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Longing to go home again

arab life
Youssef Rakha

I have been reading Ibn Arabi 
again. This tells me there 
must be something wrong.

Not that I have anything 
against the great Sufi philosopher 
of 12th- to 13th-century Spain; 
quite the opposite, in fact. The 
ideas of Doctor Maximus, as 
medieval Europeans knew him, 
or al Shaykh al Akbar, the Great 
Master, as his Arab contempo-
raries did, are the closest I have 
ever come to feeling a sense of 
harmony with the Muslim world 
view into which I was born. My 
suspicion that there is something 
wrong with me reading Ibn Arabi 
has to do, rather, with the fact 
that, barring the time when, as an 
adolescent, I first discovered his 
writings, I have only ever read Ibn 
Arabi when I could no longer bear 
the weight of the world.

Since those early, innocent 
days, however, it has only been 
during difficult periods that I 
find myself poring over his crisp, 
thought-provoking aphorisms. 
He writes on such wonderfully 
calming topics as the doctrine 
of Wahdat ul Wujud, or the 
Unity of Being (the Sufis’ brand 

of pantheism, posthumously 
formalised by his disciples), or 
the essentially transitory nature 
of psychological states, however 
lasting or unbearable.

And something about the lean, 
cerebral Arabic in which he 
writes, no less than the sense of 
divine presence he constantly 
communicates, has answered to 
my need for reassurance in times 
of anxiety and despair. Truth be 
told, when all is said and done, 
there is much in Ibn Arabi to 
relieve the disconsolate soul (so 
long as said soul is sufficiently un-

dogmatic to take in the universal 
wisdom being imparted, that is): 
his certainty about the purpose 
of existence, his ability to cut the 
nonsense and go straight to the 
heart of the matter at hand – and 
God knows there is a lot of non-
sense in religious writing as a rule 
– not to mention his deep, clever 
and humane understanding of 
day-to-day philosophical issues 
like time, morality and love.

It is not as if I am completely 
unaware of my current psycho-
logical state – or could I be? After 
I came back from Cairo this last 
time, I have repeatedly found my-
self disoriented and frustrated 
for no particular reason. And 
while not wanting to blame this 
on being a Gulf expatriate – that 
could hardly in itself account 
for it, after all – I have repeatedly 
caught myself yearning for the 
madness and good cheer of the 
Third World.

Still, were it not for my suddenly 
renewed appetite for Doctor 
Maximus, I would not be ques-
tioning the possibly adverse ef-
fects of being away from Cairo on 
my psyche as much.

I have repeatedly 
caught myself 
yearning for the 
madness and good 
cheer of the Third 
World

Charles Barnett is the chief execu-
tive of Ascot Racecourse in the UK, 
which hosts Royal Ascot, one of the 
most prestigious and flamboyant 
horse race meetings in the world. 
He lives in the UK.

q What are you doing in Abu 
Dhabi?

a We’re here exhibiting at the 
Abu Dhabi International Hunt-

ing and Equestrian Exhibition. 
Because there has been such tre-
mendous support for racing in the 
UK from here in the Emirates, it’s 
important that we recognise that 
and that we’re seen to be support-
ing plans they have here. It also 
gives us an opportunity to enhance 
our relationship. We’re looking 
for partners who want to ally their 
brand to us and this is the part of 
the world where people might be 
interested in doing that. 

Have you been here before?
I was last here about 35 years ago. I 
used to work in shipping and insur-
ance and was here quite a lot. We 
had a lot of trouble before the ports 
here were operating properly, so 
most things were coming over land. 
I was often sent off to see what had 
happened to it all, and I went to Te-
hran, then flew back and went from 
Qatar to Jeddah, sleeping out in the 
desert; it was a lot of fun. 

What do you think of the racing 
scene here? 
It is extremely interesting what’s 
happening with the development 
of racing here. It’s a shame that 
Godolphin (Sheikh Mohammed 
bin Rashid’s stable) didn’t have 
a great last season in the UK, but 
the quality here is improving all 
the time. A lot of people come here 

now for the racing, in the same way 
they come to the UK.

Have you been to the Dubai World 
Cup?
I haven’t actually because I used to 
work at Aintree, so with the Grand 
National happening around the 
same time, it was difficult.

Have you seen the plans for Mey-
dan, the Dubai horse racing city, 
which is scheduled for completion 
in 2010?
It’s going to be extraordinary, and 
to have a race track of that quality 

is going to have an important influ-
ence on worldwide racing.

The recent multi-million-pound re-
furbishment of Ascot Racecourse 
wasn’t well-received initially. Have 
those perceived problems now 
been ironed out? 
We solved the problem of viewing 
and we’ve begun to get a handle on 
how the grandstand works, which is 
quite difficult. And also people were 
used to the way it was, so that takes 
a few years for them to acclimatise. 
They’re starting to find their way 
about now, though. Luckily we had 

lovely weather this year and the rac-
ing was unbelievable, as it always is.

Is the pageantry part of the appeal 
for people?
Absolutely. A lot of people go to Roy-
al Ascot for the pageantry and the 
social aspect – and the racing it an-
cillary. Equally, a lot of people go for 
the racing. We get fantastic support 
from the royal family; the queen is 
very interested in racing and lots of 
the royal family like to come. 

How important is the royal link with 
Ascot?

It’s very important. The queen 
loves coming, particularly to the 
King George VI & Queen Elizabeth 
Stakes in July, which is named 
after her parents. There is a lot of 
international interest in our queen 
and we have more international 
visitors to Royal Ascot that any 
other meeting in the UK.

What are your plans for the future?
We’ve got big debts. We spent 
£220 million (Dh1,379 million) on 
the refurbishment so we have to 
pay that back. We’ve got some big 
things happening in 2011, which 
will be our 300th anniversary, as 
well as the queen’s diamond jubi-
lee. Then in 2012, we’ll be hosting 
an event right before the Olympic 
games in London.

Who’s the most influential person 
in flat racing at the moment?
If you’re looking at who’s been the 
most influential over the last ten 
years, you’ve got to say the Dubai 
ruling family. As well as being heav-
ily involved themselves, they’ve in-
troduced a lot of other people from 
the Middle East. They have fantas-
tic studs where they breed amazing 
horses and they’ve developed the 
international movement of horses 
in a way that probably wouldn’t 
have happened without them. 

Who’s your favourite jockey?
I think Johnny Murtagh is an ex-
tremely good jockey but Frankie 
Dettori’s connection with Ascot is 
incredible. In 1996, he rode every 
winner on a seven-race card at As-
cot and he’s a great supporter. So 
you’d have to say he’s pretty impor-
tant to flat racing in the UK.

* Katie Boucher

‘Racing has been influenced by Dubai’
q&a Charles Barnett

Charles Barnett is impressed with how racing is developing in the UAE. Andrew Parsons / The National
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Byzantine  
art in London
A major new exhibition of Byz-
antine art is to open shortly at 
the Royal Academy in London. 
The exhibition, which covers 
the period between 330 and 
1453, is being staged in col-
laboration with the Benaki Mu-
seum in Athens, and features 
more than 300 objects, some 
of which have never been dis-
played in public before. They 
include detached wall paint-
ings, micro-mosaics, ivories, 
enamels plus gold and silver 
metalwork. It is the first major 
exhibition of Byzantine art to be 
put on in the United Kingdom 
for more than 50 years. Byzan-
tium 330-1453, Royal Academy, 
London (+44 20 7300 8000 www.
royalacademy.org.uk). Oct 25 to 
March 22.

The High Museum of Art in 
Atlanta has opened a new ex-
hibition featuring works from 
the Louvre in Paris. The exhibi-
tion, which opened on Satur-
day, is called The Louvre and 
the Masterpiece and is made 
up of pieces from all eight of 
the Louvre’s collection areas. 
The exhibit includes paint-
ings, sculptures and drawings 
covering a period of 4,000 
years. It explores the concept 
of the masterpiece and how 
it has changed over time, and 
features work by Vermeer, the 
Renaissance artist Pisanello, 
and the French sculptor Anto-
ine-Louis Barye. The Louvre 
and the Masterpiece, High 
Museum of Art, Atlanta (www.
high.org). Until Sept 9.

Masterpieces 
visit Atlanta

New paintings by the Iranian 
artist Mohseni Kermanshahi 
are going on display at The 
Courtyard Gallery in Dubai. The 
oil paintings, depict areas from 
Kermanshahi’s hometown 
of Kermanshah in Iran to the 
UAE. Total Arts Gallery at the 
Courtyard (04 347 5050, www.
courtyard-uae.com) Nov 15 to 
Dec 13.

Painter’s  
new works
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