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Art Dubai 2016 features the conclusion of a two-year partnership with 89plus, 
the long-term, international, multi-platform research project co-founded by 
Simon Castets and Hans Ulrich Obrist, which investigates the generation 
of innovators born in or after 1989.
 
The year 1989 saw the introduction of the World Wide Web and the beginning 
of the universal availability of the Internet. Positing a relationship between these 
world-changing events and creative production at large, 89plus introduces 
the work of some of this generation’s most inspiring protagonists. Workshops, 
interviews and a presentation at Art Dubai 2015 were geared towards 
developing ideas that could contribute in 2016 to a project, led by artists 
Sarah Abu Abdallah and Abdullah Al-Mutairi, presented at Art Dubai 
2016. 

Among the themes that emerged from the 89plus Dubai workshop discussions 
was the relationship between the virtual self and the physical self – specifically, 
the disparity between how one reacts emotionally to online interactions and 
those that are face to face.

Tracing the oral tradition of the Arabian peninsula to the current proliferation of 
voice-based messaging within the region– via WhatsApp and voice notes for 
instance– this project examines the efficiency of speech as a mode of relaying 
experience and telling stories within hyper connected societies.

What are the nuanced ‘languages’ and gestures we’re learning to 
communicate online, as we grow with technology, and technology grows with 
us? Can we keep up, physically, with our mental selves? 

89plus Dubai 2016 features a performance-based, collaborative text and 
voice-based project. Led by artists Sarah Abu Abdallah and Abdullah Al-
Mutairi, the project invited Gulf-based artists, writers, architects, filmmakers, 
musicians, designers and technologists born in and after 1989 to submit voice 
notes, texts and recordings relating to the theme at hand. The narratives are 
related by performers, and in turn, the recordings played out in a project space 
at Art Dubai.

89PLUS 
            DUBAI

works primarily with video and film 
as a medium. Her recent exhibitions 
include ‘Arab Contemporary’ at the 
Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 
Denmark; ‘Migrating Forms’, NYC; 
the Serpentine Galleries 89plus 
Marathon, London; Sharjah Biennial 
2013, UAE; and Rhizoma in the 
55th Venice Biennale, 2013. She 
contributed to the Arts and Culture 
in Transformative Times festival by 
ArteEast, NYC; and the Moving Image 
panel Video + Film in Palazzo Grassi, 
Venice.

 
(b.1990 - Kuwait) is an artist based in 
Kuwait. He has exhibited at Art Dubai, 
UAE; Mathaf Museum of Modern Art, 
Qatar; and The Serpentine Gallery, 
UK. Al-Mutairi is also a member of 
the GCC Collective, whose work 
has been exhibited at MoMA PS1, 
Fridericianum, The New Museum 
and Sultan Gallery, among other 
institutions. 

is the Director and Curator of the 
Swiss Institute, New York. Along 
with Hans Ulrich Obrist, he is the 
co-founder of the research project 
89plus. He holds an M.A. in Curatorial 
Studies from Columbia University, 
New York; and a M.A. in Cultural 
Management from Sciences Po, Paris.
 

is Co-director of the Serpentine 
Gallery, London. Prior to this, he 
was the Curator of the Musée d’Art 
Moderne de la Ville, Paris. Since his 
first show ‘World Soup (The Kitchen 
Show)’ in 1991, he has curated more 
than 250 shows.
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Rand Abdul Jabbar was born in 
Baghdad, Iraq in 1990 and was 
raised in the United Arab Emirates. 
She received her Master of 
Architecture from Columbia University 
in 2014. Her work explores the power 
and potential for art and design – as 
both a spatial and material exercise 
– to act as an interactive mediator 
between people and the environment 
they inhabit, encouraging them to see 
themselves, each other and the world 
around them in new and unexpected 
way.
 
Hala Ali is a spoken word poet and 
visual artist, born in Saudi Arabia 
where she went on to study in the 
United Kingdom and the United 
Arab Emirates. Ali’s poetry is direct 
and argumentative, reflecting on 
contemporary society and speaking to 
ideas of Feminism, human relations, 
politics and social dogmas. She has 
performed and exhibited in Dubai, 
Vienna, London, Berlin and Istanbul.
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Aya Atoui is a Dubai-based Lebanese photographer and was one of the 
winning artists of the Sheikha Manal Young Artist Award for 2011 while 
still completing a degree at the American University in Dubai. Her first ever 
exhibition took place in 2009 at the Empty Quarter Gallery in DIFC, Dubai. She 
has exhibited in Dubai and New York.
 
Yogesh Barve is a conceptual artist whose practice ranges from painting and 
printing to sculpture, film, multimedia installations and site specific works. A 
common thread throughout his work is a critique of our cultural framework of 
thinking. Utilising a range of materials including found objects, participatory 
technologies like his mobile phone camera and game engines, Yogesh is 
opening new aesthetic views that deal with social phenomena such as in/
equality, ir/rationality the un/seen or the in/outsider.

Yousef Bushehri is a Kuwaiti architect based in Atlanta. Previously he 
participated as a 89plus resident artist at the google cultural institute. He is 
currently a graduate student, researcher, and teacher at Georgia Tech.

Tara Aldughaither is a Curatorial Adviser and Independent researcher/writer 
on the Arabian Peninsula’s art and cultural politics.

Riem Hassan obtained a BSc in 
Multimedia Design from the American 
University in Sharjah (AUS). In 2010, 
she co-founded Mobius Design 
Studio in Dubai, where she worked 
on commissioned design projects and 
self-initiated research. She earned 
an MFA in Graphic Design from the 
University of Illinois as well as an MA 
in Iconic Research from Basel School 
of Design. She currently teaches 
Visual Communications at AUS while 
continuing to work on research in and 
of kinetic typography and typographic 
match-making.
 

Tulip Hazbar is a UAE based 
designer and artist. Hazbar holds a 
BSc in Multimedia Design from the 
American University of Sharjah and 
has worked with leading platforms 
such Canvas magazine, Emirates Fine 
Arts Society and Art Dubai to name 
a few. Tulip is a member of Design 
House Collective and a contributing 
illustrator for The Carton magazine 
and Sketchbook online Magazine.

Sophia Al-Maria is an artist and 
writer. In 2015 she was a fellow at 
the Sundance Screenwriting Lab and 
her book The Girl Who Fell to Earth 
was published in Arabic translation. 
She is currently working on her 
first solo show in North America for 
the Whitney Museum curated by 
Christopher Lew.



Meitha Al Mazrooei completed her 
Bachelor degree in Architecture and 
a minor in Design Management from 
The American University of Sharjah. 
AL Mazrooei is the founder of WTD 
Magazine, a biannual architecture and 
design platform that draws attention 
to urban conditions in the Middle 
East. The pilot issue was published 
in October 2011, Issue01 (March 
2012) and the latest Issue06 (January 
2015). 
 
Amad Mian completed a degree in 
Finance and Digital Specialization 
from Ryerson University in Toronto. 
Mian has previously worked in 
business development and digital 
media at Apple, CIBC Mellon and 
The Online Project. His avid interest 
in startups and paradigm shifting 
technologies has led him to pursue 
digital entrepreneurship. He is 
currently the founder of Project Code, 
a community initiative teaching coding 
in social and collaborative settings.  
 
Batool Mohammad graduated from 
the College of Fine Art and Design, 
University of Sharjah. Mohammad 
recently completed an online 
residency titled ‘Residency for Artists 
on Hiatus’ which lasted for six months 
and during which no art was made. 
Her work delves into a combination 
of themes on science fiction, Gulf 
war history, and internet space, which 
culminate into a series of writings and 
images.

Majid Al-Remaihi Majid was 
born in 1995 in Doha, Qatar. Majid 
is currently pursuing a degree in 
sociology with a pending focus on 
museum studies from Middlebury 
College. Their research explores 
institutional interventions in culture 
and education in the gulf. 

Saud Alsanad is a researcher in LIS 
with a concentration in the Information 
Seeking Behavior of Artists.

Musfira Shaffi is a Pakistani writer 
and artist. She holds a degree from 
the London School of Economics, 
and has shown at Saatchi Gallery and 
Cannes International Film Festival. Her 
work background spans across tech 
start-ups and media. She is interested 
in exploring how technology is 
affecting the human consciousness.

Shaweesh is an independent artist 
and works in the Telfaz11 media 
collective as an art director and 
creative director. He works in the 
Gharem Studio, developing his 
conceptual projects and gallery 
exhibitions. His work mixes satire and 
recent history within the context of the 
gulf regions. 

Mohamed Elshahed is an Art Histories and Aesthetic Practices postdoctoral 
fellow at the Forum Transregionale Studien in Berlin. His dissertation 
‘Revolutionary Modernism? Architecture and the Politics of Transition in 
Egypt, 1936-1967’, was completed at the Middle East Studies Department 
at New York University. Elshahed is the founder of Cairobserver.com and the 
Cairobserver print issues.
 
Natasha Stallard is a writer and editor. She is the Editor of Brownbook, an 
independent bi-monthly dedicated to culture and architecture in the Middle 
East and North Africa. Other recent publications include ‘Oscar Niemeyer in 
Abu Dhabi’ and a study of wedding culture in the Middle East, North Africa and 
Iran. Her core interests are literature and anthropology, and she is also a DJ 
and drummer.
 

Lina Younes is the founder of The 
Animation Chamber and director 
of Animate Dubai international 
animation festival. Through The 
Animation Chamber, Younes pushes 
for collaborative works, exposing 
narratives showcasing the process 
of animation, conjuring animation’s 
history and creating interactive 
experiences bringing forth animated 
raw experiences.

Agustina Zegers is a Chilean 
visual arts student based in the UAE. 
She has exhibited and worked in 
Santiago, New York, Dubai, Sharjah, 
and Abu Dhabi. Zegers recently 
spent a year in New York, doing an 
exchange program at NYU Steinhardt, 
where she also interned for DIS 
Magazine and ROOM EAST gallery. 
Her work deals with the realm of 
Things and their ontology, focusing 
primarily on the plastisphere and the 
geological/material changes of the 
Anthropocene.
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Broadcasted info vs. Perceived info 

Aural forms of communication remain exalted in the Gulf, leaving its tech-
minded youth grasping to articulate experiences at a moment of Western thirst 
for representation. Soap box tokenism; who wants to listen and what do they 
want to hear? The language we have to describe the mental and physiological 
transformation that resulted from the rapid development of the region doesn’t 
neatly fit the stoic expectations of either the local or Western gaze; it fits 
awkwardly between colloquial speech and Internet English. Bodily experiences 
of emotion once understood via a non-verbal intelligence seems foreign when 
engulfed in frigid neoliberal cognitive processes. Why sound stupid in person 
when you can be a critical theorist online? If narrative draws more empathy 
when presented by a marginal body, what happens when narrators no longer 
trust their bodies or its functions? Does a body speak for itself?

- Sarah Abu Abdallah and Abdullah Al-Mutairi
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Art Dubai 2015 featured a discussion introducing 89plus transcribed below 
between Abdullah Al-Mutairi, Simon Castets and Hans Ulrich Obrist in 
conversation with writer Shumon Basar at the Global Art Forum talks. The 
ninth edition of the Global Art Forum took on the theme of technologies 
and their impact on the world of art and culture. Titled Download Update?, 
the Forum was co-directed by Media Entrepreneur Turi Munthe and UAE 
commentator and Founder of Barjeel Art Foundation, Sultan Sooud Al 
Qassemi, with Shumon Basar as Director-at-Large. 

Turi Munthe – 89plus is an international, interdisciplinary multiplatform 
research project which takes place with a focus on the generation that was 
born after 1989. ’89 was the year the Berlin Wall came down, it’s the year the 
internet was made available to the world and people born after ’89 represent 
more than half the world’s population today. 89plus was founded by Simon 
Castets and Hans Ulrich Obrist. They have taken 89plus all over the world—the 
US, Brazil, Singapore, South Africa, Paris, London —but this is the first time 
that 89plus has come to the Middle East. 

Hans Ulrich Obrist – This project is all about long duration; it’s a marathon, 
not a sprint; it’s about developing long term research. This is just the 
beginning. We must thank Antonia, Uns, Shumon, Turi and Sultan for preparing 
today’s event and for bringing the 89plus project to Dubai. We are delighted 
to be here with Abdullah Al-Mutairi who is not only one of the key protagonists 
of the 89plus project from the very very beginning—he was on the first panel 
at DLD in Munich and then involved many times—but he is also the co-curator 
with Sarah Abu Abdallah of the 2016 project. When Simon and I met about 
five years ago in Yokohama and we felt it would be interesting to make a 
cartography about this extraordinary generation, who is emerging with the 
Internet. That was the early days, we didn’t really know how to do it, we 
knew that we wanted to not come up with any label or box, but do very open 
research over many years, and in a way, Ryan Trecartin was a great inspiration 
because he said in the New York Times, “People born in the nineties are 
amazing, I can’t wait until they all start to make art.” And obviously that’s what’s 
happening now, 89plus addresses very much this point Ryan made. Douglas 
Coupland was also involved early on; he talks about the generation born in the 
age of digitization and refers to the generation as the ‘Diamond’ generation, 

Saudi Automobile (2011-2013).  
Image courtesy Sharjah Art Foundation

No One Wrote Me A Graduation Letter 
screenshot (2015)

Self Portrait (2016)

The Salad Zone (2013)

CAM2CAM, courtesy of LUMA 
Foundation and 89+ (2015)

Out to Lunch (2014)

5UNTHA excerpt (2014)

Performativity of Emotions: Conversation 
with Sarah Abu Abdallah (2015)



sharing an irreverence for traditional notions of authorship and cultural 
heritage, looking at the idea of instant knowledge and technological know-how, 
the reliance on social platforms to showcase new ideas. Why the year ’89? 
Many things happened in ’89. Tiananmen Square happened, the Russian army 
left Afghanistan after a nine-year occupation. It’s the invention of the global 
positioning system—the first satellite started orbiting the earth—and maybe 
more significantly for what we’re doing here with the project is Tim Berners-
Lee, who in ’89 wrote the proposal in which he outlined his idea, which would 
soon become the World Wide Web.

A key aspect of 89plus is the many residency projects it entails. When I was 
23 I got a residency from the Cartier Foundation. At that time it was before the 
Cartier Foundation was in the centre of Paris, they were in Jouy-en-Josas, a 
small village outside Paris. Marie-Claude Beaud and Jean de Loisy would invite 
young artists and curators to be in residency and spend three months. For me, 
it was a life-changing experience, I think I would not be able to do any of my 
work without that because it made it possible for me to leave Switzerland and 
just work with artists. In a way, having had an extraordinary opportunity with his 
residency, I thought how great it could be to make many such residencies for 
the new generation possible. 

More than applying patterns, 89plus asks questions: what options are available 
to the generations born after the Cold War, growing up through the crisis 
of financial capitalism?; how can we understand new and networked forms 
of collectivity as examples of new social, economic, political and aesthetic 
forms?; what are the new forms of activism and protest? Has access to the 
Internet changed political action?; what are the politics of non-hierarchical 
‘horizontal’ practice?; and last but not least, who is responsible for the future?

Central to the project is the idea of listening to many of the practitioners 
wherever we go. This is a project that we do to learn, which is why we always 
involve local curators wherever we go, and we are so happy to work here 
with Abdullah on this project in the Gulf. We discussed with Antonia that this 
marks the beginning, and that over the next twelve months, the research will 
continue, and that then in exactly one year, we will present the findings. I would 
like to conclude this introduction with a quote by the economist John Kenneth 
Galbraith. He once wrote that “change comes not from men and women 
changing their minds, but from the change from one generation to the next.”

Simon Castets – I also have a quote by way of introduction. When he first 
began working on a software program that eventually gave rise to the idea of 
the World Wide Web, Tim Berners Lee named it “Enquire”. This idea of enquiry 
very much resonates with the spirit of 89plus which, as a long-term project is in 
its infancy, in a phase of enquiry, of gathering information about this generation 
much more than trying to define it. We’re here to work in collaboration with 
artists and practitioners from that generation, because the project revolves 
around not only the visual arts but also to a number of fields including science, 
poetry, music, literature, design, publishing. We’ve had workshops today 
and yesterday with 15 practitioners from across the Gulf working across a 
range of fields including visual arts, publishing, dance, architecture, sociology, 
animation, poetry, technology. It was a series of fascinating moments because 
we learned not only about how you can bewitch somebody through Instagram 
but also we learned about the difference between “McChickens” and “Chicken 
Nuggets”. We learned about how censorship across the Gulf is constantly 
circumvented by the use of parallel identities online and also about how in 
Lebanon, Tinder actually ignores the border with Israel and you can chat with 
people there. Also it was not only because of these interesting anecdotes, 
but also because everyone seemed to agree that our idea of contemporary 
culture is very often synonymous with privilege and identification with the West. 
This partnership with the Global Art Forum and Art Dubai presents a unique 
opportunity, together with Abdullah Al-Mutairi, Sarah Abu Abdallah and the 
workshop participants for us to research across the Gulf how the Internet 
might allow for a different narrative to emerge, or on the contrary how it may 
in fact reinforce it. So as you know in more ways than one, the Gulf countries 
offer a very contrasted picture but there’s one thing that really links them all 
together and within the context of our research, it is the fact that more than 
half of the population is born in ’89 and after—up to 50% in Iraq—but there are 
strikingly different levels of access to the Internet. It ranges from 9% of the 
population in Iraq to over 99% in Bahrain. Another unifying factor is that all the 
countries across the Gulf have more cell phones than inhabitants, sometimes 
three times as many. As the Internet is more and more accessed through our 
mobile phones, these numbers will change radically in the years to come. It 
is now time for me to hand over to Abdullah as he will tell us more about the 
process with the workshops today.

Abdullah Al-Mutairi – We heard a lot of amazing stories and all this research 
that’s happening, especially with people of my generation. I’m an artist, I’m 
training to become an art therapist, I’m also a member of the GCC collective 



which tries to confront structures of power through emulating a structure of 
power. I was born in 1990 in Kuwait, and that’s the year that the invasion 
happened and that’s relevant to the ’89 generation. I feel like that’s a big shift 
of where my work comes from. I focus on marginalized narratives, particularly 
having to do in the Gulf with biracial identity or any sort of marginalized identity.  
Let me introduce all the people that came in to the workshop yesterday: we 
had Amad Mian, Aya Atoui, Batool Mohammad, Hala Ali, Lina Younes, Majid Al-
Remaihi, Riem Hassan, Sarah Abu Abdullah, Tulip Hazbar, Meitha Al Mazrooei, 
Mohamed Elshahed, Natasha Stallard and Rand Abdul Jabbar. Like Simon was 
saying, we were talking about all these ranging topics like “Chicken Nuggets” 
and “McChickens”, and I guess I should explain that it’s a very Kuwaiti 
expression for people who identify with Western ideas. ‘McChicken’ is usually 
someone who went to English school and only speaks in English and doesn’t 
really speak in local languages, and someone like me who went abroad, 
studied there and came back, wearing very preppy clothing. 

Shumon Basar - Are they sworn enemies?

Abdullah Al-Mutairi - They’re not sworn enemies, they work together.

Shumon Basar - They form coalitions, chicken coalitions, processed chicken 
coalitions.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - Yesterday you talked about biohazards and gender 
fluidity.

Abdullah Al-Mutairi - I’ve been working on the idea of gender identity and 
sexual identity within the Gulf and especially the fluidity that comes with that 
and with identifying with Western forms of identification that can be very 
restrictive. So going along with the Gulf invasion, there’s a lot of research out 
there that connects bio hazards with all of these things like multiple sclerosis 
or cancer or different things like that, but it’s usually things that are respectable 
and not seen as any sort of disruption of identity, but in addition to that I feel 
like in my generation there’s a very high percentage of gender fluidity and 
I’m trying to link that through narratives of my friends growing up in public 
schools, who don’t have as much access to western educations or forms of 
identification.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - You also talked about active participation in collectives 

and groups. Yollotl Alvarado, whom we’e worked with on 89plus projects, 
including the Google Cultural Institute Residency in Paris, is a participant of 
a very big group in Mexico called Cráter Invertido and you say you’re part of 
groups here. Can you tell us a little bit about these collective ways of working?

Abdullah Al-Mutairi - By collective I meant the GCC. Major corporations 
are perpetuating a certain image and that hold some power. Collectives are 
emulating these forms of PR and advertising to perpetuate power. GCC 
discusses ideas of privilege, how these structures work within government or 
within the art world or within any structure of power in trying to understand 
how someone can gain power through simple means. It’s power in numbers, I 
guess. 

Simon Castets - Speaking about numbers, 89plus has an aspect of 
quantitative research where we gather thousands of applications from around 
the world through 89plus.com. People send us information and we’re always 
surprised by the dozens and dozens of dossiers that we receive every day, 
from countries ranging from Timor-Leste to Pakistan to South Africa to 
Paraguay; places we’ve never been to. Then there’s also all the places we’re 
going to, to do the qualitative research and spend time with practitioners 
from that generation and try to think what the narratives at stake are. The very 
first event was held in Munich at the DLD (Digital-Life-Design) conference in 
January 2013 with the great Steffi Czerny. It was naïvely called ‘Digital Natives: 
a Profile’ and that’s something we discussed at length afterwards together 
with Hans Ulrich and some of the participants and we nixed that appellation—
‘Digital Natives’—because it turns out that digital natives are actually very, very 
few in the generation of people born in ’89 and after. Timor-Leste, which is 
the country where you have the youngest population in the world, is also the 
country where you have the smallest proportion of digital natives. The idea of 
difference in access to the Internet is very much at the core of our research. 
However,not having access directly to the Internet, as in on a personal 
computer, doesn’t mean not being affected by it through advertising, media, or 
your peers.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - A lot of submissions arrive from the countryside, from 
villages, so it’s a possibility for many emerging practitioners who don’t live in 
big cities to discuss their work. This allows for completely new forms of making 
research. It doesn’t replace the old form of making research, on the contrary 
it makes it more important to actually still go to places as we do very regularly 



every month and then make studio visits and actually look at the work.

Simon Castets - Very often people ask us, ‘What is 89plus? I don’t 
understand what it is,’ and we say we don’t understand either because it’s 
something that takes different shapes every single time. Studio visits often 
evolve in gatherings of people which then created ramifications between 
themselves. This was the case with this event at MoMA PS1 (PHOTO) 
Through organizing these events we bring people together and see the 
creation of different communities in the creative field.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - We must also say that actually something differently to 
what we expected here and as often when something goes differently to one’s 
expectations, it produces something really positive. We had been invited by 
Klaus Biesenbach to do an 89plus event as part of the exhibition, ‘EXPO 1: 
New York’. We had planned his roundtable and it was 35 degrees Celcius, 
it was summer and the sun burnt on the roundtable and we were all blinded 
by the sun. DIS Magazine had this great idea that we could move into these 
caravans that were onsite. Niklas Maak, who was part of the exhibition at PS1, 
had curated this the idea of a village and there were these caravans in the 
courtyard. So we did the conversations in a caravan and it was not visually 
accessible but the sound was actually audible in the courtyard so it was both 
private and public and produced, through this incident, a kind of a new format. 
It would’ve been unthinkable before to organise such an event within 48 hours. 
Despite the short timeframe had over 20 speakers present, thanks to the 
89plus.com submissions and rhizomatic structure. It allows for a new form of 
spontaneity.

Simon Castets – Here is Sarah Abu Abdallah in a panel in Venice at the 
Palazzo Grassi which was about the moving image. Hans Ulrich mentioned 
before we’re not looking to define patterns of creation, but we do observe 
the re-occurrence of certain elements or practices. The importance of video 
was something that was clearly striking from the get-go. We tend to forget 

that YouTube was only introduced in 2005 but is something that is part of 
our daily lives now. It’s now difficult to imagine a world without the ability of 
uploading video content and so those ramifications we explored with a number 
of participants and we will again do that at the Centre Pompidou at the end of 
May.

This was another residency in the Park Avenue Armoury. They told us ‘we have 
an empty room, do you want to use it?’ so we said, ‘of course we do,’ and 
we invited an artist called Alex Dolan to spend three months there. He had 
just moved to New York from Portland and had no studio and what a studio 
he got. This is Le1f performing at the very end of the 89plus Marathon at the 



Serpentine, which is still one of the very biggest events 89plus has worked 
on. It was two days of talks, performances, readings by number of people from 
across generations. Something we didn’t mention before is that 89plus is not 
solely focused on participants from that generation but virtually anyone whose 
perspective can shed light on the projects we’re involved with. Hans Ulrich, 
maybe you want to say something about the Marathon also?

Hans Ulrich Obrist - We spoke about the marathon in previous Global Art 
Forums so I will keep it short. The Marathon is this format we started at the 
Serpentine in 2006, with Julia Peyton-Jones who has invented the Pavilion idea 
in 2000 and when I joined the gallery in 2006 as co-director, we added the 
Marathon to the Pavilion and it’s a kind of a knowledge festival. It’s a sketch 
for a new Black Mountain College, an idea of an institution where all forms of 
knowledge come together. What’s particularly interesting in terms of 89plus is 
that for many of the participants in the project, it often is the first public project 
they do abroad because it’s very early in their trajectory and that means also 
that they then meet a lot of other practitioners from other geographies.

Simon Castets – This is an image from the Resources Panel, which we 
held with The LUMA Foundation in Zürich prior to an exhibition, which was 
called ‘Poetry will be made by all.’ ‘Poetry will be made by all’ was the very first 
exhibition we organized within the context of 89plus. It was an homage to an 
exhibition held at the Moderna Museet in 1969 curated by Ronald Hunt. It was 
a very political exhibition that proposed to not show work, but in fact bring 
poets and writers from all around the world. Then they brought Black Panthers 

to Stockholm and that was a first. The title then was ‘Change the world: 
Poetry must be made by all!’ so it was a mix of Lautréamont and Marx, and we 
decided to pay homage to this exhibition in order to account for the fact that 
poetry was a very strong medium within 89plus. Poetry and publishing, self-
publishing, Internet publishing are elements that we want to explore here in the 
Gulf as well.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - We start to see patterns that emerge and patterns 
that connect. One of the first patterns that we observed is this extraordinary 
new poetry emerging on the internet and obviously very connected often to 
social media also, and that there is a real desire of many of the visual artists 
to also connect to poetry. Something you have in all the great avant gardes 
of the 20th century, that is very much present in Dada and in Surrealism but 
which in a way has maybe gone missing in recent years is a link to poetry. We 
felt it was important to also create a platform where many of these poets can 
publish their first book. With the LUMA Foundation we created the project 
“1000 books by 1000 poets” and this ongoing project has been now moved to 



Stockholm for the Moderna Museet exhibition. It never stops growing.

Simon Castets – This was another residency. It was the most extreme 
residency project organized through 89plus. We invited two artists, Alex Dolan 
and Ho Rui An, to come aboard agnès b.’s Tara scientific boat, which went 
across the Atlantic in the month of November.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - We didn’t want to do exhibitions from the outset. Zürich 
was the first exhibition, so we invited Atelier Bow Wow to come up with a 
display feature with a library for a thousand books by the thousand poets. 
The exhibition also involved wall poems by Amalia Ulman, and also by Eugen 
Gomringer, the pioneer of concrete poetry in Switzerland—one of the very early 
concrete poets. He wrote us a letter that he wanted to somehow find a way 
to celebrate his 90th anniversary with a poetry exhibition in the art world and 
again to make that link between poetry and art, and that would be in a year. We 
realized that it would be much more exciting to celebrate his 89th anniversary 
in the context of the 89plus project so we invited him to Zürich. The other thing 
that happened here, was of course Etel Adnan’s presence. Etel Adnan is such 
a huge inspiration for all these young poets who are emerging now and we 
felt it was very important to have her as a mentor and she wrote an extremely 
moving letter to a young poet, revisiting Rainer Maria Rilke’s idea of a poet 
writing a letter to a young poet.

Simon Castets - Here are some images of various 89plus projects we 
presented in 2014: the 89plus Marathon at the Museo Jumex in Mexico City; 
a workshop we did at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio together with the 

exhibition, EXPO 1, from MoMA PS1; a panel at Design Indaba in Cape Town; 
and the first residency at the Google Cultural Institute in Paris—these were the 
very first residents at the lab.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - It is linked to Billy Klüver, who was born in Monaco in 
1927 and lived in New York. He came up with a wonderful idea in the 50s 
and 60s and collaborated with the Bell telephone laboratories in Murray Hill, 
New Jersey and invited artists, such as Jean Tinguely, Jasper Johns, Robert 
Rauschenberg and Andy Warhol, to actually work with technology. It was 
called E.A.T: Experiments in Art and Technology. We felt it would be great 
to do such a thing for our time and actually make it possible for the 89plus 
practitioners to have such experiments in art and technology in the Google 
Cultural Institute and that’s how the dialogue started with Google’s Amit Sood 
and Laurent Gaveau, together with Julie Boukobza, who is the director of 
89plus France and co-curates these residencies.

Simon Castets - At the Fondation Cartier back in December 2014 we 
invited nine previous participants to come and discuss the research they had 
conducted while in Paris.

Shumon Basar - Hans Ulrich and Simon, in terms of methodology, you 
described this as a long-duration project and what’s interesting about it is 



that as it goes on, that date 1989 becomes more and more historical, less 
and less recent in a way. My first question in relation to that is, Hans Ulrich, 
in our discussions recently about the extreme present we’ve been describing 
reality as increasingly being oxymoronic, as being a kind of compound of 
contradictions; and one of the things about progress, particularly the kind of 
progress that technology seems to bring, is that the opposite of progress goes 
hand-in-hand with progress. So this deterministic idea that technology is a kind 
of one-way teleology towards the future, is clearly a kind of fallacy. My question 
is, to both of you, what have you discovered in the 89plus project so far that 
displays some of the unexpected discoveries of this so-called ‘non-generation’ 
generation, that would fit into this idea as we move forward, particularly 
more technologically reliant, that things. You mention poetry, that is one of 
the obvious ones, but then how do those things feed back into your project 
because presumably as a project this is a feedback loop as well?

Simon Castets - You said poetry is the obvious one, and it is. It was going 
to be my answer and I would like to elaborate on that. Indeed we thought that 
as we were going to work on a project that has the Internet as a medium, 
we would not really see much written word and in fact that was exactly the 
opposite. So that’s this idea that we wanted to embrace, because what’s very 
exciting about this project is that we keep being proven wrong, and that our 
assumptions are always somewhat aside from what the reality is. Another point 
that I wanted to bring back to answer your first question is that the project is 
not about youth. It is a project about a generation, which for now happens to 
be young, but as we move forward and continue, we will be working with those 
people and looking at their work in the next 20 years so it will be an entirely 
different project and will keep changing with the participants, which doesn’t 
mean that we won’t keep working with people who are 23, 24 years old in the 
years to come.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - In a way I think we will go beyond the timeframe. This 
incredible paradox seems to be an oxymoron, seems to be of memory and 
amnesia in a way. There is more and more information in a specific way, also 
more and more memory. At the same time, amnesia, as Rem Koolhaas once 
said, could very much be at the core of the digital age, and I think many of 
these oxymorons play out.

Shumon Basar - Abdullah, I once spoke to a mutual colleague in front of us—
Sophia Al Maria—who grew up a lot of her life in Qatar and she said to me that 
the that the two things that really transformed her generation were the phone 
and the car. You’re younger than Sophia and I wonder whether you would 
agree? Would you stick with those two, or would you say there’s something 
else that has been the most transformational for your generation?

Abdullah Al-Mutairi - It’s definitely the Internet. I can’t really think of anything 
other than the Internet. It pretty much displaces any location that you’re at. 
There’s no real need for any urban center in my opinion anymore, where 
you have access to a very open space, you can talk to anyone. There are 
restrictions, but if you’re smart enough, you can get around them. It’s definitely 
the Internet.

Question (from the audience) -If I understood correctly, the core concerns 
in your project are  something along the lines of interconnectivity, fluidity, 
open-endedness, the suspension of understanding over defining patterns, 
the oxymoronic ... these are in many ways the master tropes of contemporary 
art since the 60s and 70s. In a way these are things that have become very 
recognizable within the field, as you know, the things that we should embrace, 
as opposed to boundaries whether they’re national, disciplinary, cultural 
etc. Now it seems, if I have understood correctly, you are discovering that, 
surely enough, in this new generation as well. So is this a hypothesis that I’ve 
understood correctly because you haven’t said very much about what the 
outcome of the research is, as you said you’d do that in a year. But if that’s the 
case, then is there a danger of you guys pretty much mapping this onto the 89 
generation, because you are coming from the centers of contemporary art in 
different ways?

Hans Ulrich Obrist - To answer the last point, I believe that that is always a 
danger, that one would basically have a curatorial master plan and then map 
things onto it, as you say, which I think ought to be resisted. It has always 
been my curatorial methodology to resist that, so it comes from Oskar Hansen, 
it comes from Yona Friedman, it comes from this idea that we introduce 
self-organization models and do bottom-up not top-down kind of models of 
exhibition. That’s what’s happening here.  As a matter of fact, with the first 
exhibition we hadn’t set up a thing to do an exhibition on art and poetry. We’ve 
seen many emerging practitioners actually working with art and poetry, and 
making that bridge. We’ve seen many young poets in the 89plus generation 
- Luna Miguel is such an example - there’s a whole new poetry world out 
there, which is self-organized. This pattern became very strong. We have 
conversations every day with these practitioners, and many of the artists had 
said we should really do something to make these visible because there is no 
platform for this and there isn’t really any publisher who publishes these poems 
yet. There isn’t any focus on art poetry in the art world etc. So we listen and 
look at this and then the moment we see and feel this urgency, then we do an 
exhibition or a project. That’s somehow the methodology, so I don’t think that 
we map things onto this generation. It’s kind of the other way around.

Simon Castets - I think the example of poetry is perfect for that because 
indeed the idea of interconnectivity and open endedness have been present 



for the past 50 years in the discourse about contemporary art, but in fact today 
the means are available to actually implement these ideas in an unprecedented 
manner. This idea of the thousand books by a thousand poets is very radical in 
this way because we are giving the opportunity to people who are across the 
globe, who would never be able to publish a book, to actually become part of 
a project that is very visible, where their poetry or their prose is present online, 
accessible by anyone around the world for free as a PDF, but also anyone 
who wants a physical book can get it printed on demand from Germany and 
sent for five euros. It is embracing the ways that the Internet has added to 
the publishing world, and resonating with this idea of open-endedness and 
interconnectivity in completely new ways. There are more and more ideas that 
come through that and this is what we are looking forward to discovering.

Hans Ulrich Obrist - Maybe a last point in answer to that is our belief in 
this methodology of co-curating with artists, because Simon and I believe 
a lot in that in relation to 89plus—the idea of not instrumentalizing art for a 
curatorial agenda, but the other way round. One of the best ways of avoiding 
this is by co-curating shows with artists. In particular if you look at a history of 
exhibitions, many of the exhibitions, which really push the envelope, were either 
curated or co-curated by artists in the 20th century and I believe the same is 
true in the 21st century. We are working with Abdullah and Sarah toward a 
new format.

Question - As sort of a member of this generation, [I want to ask] where would 
you point people who feel like they don’t have a voice, to create a culture 
where there is none?

Abdullah Al-Mutairi - Yesterday, during the workshops, one thing that did 
come up was tumblr and how one hundred percent of the people present had 
a tumblr and that was a way to gain information and also to bond with other 
people. I feel especially in the Gulf, there is a sense where there are a lot of 
people and there is a sense of community but also everyone feels lonely. One 
thing that is needed is someone to actually say something and have their name 
attached to it. As Simon said mobile phones outnumber people three to one 
and that’s because everyone has multiple identities here. A way to actually 
create change is to have your name on your tumblr, twitter: instead of having 
whatever identity you want to project, so that people can reach out if they want 
to reach out.

Dubai Design District, better known 
as d3, is a home for the region’s 
growing community of creative 
thinkers. It plays a key element in 
Dubai’s vision to transform into an 
innovation-led economy, and it aims to 
engage, inspire and enable emerging 
talent, as well as providing a platform 
to showcase Arab creativity to a 
larger, global audience. 

As a dedicated creative destination, 
d3 answers a growing need for the 
regional design industry, ensuring 
that this important sector is able 
to develop and thrive. It provides 
businesses, entrepreneurs and 
creatives from across the design value 
chain with an ideally located, purpose 
built and sustainable ecosystem, 
which leverages technology to 
integrate ‘smart’ solutions throughout 
the development. 

d3 is the newest of TECOM Group’s 
communities, with 11 buildings 
making up the core of the site already 
delivered and being handed over to 
tenants. To support its many creative 
partners, d3 offers individuals and 
businesses the choice of operating 
either as a free zone entity or as an 
on-shore business, each with its own 
merits. 
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By 2018, d3 will feature a one million 
square foot Creative Community, 
which will act as the site’s cultural 
epicentre, inspiring emerging 
designers and artists, and attracting 
tourists to the area. By 2019, d3 will 
also boast a bustling Waterfront, a 
1.8km esplanade running alongside 
the Dubai Creek, with international 
and design-led hotels, boutique retail 
concept stores and an outdoor events 
space, as well as a host of hospitality 
and leisure facilities. 

All of these various elements have 
been carefully designed to ensure that 
the creative thinkers using and visiting 
d3 every day have an energised and 
culture rich environment where they 
can coexist. dubaidesigndistrict.com
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Gulf for 60 years and in the UAE 
our arts work stretches across visual 
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design, fashion and the creative 
economy. We create networks 
that foster collaboration and share 
knowledge for the long term benefit 
of individuals and communities where 
we work. britishcouncil.ae




