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Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi

The Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi (DCT Abu
Dhabi] conserves and promotes the heritage and culture of the
emirate. It leverages this in the development of a world-class,
sustainable destination of distinction that enriches the lives
of visitors and residents alike. DCT Abu Dhabi manages the
emirate’s tourism sector and markets the destination through a
range of activities to attract visitors and investment. Its policies,
plans and programmes preserve heritage and culture and
include the protection of archaeological and historic sites, as
well as the development of world-class museums such as Louvre
Abu Dhabi, the Zayed National Museum and Guggenheim Abu
Dhabi. DCT Abu Dhabi supports intellectual and artistic activities
and cultural events, to nurture a rich cultural environment
and to honour the emirate’s heritage. It creates synergy in the
destination’s development through close co-ordination with its
wide-ranging stakeholder base.

Abu Dhabi Art

Abu Dhabi Art expands beyond the notion of a traditional art fair
through its diverse public engagement programme that includes
art installations, exhibitions, talks and events throughout the
year. The culmination of the programme is the Abu Dhabi Art
event itself, in November. This provides an important sales
platform for participating galleries, while also offering galleries
an opportunity to showcase installations and site-specific works
by their artists, to an audience of more than 20,000 visitors.

Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi
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The New Infrastructure for Art and the Rise of
Neoliberal Economies in the Gulf:

Auction Houses, Galleries, Fairs and the Art
Market in the Middle East and Beyond

Olga Sooudi
University of Amsterdam

This panel engaged with the impacts
and forms of new art infrastructures
in the Gulf, South Asia and beyond.
The three speakers all focused on the
underexplored interconnections between
the commercially-directed activities of
the art market and other processes and
spaces of art production, that are non-
commercial or not-for-profit and often
centreed around artistic and curatorial
practice. Indeed, the talks and panel
discussion concluded that in order to
foster and sustain a thriving art market
in the UAE, India or other emerging art
centres, it is critical for local as well
as international actors who are local
stakeholders, to invest in establishing
and developing a range of commercial
and non-commercial art institutions and
infrastructure. In other words, a thriving
art ecological diversity is important for
art production, art value and the market.

Two of the talks addressed the
historical context of art infrastructure’s
development, in the UAE and India,

respectively. The two countries show
remarkable similarities and fundamental
divergences. In both places, much of
the art infrastructure through which
contemporary art is produced, displayed
and circulated, - came into being in the
1990s and 2000s, building upon smaller,
preceding regional networks of artists,
galleries, collectors and academics.
Market growth and the accompanying
growth  of infrastructure in the
millennium happened rapidly. Whereas
in India this was fuelled by economic
liberalisation and non-resident Indian
buyers abroad buying national modern
and contemporary art; in the UAE,
art market growth coincided with the
rise of free zones, international higher
education and the arrival of newcomers.
The latter were international people
and companies, encouraged by new
opportunities to belong via business
and home ownership, as well as young
Emiratis and other young people from
around the region returning from their
studies abroad. Although national
economic growth and the rise of new
wealth played a major role in the growth
of the markets for both Middle Eastern
and South Asian contemporary art,
in the UAE, state support and activity
are significant, whereas in India, state
funding and institutions for modern and
contemporary art remain very limited
and private patronage and wealth
are important.

Juxtaposing the stories of the UAE and
India revealed similar narratives about
the art market and more generally,
trajectories of art world development.
These narratives describe a sense of

extremely rapid art world development,
that happened largely over one to two
decades and the international art market
asadriving force behind the development
of art infrastructure; auction-led
categories and definitions for regional
art (like Middle Eastern Art or South
Asian Art); and visibility. Further, such
narratives often contrast with notions
of a more linear art world development
that happened in western Europe or
the United States, as art insiders have
expressed surprise or dismay that
these processes have happened in a
non-linear, piecemeal or compressed
fashion in emerging contemporary art
contexts such as these. Given the similar
processes and timespans through which
new art infrastructure and markets
develop around the world, these
narratives may not index an imperfect
or “inauthentic” art market trajectory,
but rather the need to abandon linear,
developmentalist ideas about their
emergence and institutionalisation.
Might we, as scholars, thus think about
different ways to conceptualise the
growth of new art markets that accounts
for multiple centres and networks: local,
regional and global?

A second set of concerns that emerged
in the panel pertains to the relationship
betweenthe marketandthe not-for-profit
dimensions of the art world. This echoed
discussions in an earlier panel the same
afternoon, highlighting the increasingly
apparent interdependence of for-profit
and not-for-profit art institutions.
Perennial concerns and laments about
the predominance of market interests
in determining the forms, production,
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display and visibility of art are expressed
in the relationship between commercial
institutions like the gallery, art fair or
auction house and art world spaces
that assert art's autonomy, to varying
degrees, from market influence. These
may be not-for-profit and/or alternative
art spaces, residencies or arts centres
such as the newly opened Jameel Arts
Centre in Dubai. At the same time, the
marketisation of contemporary art and
its potential profitability for artists was
a draw for many young people and their
parents as a viable possible career in
the 2000s.

Moreover, not-for-profit or alternative
art spaces and initiatives are key to local
art ecologies insofar as they constitute
some of the multiple modalities
through which art must be legitimated
in order to accumulate value, beyond
commercial institutions. As places
of discussion between artists and/or
curators; resources for practical and
social support for artists in planning
their career moves and strategies;
and sites of actual production of new
artworks and the critical discourses
that mediate them, such arenas are
important in producing and defining art
and generating discussions and publics
for art that are indirectly related to the
market. The third talk of the panel,
on the Cross Sections project, based
in Helsinki, Vienna and Stockholm,
illustrated how curator- and artist-
led initiatives both engage with and
challenge market-led pressures on
artists to produce (new) work quickly and
the privileging of artworks as finished
products in this process. The project

does so through artist- and curator-
led explorations and documentation of
the processes of artistic research and
production that precede the final art
product.

The final discussion raised provocative
questions about how spaces, initiatives
and processes that appear at first glance
to be tangential to the art market may be
integraltocreatingart'svalue. Artistsand
art are best supported by local resources
such as not-for-profit initiatives or
alternative art spaces. The latter are
important for creating sustained buzz
around art, for instance by bringing
artists, curators and international
visitors together and for engaging with
art as not only a finished product, but
as a form of knowledge production to be
shared with interested publics. Different
stakeholders, such as companies or the
state, can support art on the ground,
especially  financially and shared
investment, furthermore, may engender
a sense of shared responsibility for
support, distributed among a wide range
of actors. By investing in a wide range
of art infrastructure and commercial
and non-commercial institutions on the
ground and engaging local, regional
and global art networks, diverse and
hopefully sustainable art ecologies can
be nourished for the long-term.

Olga Kanzaki Sooudi is Assistant Professor of Anthropology at the University

of Amsterdam. She has a PhD in Anthropology from Yale University and was a
postdoctoral researcher at the Amsterdam Centre for Globalisation Studies. Her main
research interests are art and art worlds, with a regional focus on India and Japan.
She examines how the professions of artists, dealers and curators work together and
with institutions, to produce, legitimate and circulate art and how these relationships
articulate with the Indian market.

She has conducted fieldwork in the Mumbai art world since 2011. Her earlier
research focused on the migration of Japanese artists to New York City and their
returns home. Her first book, Japanese New York, examines the daily lives and work
of Japanese artists trying to “make it” in the Big Apple and how creative work and
migration combine as a strategy for self-reinvention.
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