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To understand Emirati curator and Sharjah 
Art Foundation president Sheikha Hoor 
bint Sultan al-Qasimi, you first need to 
understand where she comes from. Sharjah, 
deemed the most conservative emirate in 
the United Arab Emirates, is shaped by 
both a strict adherence to Islamic legal 
and religious traditions, and a deepening 
respect for its own cultural legacy—from 
pre-Islamic archaeological sites to its 
modernist constructions. 

Yet, when Sharjah looks to the future, it does 
so from the vantage point of culture. Sheikha 
Hoor’s father, Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed 
al-Qasimi, is a poet-playwright-politician, 
double PhD-holder and prolific author, who 
opted for cultural investment as a spearhead for 
the emirate’s future. A book fair, a calligraphy 
biennial, a heritage festival, an active cultural 
department, museums, universities and the 
internationally touted Sharjah Biennial were all 
founded under his watch. 

Following her father’s lead, Sheikha 
Hoor set her foot onto well-tilled cultural 
soil when, in 2002, she became interested 
in the workings of the biennial on her 
doorstep, after an eye-opening visit to 
Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11 that year. 
“I am a product of the Sharjah Biennial,” 
she confides, referencing the event’s 22-year 
history and the opportunity it has provided 
for her to blossom—not only as a curator but 
also as president of Sharjah Art Foundation 
(SAF), which was founded in 2009 to manage 
the year-round programming and exhibitions 
that span the months between biennials. 

Emblematic of twin, sometimes opposing, 
currents afoot in her home, Sheikha Hoor  
herself is progressive yet sensitive to 
tradition; internationally minded yet 
community-bound; interminably curious yet 
single-mindedly determined. Her childhood 
was punctuated with local appearances 
by the London Philharmonic, the Royal 
Shakespeare Company and Russian ballet 
companies—“I remember men in black 
tights,” she laughs—before art school 
beckoned. She studied painting at London’s 
Slade School of Fine Art, crowning her 
BFA with a curatorial MA from the Royal 
College of Art. She remains soft-spoken yet is 
gregarious, animated by surges of contagious 
enthusiasm, particularly when she speaks 
about her curatorial projects. 

Her latest international venture is the 
UAE National Pavilion at the 56th Venice 
Biennale, for which, as curator, she looks at 
the history of an Emirati organization that 
set a precedent for SAF’s educational calling, 
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the Emirates Fine Arts Society (EFAS). Still 
active, the nonprofit was founded in 1980 by 
forward-looking artists such as Hassan Sharif, 
Ahmed al-Ansari and Mohamed Yousif. 
The EFAS was, in its heyday, an incubator, 
educator and ambassador all in one. It not 
only nurtured artistic talent through informal 
instruction but also organized exhibitions—
at home and to places such as Sudan and 
Moscow and as far afield as Korea—and 
even produced publications. “Looking back 
at catalogs from the 1990s, I saw one of my 
paintings,” Sheikha Hoor recalls. “I was 
only 15!” During the fledgling nation’s early 
decades (the UAE was officially formed in 
1971), the EFAS was teeming with burgeoning 
artistic talents, some of whom are well 
known today—Mohammed Kazem, Ebtisam 
Abdulaziz, Abdullah al-Saadi, Mohammed 
Ahmed Ibrahim—while others have slipped 
through the cracks of art history, remaining 
obscure even to the local, art-aware public.

The UAE Pavilion will showcase the 
evolving practices of 14 Emirati artists 
during the decades following the founding of 
the EFAS. “When I was invited to curate the 
pavilion, I didn’t even have to think about 
it,” she confesses, “I knew this had to be 
done.” Entitled “1980–Today: Exhibitions in 
the United Arab Emirates,” the show hones 
in on the emergence of art practices in the 
UAE, pinpointing changes in individuals’ 
works, while deepening understanding of 
an underexposed period. The artist roster, 
featuring just one woman, Najat Hassan 
Meky, was compiled based on works that 
Sheikha Hoor deemed representative of 
meaningful shifts in media and artistic 
trends. “It’s more about the artworks 
than the artists,” she explains, somewhat 
apologetically. “As far as the selection 
process is concerned, I don’t intend to say 
these are the most important artists. There 
are so many others—especially women.” 

Some works in the show, such as Abdullah 
al-Saadi’s Cavity Room (1991), made of animal 
skulls, crystallize an experimental impulse 
in an artist’s practice, whereas others mark 
a passage from one medium to another, 
often heralding a desire to create in a less 
obviously modernist style. “I found Abdullah 
al-Saadi’s old paintings—oil on canvas, which 
you never see him doing now,” she says 
giddily. She also evinces an obvious delight 
in revealing how these artists worked when 
looming museums and market constraints 
were inexistent. “They were uninhibited 
at the time,” Sheikha Hoor reveals. “They 
didn’t care if the work sold or not; they were 

more tongue-in-cheek, working a lot with 
found objects, or in a surrealist way.” And it 
is precisely this difference that guided her 
curatorial strategy: “To be honest, I chose 
works that were representative of different 
ideas and processes that should be seen.” 

“1980–Today: Exhibitions in the United 
Arab Emirates” is not a thematic show, nor 
does it try to reconstruct exhibitions from 
the period. Instead, it attempts—bolstered by 
a year of research sifting through historical 
documents, interviews and press clippings—
to explore the production of a range of 
Emirati artists with different backgrounds 
and approaches to work. Sheikha Hoor 
achieved a rare rapport with these artists, 
coaxing them to open nether regions of 
their studios and unlock drawers housing 
long-forgotten works. “I feel selfish: it is 
an opportunity for me to meet artists and 
rummage through their cupboards,” she says. 
“I see things no one else has. It takes time, 
but it’s important if you are going to work 
with an artist to deepen this relationship.” 

Countering the common perception 
that contemporary art in the UAE was the 
product of the last decade’s art “boom,” 
the pavilion sheds light on an unsung 
transitional period in local art history. 
Sheikha Hoor explains that the pavilion “will 
draw connections between generations and 
collaborators, looking at the shift between 
modernism and contemporary work.” 

Yet, as is the case with art from such under-
documented periods, many of the works 
she desired were scattered. Some were sold 
to Iraqi collectors and lost during the wars 
in Iraq. Others went to unknown regional 
collectors. Undaunted, she attempted to track 
down the phantom pieces for her seemingly 
free-form narrative. “There’s not going to be 
any timeline,” she says. “They will be hung 
according to how they aesthetically relate to 
what’s next to them. It will almost be like a 
cave of treasures.” 

The fourth national pavilion for the UAE, 
it is the first curated by an Emirati and the 
first to share the country’s cultural history 
on an international stage. Yet, although 
it is a cause for pride, there is a lingering 
sense that Sheikha Hoor’s task will only be 
complete once the show returns to the UAE, 
after the Biennale. Ultimately, “1980–Today: 
Exhibitions in the United Arab Emirates” 
is like the community-engaged projects 
Sheikha Hoor has championed at the SAF 
helm, and like the curator herself—though 
the show may travel far afield, it will be most 
treasured at home. 


