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ESSAY

CuIture and Travel

The Louvre goes to Abu Dhabi.

By Maia Morgensztern

1 spring 2007, the then French culture
minister, Renaud Donnedieu de

v 20res, signed a partnership with Sheik
> “ian bin Tahnoon al-Nahyan, presi-

=nt of the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
:—;":J emir of Abu Dhabi, to.open a
-2uvre museum on the island of Saadi-

+2%. According to France’s Ministry

=7 Culture, this “universal museum will
"’*ge cultures and foster a dialogue

=tween the two nations,” while respect-
”j the values set by the 2002 law on
=rench national collections. The latter
ncludes a not-for-profit mission, access
o culture for all, and inalienability of the
=rworks. The Saadiyat building, sched-
_2d to open in 2013, will have a total
Zzpacity of 24,000 square meters, includ-
ng 6,000 square meters for display of
= permanent collection, and 2,000 square
meters for temporary exhibitions.

Aerial view of the Louvre Abu Dha:
“A form archetypical to all civiliza-
tions” © Ateliers Jean Nouvel

72 deal includes €1 billion for the use of

= Louvre name for 30 years, a few hun-
‘"d loans of artwork from the French
"zional collections, 15 years of consult-
r: services, and, above all, a white
mushroom floating on water designed by
~= Pritzker Prize—winning French archi-
=cl Jean Nouvel — all to put the emirate
>n e world’s cultural map.

The last time Jean Nouvel was

-ommissioned to erect a building for
= major French art museum, the grande
"=ton’s cultural elite splashed gallons
Nk across its newspapers to express
'= 2iscontent: the eclectic structure
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and colors of the Musée du Quai-Branly,

designed to display works from the
Americas, Africa, Australia, and South-
east Asia, were not only deemed too
chaotic and messy but, more important,
they raised ever hovering questions

of Western representation of “exotic” cul-
tures. In the design statement for the
Louvre Abu Dhabi, similar boxes on the
diversity form are checked: the 180-
meter-diameter double dome becomes
“a form archetypical to all civilizations”
with “dreamy thoughts” of “fancy tales”
and “forgotten chimeras”; and the lush
gardens, in keeping with Islamo-Arabian
tradition, alternate with collections of
buildings to form a long promenade that
ends in a micro-city of its own, like

the tourist mecca that is the Alnambra.
But browsing through the glossy plans
and beautiful renderings of the project
feels a bit like going on a date with a
gorgeous lvy League quarterback on a
sports scholarship: once the first-sight
drool has dried, there is not much to stay
excited about.

Granted, establishing a durable
bond between architecture, historically
charged foreign content — after all, the
Louvre is the most visited museum
in the world — and a culturally diverse
environment is no small task.

To begin with, the UAE is a rela-
tively new country. Born of the fusion
of conglomerate powers in 1971, after the
British withdrew from the region; it under-

- went staggering development, becoming

a major international platform for busi-
nesses related to oil. Today only 20% of
the population was born in the country.
Given such a divergent and diluted heri-
tage, how can the state create a sense
of belonging? The UAE, eager to shape
its national pride while diversifying its
sources of income away from oil, seems
to have opted for more of a Western
franchise identity than a regional one (in
addition to the Louvre, a Guggenheim
Museum and offshoots of the Sorbonne
and New York University are being
planned). The 29 square kilometers of

~ Saadiyat will include 29 high-end

hotels, three marinas for about 1,00C
boats, two golf courses, and numerous
up-market villas. The plan is to trans-
form Saadiyat Island into a “strategic
international tourism destination.”

The cultural role of the Louvre in
Abu Dhabi remains unclear. Will it be
teach about Western history and sociex
through the arts? The fact is that most
of its collection must not sit well with th=
UAE's cultural values and therefore
poses a problem if the satellite museum =
real mission is to promote cross-culturz
understanding. Raising this issue seems
to upset local officials. When asked
about the Louvre Abu Dhabi’s artistic con-
tent, Sheik Sultan bin Tahnoon al-Nahyan
declared that the Emirates have “a
history and a culture. Not everything can
be done so brutally ... We will take into
account our cultural constraints, but little

by little the market will win.” Although this

statement does leave room for “edgier”
artworks to join the collections in the semi-
distant future, it clearly acknowledges
that, for now, social and religious values
will filter exhibitions’ checklists. The UAE
IS not a democracy: the interests of the
state are not separate from those of the
family in power. The risk is that French
officials are building a private collection
to meet the tastes of the ruling family,
with an illusory public mission whose offi-
cial intention of ushering in a cultural
breakthrough to the area might reach out
to only a fringe of the local population, in
effect building a bridge between wealthy

elites, not between cultures.

For France, however, the Louvre
Abu Dhabi will bring all kinds of benefits,
above all financial. Long considered the
paragon of welfare states, France is slow-
ly running out of funds while cultural
projects in need of financing are burgeon-
iIng. In 2008, the government allocated
more than €122 million to the Louvre, re-
presenting half the museum’s total
budget. Out of the whopping €1 billion to
be paid by the UAE, €400 million is for
use of the Louvre’s name, €195 million
constitutes a 15-year fee for scientific
expertise and advisory services to orga-
nize exhibitions, €165 million over
20 years is to pay for French museum
professionals’ expertise in helping
with the Abu Dhabi collection, and €25
million will be allocated to sponsorship.
The remaining €190 million will be
shared between the other 11 loaning insti-
tutions among French Museums over
a 10-year period. The Louvre’s estimated
annual revenue, on top of the fee money,
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Interior renderings of Jean Nouvel’s design for the Louvre Abu Dhabi:
“Dreamy thoughts of fancy tales and forgotten chimeras” © Ateliers Jean Nouvel
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= calculated to be €30 million over the
2C-year period during which its name can
2= used. For now, that income is
=armarked for the creation of additional
=ntific, cultural, and pedagogical pro-
orams, for the betterment of staff working
condiions, and for efforts that further the
ssion of the Grand Louvre.

Needless to say, in a country pro-
~=2ming its exception culturelle, the
Duoication of the deal’s figures sparked
“n=zied debates over the role of culture
' =rench society. The art critic Didier
=y«ner gathered some 4,700 signatures
“rom art professionals opposed to
7= project, and a few months before the
Z=2 s ratification, former director of
~rench National Museums Francoise
_z2chin and former director of the Pica-
==0 Museum Jean Clair published an arti-
n Le Monde entitled, “Our Museums

Not for Sale.” But despite the polem-
' the French government, slowly
=wzkening to the scope of the country’s
=conomic difficulties, agreed to the pro-
and recently even introduced further
contentious proposals.
| The pressure of globalization has
‘==zught up with the arts in both the private
=na public sectors; art indices, strategic
Z=pital, and expansion planning have now

Interior rendering: “A promenade
that ends in a micro-city of its own.”
© Ateliers Jean Nouvel

artworks and, by extension, the spaces
that house them. For a long time,

the sacred aura of the arts, as well as
the French notion of governmental
responsibility toward culture, to some ex-
tent protected artworks from being
treated as profitable investments. Yet, in
March 2006, the French Ministry of
Culture considered the report "Economy
of the Immaterial,” which suggested

an American model of deaccessioning
some of the national collections, in

part to buy new ones. This challenged
the very principle of inalienability

that normally applies to French national

up for sale on the market. However, 1asi
changes. If this model had been applied
last century, where would all the Impres
sionists be today? Where the so-callec
degenerate art?

Another controversy on the side-
lines of the Louvre Abu Dhabi deal is the
fact that the oil and gas giant Total will
provide financing for the Paris Louvre’s
new wing of Islamic art (scheduled to
open in 2010), of which a floor is to be
named after Sheik Zayed bin Sultan
al-Nahyan, founder of the UAE. Not sur-
prisingly, Total, which is still partly
owned by the French government, has
an important presence in the UAE.

The French government has other ties
with the UAE involving large financial
deals, including Airbus contracts, and the
French aerospace group EADS will see
Its new technical-composite plane design
ed, developed, and built in Abu Dhabi.
To top it all, France has recently broken
ground on a new military base in the
UAE. In this context, one cannot help bu
wonder if, among all possible cities
where the Louvre could have settled, the
choice of Abu Dhabi might have been
influenced by factors other than cultural.
In my opinion, the presence
of the Louvre’s franchise in Abu Dhabi
could have been an interesting project.
Unfortunately, it has been created for
all the wrong reasons. lIts official mission
to “stress the dialogue between civiliza-
tions in the artistic domain™ will be hard tc
fulfill amid the economic implications,
leaving Jean Nouvel’'s impressive dome
somewhat empty under the hood.
Moreover, the project parts with the found:
Ing principles of French national collec-
tions. If anything, the Abu Dhabi Louvre’s
main contribution to the cultural sector,
French or otherwise, will be to extend the
definition of "Postmodern” from artwork
to museum.

— Maia Camille Morgensztern is

an art historian and dealer for con-

temporary art and design. She is
based in London.

The pro;ect is Iocated at the tlp of Saadlyat Island “A floatmg whlte mushroom
designed to put the emirate on the world’s cultural map” © Ateliers Jean Nouvel

collections, including the Louvre’s. This
would mean that a corpus of profession-
als could decide to sell some “lesser
works” to buy a masterpiece that came

be=come essential to the shaping of art
—ollections and of museum architecture.
_=accessioning, in particular, has

‘Deen aggravating the commodification of
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