenges,
difficulties or obstacles as opportuni-
ties in disguise.”—AFP

Not forever:
World’s biggest
pink diamond
mine closes

T
he world’s largest pink dia-
mond mine has shut its
doors after exhausting its

reserves of the expensive gems,
global mining giant Rio Tinto said
yesterday.  The Argyle mine, in
the remote Kimberley region of
Western Australia, churned out
more than 90 percent of the
world’s pink diamonds—sought
after for their incredible rarity. The
seam was discovered in 1979 and
the Anglo-Australian firm began
mining operations there four years
later.  It has since produced more
than 865 million carats of rough
diamonds, including a small but
steady stream of prized pink
stones, according to Rio Tinto.

Argyle employees and indige-
nous landowners attended a cere-
mony at the shuttered mine to
mark the end of operations. The
company expects efforts to
decommission and dismantle the
37-year-old site will take around
five years. “A new chapter will
now begin as we start the process
of respectfully closing the Argyle
mine and rehabilitating the land,
to be handed back to its tradition-
al custodians,” mine manager
Andrew Wilson said. Over the
past two decades, the value of
pink diamonds has risen by 500
percent, Rio Tinto’s Sinead
Kaufman told public broadcaster
ABC. The end of operations at
Argyle is likely to push the price
of the diamonds even higher, jew-
elers say. At current rates, the
gems can fetch up to $3 million
per carat. —AFPIn this picture artistic director of the Queensland Ballet Li Cunxin (center) instructs dancers at

a studio in Brisbane. — AFP photos

In this picture artistic director of the
Queensland Ballet Li Cunxin poses for a pho-
tograph during an interview at a studio in
Brisbane.


