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THE UNITED ARAB EMIRATES REVEALS PLANS FOR

THE UAE PAVILION AT THE 2009 VENICE BIENNALE

Artworks, Performances, Video Installation and More Are Announced 

for the Pavilion, the First to Be Created at Venice by an Arabian Gulf 

Country

United Arab Emirates, March 15, 2009 

Raising awareness that the United Arab Emirates is emerging as an important 
contributor to the world of contemporary art, the UAE Pavilion will welcome visitors 
from June 7 through November 22, 2009, as the nation’s official contribution to the 
Venice Biennale. Having announced their participation in Venice in November 2008, the 
project’s organisers have now revealed details of the artistic programme for this 
initiative, the first national pavilion ever to be created at the Biennale by an Arabian Gulf 
country.

Established in 1895, the Venice Biennale today encompasses the official pavilions of 
more than 70 nations. Its International Art Exhibition draws more than 300,000 
influential visitors from around the world.

The UAE Pavilion has been initiated and supported by His Excellency Abdul Rahman 
Mohammed Al Owais, UAE Minister of Culture, Youth and Community Development, the 
Emirates Foundation and Dubai Culture and Arts Authority. The UAE Pavilion is being 
developed and presented under the leadership of its Commissioner, Dr. Lamees 
Hamdan, a member of the Board of Directors of the Dubai Culture and Arts Authority. 
Serving as curator for the UAE Pavilion is Tirdad Zolghadr, an internationally respected 
curator, critic, professor and filmmaker.

“It’s Not You, It’s Me”

The UAE Pavilion will be titled “It’s Not You, It’s Me,” a playful and provocative name for 
the country’s first pavilion at the world’s most prestigious contemporary art event. “By 
and large, art professionals around the world dismiss the notion that a pavilion can truly 



represent a nation,” Zolghadr explains. “There still remains much to consider—especially 
when the nation in question is a place where more efforts are being invested in the 
development of a global art arena, within a smaller geographic space, and within a 
shorter time frame, than ever attempted before.”

“Coming from a new arrival at the Venice Biennale,” Zolghadr continues, “the title ‘It’s 
Not You, It’s Me’ might therefore be interpreted to mean, ‘Look, it’s the UAE’s turn now.’ 
The UAE Pavilion will be unapologetic about documenting the nation—even while the 
Pavilion as a whole can be seen as an exhibition about exhibition-making, reflecting on 
the very act of national showcasing at the Venice Biennale.”

Built in a large and prominent location in the Arsenale—one of the two main areas of the 
Venice Biennale—the Pavilion will draw attention to its nature and function as a 
showcase through a combination of scenographic elements and architectural design by 
the partnership of Rami Farook (founder of the UAE’s Traffic design gallery) and the 
Belgian architectural collective D’haeseleer & Kimpe & Poelaert, known for its 
collaborations with visual artists. Physically, the entire Pavilion will highlight a “World 
Fair” theme that will incorporate various components:

• work by the featured artist, Lamya Gargash
• a documentation of a Dubai performance by the Jackson Pollock Bar
• a Kiosk featuring conversations with key figures in the cultural panorama of the 

country
• a showroom of work by several UAE artists
•  scenography reminiscent of the World Fair tradition, including text panels and 

architectural models of UAE arts infrastructure

As Zolghadr states, “The UAE Pavilion offers a set of parallel endeavors – artistic, 
performative, architectural, discursive – which enjoy a measure of independence and 
singularity within a larger whole.”

The Art and the Artist

For the exhibition in the UAE Pavilion, Lamya Gargash has created a series of 
photographs titled "Familial”, the series plays on the aesthetics of hospitality, the 
politics of interior design and the disingenuous lure of documentation,” Zolghadr 
comments. “Although the work successfully stands on its own and for itself, the 
connections to the Pavilion as a whole are perceptible, and even tangible.”

Born in Dubai in 1982, Lamya Gargash frequently dwells on themes of identity, culture 
and the passage of time, as evoked in modes of dress and the design of architectural 
spaces. Her work has been shown in exhibitions including Dubai Next (organized at the 
Vitra Museum by Rem Koolhaas and Jack Persekian in conjunction with Art Basel 2008), 
Abu Dhabi Art, Talk & Sensations (organized by Fabrice Bousteau in conjunction with 
artparis Abu Dhabi 2008) and the Locarno Film Festival (where she presented her 
animation, Untitled, in 2006).

Art and the National Pavilion

 “If our project is to grapple with the basics of a national pavilion,” Zolghadr states, 
“then the documentation of a wider art scene is crucial.” The UAE Pavilion will include a 
selective archive of UAE artists, showcasing Hassan Sharif*, Tarek Al Ghoussein, and 
Huda Saeed Saif. 
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Another important feature is a specially commissioned video installation by the Berlin-
based artist, dramaturge and curator Hannah Hurtzig. Using a format based on her 
existing “Kiosk” series, Hurtzig arranged and documented a series of five conversations, 
held in Abu Dhabi and Dubai in March 2009. For each conversation, a key figure in the 
development of the cultural scene in the UAE was carefully paired with a partner from 
either inside or outside the country. Visitors to the UAE Pavilion will be able to listen to 
the conversations on wireless headsets, selecting from the choices on the Kiosk display.
 
A further element of the space will be a video documentation of a performance by the 
theatre troupe Jackson Pollock Bar, which specializes in reconstructing conferences and 
lectures. Their method is to transcribe and edit a record of an event and then re-create 
it onstage, lip-synching to a soundtrack. For its performance for the UAE Pavilion, 
Jackson Pollock Bar worked with actors to re-create the official press conference 
announcing the UAE Pavilion in December 2008 at Art Basel Miami Beach. The video of 
the performance will be on display within the UAE Pavilion throughout the Biennale.

Finally, the UAE Pavilion will include a scenographic display of elements that are typical 
of world expositions. It will include architectural models of UAE museum infrastructure: 
both the existing facilities (such as the Sharjah Art Museum and Sharjah Museum of 
Islamic Civilization) and those that are being planned (such as the Saadiyat Island 
Cultural District in Abu Dhabi, which includes the Louvre Abu Dhabi and Guggenheim 
Abu Dhabi Museum, and the Museum of Middle Eastern Modern Art - MOMEMA). 
Elegantly obtrusive text panels will amplify the effect of the display. 

Executive Committee

A high-level Executive Committee has been formed to advise and support the 
development of the UAE Pavilion at the Venice Biennale. The Executive Committee is 
comprised of highly respected individuals who have contributed to contemporary art 
within the UAE throughout their careers: Zaki Nusseibeh (Chairman), Sheikha Lateefa 
Bint Maktoum, Sheikha Maisa Al Qassimi,  Mubarak Hamad Al Muhairi, Safia Saeed Al 
Raqbani, Yasser Hareb and Omran Al Owais.

Sponsorship and Support

The UAE Pavilion at the Venice Biennale is initiated by the Ministry of Culture, Youth and 
Community Development, and is sponsored by the Emirates Foundation and the Dubai 
Culture and Arts Authority (DCAA).

* Hassan Sharif’s work is being loaned to the UAE National Pavilion for the Venice 
Biennale from The Arab Museum of Modern Art, Qatar Foundation & Qatar Museums 
Authority. 

###

3



Media Contacts:

UAE Media Requests 
Eliza Ilyas, Director of Communications 
UAE Pavilion Office for the Venice Biennale
Mobile: +971 (0) 50 450 4236 
eliza@uaepavilion.org

International Media Requests
Amy Wentz
Ruder Finn Arts & Communications Counselors
+1 (212) 715-1551
wentza@ruderfinn.com

NOTES TO EDITORS: 

1. UAE Pavilion at the Venice Biennale Universally recognized as the world’s most 
prestigious contemporary art event, the Venice Biennale will present its 53rd 
International Art Exhibition from June 7 through November 22, 2009. In 
recognition of the emergence of the UAE as a cultural hub, and of the historic 
importance of this first national pavilion to be created by a Gulf state, the 
Biennale has provided a large and highly visible site in the Arsenale for the UAE 
Pavilion. 

2. The Dubai Culture & Arts Authority  was launched in March 2008 by H.H. 
Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, UAE Vice President and Prime 
Minister and Ruler of Dubai, to highlight Dubai as a dynamic culture, heritage 
and arts centre.

The Dubai Culture & Arts Authority aims to create, drive and support cultural 
strategies while preserving national identity. With a vision to create a vibrant 
Arabian, global city that shapes 21st Century culture and art in the region and the 
world, it will build upon Dubai’s status as a multicultural city, inspiring and 
encouraging its more than 200 resident nationalities to contribute to its culture 
and arts renaissance. The Authority is responsible for developing best policies, 
institutional and regulatory framework and funding within the cultural industry 
of Dubai. It will create physical infrastructure to position Dubai as an overall 
culture, heritage and arts venue as well as increase awareness in cultural 
activities by initiating a robust dialogue with the public. It will nurture talent 
through development of culture, heritage and arts curricula in schools and 
through partnerships with leading educational institutions to attract artists and 
cultural professionals to Dubai and inspire local talent to travel abroad.

3. Ministry of Culture, Youth & Community Development   The Ministry of 
Culture, Youth and Community Development was launched in 2006 to highlight 
the UAE's fast-growing community and thriving youths while not losing sight of 
its heritage and cultural scene. 

The  Ministry aims to revive the UAE's heritage by inspiring and encouraging 
the creative talents abundant among the youths of today.   It is responsible for 
promoting and investing in the energies of young people, inspiring them and 
adding to their artistic abilities. In doing so, the  Ministry has raised much 
awareness towards the community's cultural practices and in turn, has promoted 
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innovation and enrichment of cultural communication. It is constantly working at 
creating an integral framework for providing detailed information regarding the 
country's culture, youth and community development. In addition, the Ministry 
also   organises ongoing activities   and develops mechanisms to secure the 
necessary support required to achieve its goals.

4. About the Emirates Foundation: The Emirates Foundation is one of the UAE’s 
foremost philanthropic organizations. It offers financial and technical support to 
projects that enrich the lives of people in the Emirates, particularly in the areas 
of youth development, knowledge creation, and national society and heritage.
 

The Foundation facilitates links between commercial businesses and the public 
sector to devise new projects and strengthen existing non profit initiatives 
throughout the country.    Its funding comes from annual donations and an 
endowment fund supported by the Abu Dhabi government and private 
companies. Its six key areas of interest are Education; Science and Technology; 
Arts and Culture; Social Development; Environmental Awareness and Public 
Awareness.
 

Launched on April 12 2005 by H.H Sheikh Mohammed Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, 
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi, its Board of Directors is chaired by H.H.Sheikh 
Mansour Bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Minister of Presidential Affairs.    Further 
information from: www.emiratesfoundation.ae
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