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During the dinner feting Abraaj Group Art 
Prize winners Basel Abbas and Ruanne 
Abou-Rahme at her beachfront home in 
Dubai during the city’s Art Week in March, 
collector and patron Dana Farouki seemed 
confounded. Her mother, a doyenne of well-
heeled Washington, DC, society, was vocally 
displeased that her daughter would serve 
shawarma sandwiches without plates. While 
such mother-daughter divergence over 
hostessing techniques was gently comical, 
the incident foregrounds how Farouki has 
navigated her role as an art-world power 
player—through trusteeships and board 
seats in international cultural institutions, 
including her new role as chair of the Abraaj 
Group Art Prize—and the fresh, sometimes 
challenging perspectives she brings to the 
maturing arts ecosystem in Dubai. 

Since she and her husband, a Goldman 
Sachs executive, moved their family to 
the emirate five years ago, Farouki has 
busily cross-pollinated the Dubai scene, 
familiarizing globe-trotting curators and 
institutional higher-ups with local galleries 
and budding initiatives—to mutual benefit. 
Mirroring the nourishing conviviality of 
her plate-less shawarmas, she has been a 
welcome galvanizer in a scene hungry for 
meaningful connections.  

Born and bred in Washington to 
Palestinian parents, Farouki is skilled at 
building cultural bridges. Accepting a 
fellowship at the Museum of Modern Art 
(MoMA) in New York shortly after receiving 
her MA from London’s Courtauld Institute of 
Art in 2005, she was tasked with overseeing 
the blossoming affiliation between MoMA 
and its sprightlier nonprofit offshoot, MoMA 
PS1. “They were trying to imagine how the 
relationship could function,” she explains. 
“We talked about how we could do shows 
together and apart.” She later became the 
very first hire for the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi, 
serving as assistant curator for the Middle 
Eastern mega-museum from the New York 
flagship until 2010. Since 2012, Farouki has 
been the founding chair of the museum’s 
Middle Eastern Circle, with the mandate to 
reflect interest for the Middle East through 
programming at home base in New York. 
“The interest in the museum can’t be just one-
sided,” she warns, indicating that New York 
audiences should be able to engage with the 
Middle Eastern outpost’s program, just as the 
future Guggenheim will be inspired by that of 
the flagship. “There needs to be a balance.”

Balance, it seems, is the watchword for 
her collecting spirit as well. “Collecting 
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has always been linked to patronage in the 
bigger sense,” she confides. “I see it as a way 
of supporting artists so they can continue 
living and working through ideas.” Her first 
board membership dates from 2004 with 
Creative Time, the New York-based public 
art initiative. Alongside her friend and now 
Brooklyn Museum director Anne Pasternak, 
Farouki helped artists bring their most 
ambitious projects to life, with the annual 
Creative Time Summit rallying them under 
the banner of art and social change. In 2006, 
she became a trustee at MoMA PS1, “out 
of a love for the place and the time I spent 
doing my fellowship at MoMA,” she recalls, 
warmly. Diving into a more region-specific 
endeavor, she became a board member of 
Bidoun, the coolly intelligent magazine-
turned-website covering arts and culture 
from the Middle East, an early regional 
investiture that then blossomed into roles 
as a Patron of Art Dubai and a four-year 
jury member of the Abraaj Group Art Prize. 
Last June, she was named chair of the 
prestigious prize, ringing in its eighth year 
with new rules (two-year stints for some jury 
members) and new blood (notably Defne 
Ayas, director of the Witte de With Center for 
Contemporary Art in Rotterdam). 

Hand-in-hand with her institutional 
commitments to cultural patronage, though, 
comes the direct support she provides artists 
by collecting their works. For their personal 
collection, Farouki and her husband buy 
internationally (an Ernesto Neto sculpture 
dangles not far from a Matt Connors canvas 
in their home), yet are committed to regional 
and local galleries such as Sfeir-Semler in 
Beirut/Hamburg and Dubai-based Grey 
Noise, from which she acquired one of 
Lebanese artist Caline Aoun’s “Swimming 
Pool” works (2012–15). For her parents, 
Jordanian-born Samia and Jerusalem-born 
Abul Huda—high-society movers and shakers 
in the American capital, where they have 
lived for more than 50 years—Farouki has 
handpicked some of the strongest work by 
artists from the Middle East and North Africa. 
Wael Shawky’s video depicting the Dome of 
the Rock as a fairground ride, Al Aqsa Park 
(2006), and Marwan Rechmaoui’s rubberized 
map of Arab League member states in which 
no country touches its neighbor, Untitled 
22 (The Arab World) (2005), rub shoulders 
with works by Walid Raad—“his conceptual 
rigor is mesmerizing”—Akram Zaatari, Timo 
Nasseri, Moataz Nasr and Abbas Akhavan. 

“For my parents, the collection is 
mission-driven,” she states. “Yet they are 

constantly trying to celebrate their heritage. 
They are moved by what artists are saying in 
this part of the world.”

Devotion to Middle Eastern artistic 
endeavors seems to run in the family. “My 
mother founded a space in Washington 
in the 1980s called Alif Gallery,” Farouki 
reminisces. “I believe it was the first 
nonprofit space in the capital committed to 
showing artists from this region—way before 
there was an appetite or an audience for it.” 
Etel Adnan, Dia Azzawi and Kamal Boullata 
showed works at the space, which also 
hosted poetry readings, but ultimately failed 
to attract an audience and closed in 1992. 
The Faroukis, however, remained committed 
to bringing Arabic art, music and dance to 
the national stage. In 2008, they organized 
“Arabesque: Arts of the Arab World,” a 
robust series of programs at Washington’s 
Kennedy Center that featured the Al-Farah 
Syrian Children’s Choir, theater groups 
from Palestine, and even a commission 
by Egyptian-Lebanese visual artist Lara 
Baladi. “So many incredible artists were 
brought together over three months,” she 
remembers. “Imagine that now!”

That degree of Arabic cultural visibility 
in the Washingtonian lap of power may 
indeed be confined to a more tolerant past. 
Perhaps the responsibility now lies with the 
private collectors and collecting institutions 
to display the Middle East’s artistic integrity. 
While the core of the Faroukis’ permanent 
collection is housed in a space on Mercer 
Street in New York owned by the couple, it 
is only partially open to the public, although 
it regularly collaborates with organizations, 
providing some visibility, and, as Dana 
would have it, they are “happy to lend.” 

Lending seems to be how the Abraaj 
Group’s own collection—the fruit of eight 
years’ worth of prize commissions—sees 
the (selective) light of day: sadly, it is 
inconsistently visible to the public, both 
internationally and locally. 

When asked if she was responsible for 
planting the seeds for shows such as the 
2015 Wael Shawky solo exhibition at MoMA 
PS1, or the Walid Raad survey at MoMA, she 
insists that “it’s not necessarily that clear. 
I’m a mechanism. I add to the dialogue.” 
What is clear is that Farouki brings a new 
spirit and drive to patronage that can only 
be beneficial to the maturing scene in the 
UAE. “Supporting art is not just about 
making a profit or decorating your walls,” she 
concludes. “It’s about supporting the cultural 
infrastructure, which is as important.” 

Dana Farouki

The Galvanizer
By kevin jones


