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In an anonymous glass-walled office on
the 15th floor of the Dubai International
Finance Centre, the city’s new cultural su-
premo was busy with final arrangements
for a whistle-stop trip to Europe. Michael
Schindhelm would visit eight cities in 14
days, during which time he would try to
convince the “greatand the good” of the in-
ternational arts world that there is more to
Dubai than real estate.

On Wednesday he will make a presenta-
tion at Art Basel, one of the most prestigious
art fairs in the world, to showcase Dubai’s
cultural achievements to date and to out-
line the emirate’s ambitions for the future.

Schindhelm is the director of the newly
formed Dubai Culture and Arts Author-
ity, set up in March to create a rich envi-
ronment for Emirati heritage, visual arts,
theatre, musie, literature and poetry. The
authority is part of the Dubai Strategic Plan
2015 as envisioned by Sheikh Mohammed
bin Rashid, Vice President of the UAE and
Ruler of Dubai.

The plan is to turn Dubai into a vibrant
Arabian hub for international arts and cul-
ture and Schindhelm is wasting no time
in spreading the word. He has enlisted the
help of Rem Koolhaas, the renowned Dutch
architect, and Jack Persekian, the Palestini-
an curator, in putting together “Dubai Next:
Face of 21st Century Gulture”.

The exhibition will debut at The Fire Sta-
tion, part of the world famous Vitra Design
Museum in Weil am Rheim, Germany, a
venue originally designed as a functioning
fire station by Zaha Hadid, which now hous-
es Vitra’s permanent collection of chairs.

“I don’t think it’s necessary to import cul-
ture all the time. We ean turn the tables and
show the world that Dubai isn’t all about
real estate. It’s also about people. It will be
very interesting to showcase Dubai to an
international audience,” says Schindhelm,
47, settling into a stylish black and chrome
Vitra office chair. The office, he explains, is
only temporaryaccommodation. At the rate
the authority is growing theywill soon need
much more space.
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For the moment, however, he is more con-
cerned with the delicate task of establish-
ing the new authority’s credentials. His own
are impeccable. Cultural consultant, writer,
dramaturge and theatre expert, he brings to
his current position 18 years of experience
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The writer, composer and filmmaker Michael Schindhelm has
managed some of the most respected theatre companies in
Europe. Philippa Kennedy gets a rare audience with the newly ="
appointed director of Dubai’s Culture and Arts Authority

managing some of Europe’s most respect-
ed theatre companies. From 2005 to 2007,
he was CEO of the Stiftung Oper in Berlin.
Before that he ran Theater Basel for nearly
10years. During his tenure, the theatre was
awarded the Bavarian Theatre Prize twice,
and also named theatre of the year for Ger-
many, Austria and Switzerland in 1999.

He has directed several documentary
films on music and culture in Asia, and was
host of an arts and culture television pro-
gramme, Der Salon, from 2003-2005.

In addition, he has published two novels,
two opera librettos, several plays and non-
fiction works, numerous essays and articles
for the German, Swiss and Austrian press,
and translations of Russian plays.

It’s an impressive CV, but the clue to his
unique qualification to handle the artistic
heritage of a multinational melting pot like
Dubai lies in his earlylife as a studentin the
Soviet Union and his native East Germany’s
struggle for a cultural identity.

Schindhelm, who speaks German, Eng-
lish, Russian and Italian, was born into a
Protestant family in Communist East Ber-
lin, in Eisenach, the birthplace of JS Bach
and where Martin Luther translated the
Bible. His father was a teacher and Michael
grewup surrounded by the rich cultural her-
itage of Thuringia, where Richard Wagner
and Tannhauser also came from.

“All this heritage was created there. This
‘Protestantic’ attitude was something I got
from my family and it is very far from Com-
munism. Our background was not very
much appreciated in our society. There
were more problems than advantages.”

He was clever a student who leant towards

the arts, but in the communist regime of
thatera, culture was all about a doctrine, so
he opted for quantum chemistry instead. “If
you studied culture or theatre or literature
in East Germany you would have to learn

the Communist ideology. There was not.

freedom of expression. I studied natural
science because even the Communists had
to accept the natural rules. If you were to do
some research intowho were the thinkers in
Communist countries you would find that

Dubai is stillan Emirati
city. it’s not only a platform
for international players.
It’s a city with heritage,
with a local population,
with its own culture and
understanding of art. Our
main objective is to make
sure that this culture and
heritage doesn’t disappear

Michael Schindhelm
Dubai Culture and Arts Authority

many of them were natural scientists. You
would have more opportunities to think
whatever you wanted to think.”

Travel abroad was not permitted w1thout
government permission, sowhen theyoung
Schindhelm was offered the chance to study
in the Soviet Union he jumpedatitand soon
found himselfin a heady new multicultural
environment.

“When I was 18, East Germany was like a
cage to me. You could never get out of the
country. When the government made me
the offer I said ‘Yes’ immediately. It was
1979, some months before they started the
war against Afghanistan. I came to a city
called Voronezh where there was an arma-
ments industry, but it also had this interna-
tional university with students fxom 60 dif-
ferent countries.

“Itwas an amazing new, expenence to dive
into a completely cosmopolitan fabric with
people coming from Mongolia and Nicara-
guaand Namibia, from Czechoslovakia and
Poland as well ... I made some of my best
friends at this time. For them it was just
funto go there and study for awhile. I made
good friends with Iraqis, Syrians, Palestin-
ians and Omanis. It widened my horizons.
Tome itwas a bit like a little Dubai, a nest of
multicultural cosmopolitan exchange.”
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His natural curiosity and hunger to learn
about other cultures, something the East
German authorities consplcuously falled
to stamp out of him, sowed the seeds of
problems in future years when he faced ru-
mours that he had been a spy for the Stasi,
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the East German secret police. He can laugh
at the accusations today but it was a deeply
unpleasant experience. He fought till the
perceived stain on his character was ex-
punged.

“It was forbidden to fraternise with for-
eigners. Iwas told bythe East Germans that
1.was to stay away from relationships. a,n;i
contacts with people from oth untries.
Iwasn’t allowed to be in touch with anyone
but Russians. Of coursel broke thﬂ rulc af
teracouple of days,andgnt into.a ptof tmu-
ble because of this. ;..

“Later some of my /friends came tosee me
in East Germany, which aroused, tfle suspi-
cions of the Russians, who started targeting
me and tracking me. They would meet me
ata Metro station or outside my apartment
It wasn’t covert, more overt observation. I
was frightened. Lhad to get out of East Ger-
many. I could see that I could never have a
ipormal life like thlgj They.gave me,a a ;;f:a!uy
hard time, 0 67

“I got in touch w1t ma y‘dLSSId nts m
Moscow which I visited. from tim

ime,
t 1fferemt
countries because it was mt;g,restmg to me.
But I was never a member of the Commu-
‘nist Party. 10t b ,
_“The Cold War was qu ot ar A

‘being observed by both;t]:;;e KGB and the
East Germans. After five years I.graduated
and got my Master’s degree, I was aboytto
leave the country and they seized me and
presented to me big files containing every-
thing I had done over the past few years, the
names of my friends and who I had spoken
to. They accused me of having contacts with
westerners and they claimed I was already
in touch with awestern secretservice,”, .

" Itwasn't till years later. that Schindhelm

discovered he had been targeted asapoten-
tial spy. Ten years after the,reumﬁcatlon of
Germany, when the governme t.opemeﬂﬂl,e
files of the former Secret Serv;l ,he applied
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. “I found that the[e was a short perm'd of
time when they tried to recruit me. Iwasn’t
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