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A visitor walks through an art installation by Jeddah-based architects and
brothers Turki and Abdulrahman Gazzaz entitled Absolem, at the pedestrian
entrance of Alserkal Avenue in Dubai. — AFP photos

In the glitzy city of Dubai, known for its
mega-projects, futuristic skyscrapers and
ostentatious malls, Dana Alhammadi sat in a

cozy cafe learning how to make natural beauty
products. The “environmentally conscious”
workshop at the KAVE cafe is part of an emerg-
ing cultural scene in a city which after years of
breakneck development is exploring its alterna-
tive side. If Dubai has a hipster center, it is
Alserkal Avenue, an industrial area full of ware-
houses large and small that in 2008 became a
hub for art galleries, start-up businesses, and
quirky retail outlets.  “It’s really nice to know
how to get something natural and to stop using a
lot of chemicals,” Alhammadi, dressed in a tradi-
tional full-length abaya, told AFP.

She was mixing bicarbonate of soda with
coconut oil to make a back-to-basics deodorant,
jazz legend Nina Simone audible in the back-
ground. “I’m happy that they started such activi-
ties and workshops here in the United Arab
Emirates,” Alhammadi said. Home to more than
nine million expatriates from well over 100
countries, making up 90 percent of the popula-
tion, the UAE prides itself on being a melting
pot. Like other Gulf countries, it uses culture,
media and sports events to win global recogni-
tion and push its soft power.

It has spent billions of dollars on high-profile
museums and mega events, such as the Louvre
Abu Dhabi and the Dubai Expo 2020 trade fair.
The oil-rich country also hosts a range of cultur-
al events, ranging from jazz and film festivals to
fashion week.

‘A culture economy’ 
With the discovery of oil in the mid-20th

century, the UAE transformed from a tiny econ-
omy dependent on the pearl and fishing indus-
tries to a regional powerhouse and hub for trade
and tourism.  Many tourists are drawn by the
headline attractions: malls packed with high-end
brands, luxury resorts, man-made islands and an
indoor ski slope. But Dubai’s ultra-rapid rise
resulted in what some see as a lack of cultural
authenticity that in other capitals develops
organically over time. 

Alserkal, which hosts about 500 events a year,
generally free of charge, is intended to create that
cultural texture. The project’s director Vilma
Jurkute said the community supports 70 projects
by young men and women from different national-
ities, attracting half a million visitors each year. “It’s
essentially a community of thought leaders in liter-
ature, films, theatre, and community development
that formed a key pillar of a culture economy for
the city of Dubai (and) for the region,” the
Lithuanian expatriate said.

Located in a light industrial district and
embracing warehouse buildings that range from
the sleek to the shabby, Alserkal represents an
alternative to what Dubai is best known for,
Jurkute added. “We really are part of the city and
we have been for the past decade,” she said. One
of Alserkal’s most prominent attractions is its
Cinema Akil, the first and only art cinema in the
Gulf, offering audiences a different film experi-
ence, according to the theatre’s deputy director
Luz Villamil.

Every night independent films are played in the

cinema, whose red armchairs and sofas, posters of
old Arab classics and a cosy cafe help it to stand
out from Dubai’s usual blockbuster multiplexes.
Recent screenings have included “Papicha” by
Algeria’s Mounia Meddour and “Capernaum” by
Lebanese director Nadine Labaki.  Next month,
Akil will show “You Will Die At Twenty” by
Sudanese filmmaker Amjad Abu Alala.

Sometimes, the screenings are followed by
debates in the small theatre. Before it opened
there was almost no choice for audiences interest-
ed in something other than Hollywood or
Bollywood blockbusters, Villamil told AFP. “The
most important thing for us is to show films that
highlight voices that perhaps we feel... don’t get
represented very much, including Arab cinema
and women-focused films.”

‘Human interaction’ 
This more inclusive and lesser-known side of

Dubai is what drew French-Tunisian Arabic callig-
raphy artist “eL Seed” to set up shop in Alserkal
Avenue.  “I decided to have my space here to
allow visitors the same experience as they would
have on the streets... to just push the door and
come in,” he said. His calligraphy is an art form
Arabs can enjoy amid the overwhelming domi-
nance of English as the UAE’s most commonly
spoken and written language. “Calligraphy linked
to graffiti is a language that speaks to many peo-
ple and allows them to reconcile with their Arab
identity,” said eL Seed, who lives between Paris,
Tunis and Dubai.  “What interests me is human
interaction,” he said. —AFP

Intricately detailed Hong Kong protester fig-
urines have become the latest must-have col-
lectables as toy stores recreate the pro-

democracy movement’s street battles with police
in their shop displays. Stacked on shelves next to
comic book superheroes, the models come in a
variety of shapes and sizes, some holding make-
shift shields and flags, others extinguishing tear
gas rounds or playing instruments in protest
orchestras. A local figurine enthusiast and his
friend designed dozens of characters based on
their own experiences of attending months of
protests. 

Among their 1:6 scale figures are white-collar
workers who hold regular lunchtime rallies out-
side their offices, elderly “silver-haired” protest-
ers and a demonstrator wearing an oversized
Pepe the Frog mask. “We hope the figurines can
reconstruct the situation with authenticity,” said
Charlie, a 30-year-old freelance photographer
by day, who asked to use a pseudonym. Their
models boast many features of the street
protests, which have upended Hong Kong for the
last seven months in the most serious challenge
to Beijing’s rule since the city’s 1997 handover.

Slogans have been painstakingly painted onto
small helmets and some models have cling-film
wrapped around their arms-a method protesters
use to defend against police pepper spray.
Others have scrapes on their legs from street
skirmishes and almost all have removable gas
masks that have become ubiquitous during the
protests.  “We want to make them as detailed as
possible so that they can evoke empathy in peo-
ple,” Charlie said.

‘Self-censorship’ 
Some of the parts came from the duo’s own

military toy collections or were made with 3D
printers.  Other elements were built from scratch.
For a reporter figurine, the pair hand-stitched a
tiny camera bag while popsicle sticks have been
transformed into wooden shields used by hard-
core activists.  Two of their frontline figure char-
acters-named after the lyrics of the protest
anthem “Glory to Hong Kong”-have gone into
mass production after the pair became a hit
online.  “I want to raise peoples’ awareness with-
in the movement and hopefully the figurines will
allow more people to know what has happened
in Hong Kong,” Charlie said. 

Priced at about HK$900 (US$116) per set, the
different parts of their products had to be manu-
factured in seven countries to avoid political

sensitivities-especially in mainland China. “A
water bottle or a helmet is not sensitive by itself.
But after this movement began, they are seen as
sensitive... This is self-censorship,” said Charlie.
One manufacturer, he said, suddenly refused to
make yellow raincoats, a symbol of the move-
ment which has adopted the color. 

“When that happens, we have to start all over
again,” he said. Hong Kong’s protests were
sparked by a now-abandoned proposal to allow
extraditions to the authoritarian mainland, where
the opaque legal system answers to the
Communist Party. It soon morphed into a wider
movement calling for greater freedoms and
police accountability.  Among key protester
demands are an independent inquiry into the
police, an amnesty for the thousands arrested
and fully free elections. But Beijing and local
leaders have refused further concessions.

Subway station clash 
The frequency and ferocity of the protests

have died down over the last month, but signs
of the political unrest are everywhere, from
graffiti daubed on walls to huge fences sur-
rounding government buildings. In some of the
city’s toy-shops, the protest figurines are sell-
ing like hotcakes. At one shop in Wanchai dis-
trict, the owner has created an action-packed
diorama of a clash outside a subway station,
complete with ranks of riot police and protest-
ers smashing up a taxi. “People play with toys
in pursuit of happiness, especially during hard
times,” said the shop owner, who asked for
anonymity fearing reprisals in the febrile politi-
cal atmosphere. — AFP

A visitor gazes at a work by the late American artist Alexander Calder during an exhibi-
tion entitled ‘Tales of Thread’.

Works by Zimbabwean sculptor Dominic Benhura are shown in an
exhibition entitled ‘Between Me and the Stone’ at a gallery inside
Dubai’s Alserkal Avenue.

Prints are sold at The KAVE cafe at Alserkal Avenue.

A picture shows the entrance of Cinema Akil at Alserkal Avenue in Dubai.

This picture shows 1:6 scale action figures depicting characters involved in the
Hong Kong protests, in Hong Kong. — AFP photos

This picture shows 1:6 scale action figures depicting characters involved in the Hong
Kong protests, in Hong Kong.

This picture shows figurine enthusiast Charlie, who asked to use a pseudonym, posing
with 1:6 scale action figures depicting characters involved in the Hong Kong protests.

This picture shows a 1:6 scale action figures
depicting Pepe the Frog, a character used by pro-
democracy activists as a symbol of their struggle
in the Hong Kong protests, in Hong Kong.

This picture shows 1:6 scale action figures depicting characters involved in the Hong Kong protests, in
Hong Kong.

This picture shows 1:6 scale face masks for
action figures depicting characters involved in
the Hong Kong protests, in Hong Kong.


