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Akram Miknas’ dream 
of opening a museum 
dedicated to the moving 
image has come true. 
The chairman of MCN 
talks to Iain Akerman 
about art, life, business 
and advertising

A
kram Miknas is like a child let 
loose in a sweet shop. His face, 
all smiles and enthusiasm, be-
trays the kind of unbridled  

joy rarely experienced in life. “Have a 
seat here,” he says excitedly, pointing 
to a 12-seat Kaiserpanorama. “Now 
you’ll see the quality of early 3D. Isn’t 
it fantastic?” he says after only a few 
moments. “Now. You tell me why I got 
stuck on this. Wouldn’t you? Honest-
ly, wouldn’t you?”

We are in the Dubai Moving Image 
Museum – a labour of love that has 
been more than 25 years in the making 
– and the Kaiserpanorama is proving 
addictive. A German invention from 
the late 19th century, it rotates 3D pho-
tographs printed on glass slides and is 
the largest exhibit within the muse-
um. It is also arguably its most impres-
sive. Viewed through a pair of ‘peep 
show’ lenses, it gives the photographs 
a quality of depth and clarity that puts 
modern digital imagery to shame.

“I bought this in London and it’s 
called a Kinora,” says Miknas a few 
minutes later, removing the early  
motion picture device from its glass 
cabinet and handing it to me. “Don’t 
be nervous. I’ll hold it for you. Turn  
it faster. Faster, faster, to create the 
movement. That’s it. It was the first 
piece I bought, sometime in the late 
1970s, and it is the beginning of my  
fascination and love with the history 
of the moving image. I love that film 
started this way. With the flickering 
and the turning of handles.” 

Housing Miknas’ private collection, 
the Dubai Moving Image Museum is 
one of only a handful of museums in 
the world focusing on the history of 
the moving image up until the inven-
tion of modern cinema. Officially 
opened by Sheikh Majid bin Moham-
med bin Rashid Al Maktoum, chair-
man of the Dubai Culture & Arts  

Authority, on 14 January, it is the rea-
lisation of a dream for Miknas, who 
founded ad agency Fortune Promos-
even in 1968 and went on to become 
one of the most influential men in re-
gional advertising.  

“This is probably the greatest thing 
I’ve done in my life. Believe it or not, 
money is only a means to get on with 
life. What gives you great apprecia-
tion and satisfaction is your humanity. 
I feel proud when I see all of this,”  
he says, gesturing to the museum 
around him. “Not proud of me, but of 
all of humanity. It satisfies your curi-
osity. And the most important thing 
about people is curiosity. If you’re not 
curious, forget it. Look at you. I was 
watching you. When you started 
watching you wanted to see the whole 
thing. You wanted to see everything. 
This is curiosity.”

Not far from the Kinora are a hand-
ful of Mutoscopes. A form of public 
entertainment dating from the early 
20th century, they work by turning a 
handle that flips a reel of photographs, 
producing the effect of a moving 
image. One shows a woman, beautiful 
and dazzling in white, fending off the 
advances of an overzealous man. An-
other features a young Charlie Chap-
lin. In another, trapeze artists perform 
in what looks like an English country 
garden, with a young woman seated  
to the far right, watching and smiling. 
All mesmerise in their own way, and 
there are three original Charlie Chap-
lin Mutoscope reels in the collection.

Miknas is best known as the chair-
man of MCN, which includes FP7, 
Lowe MENA, UM, Initiative, Magna 
Global and PR agency Weber Shand-

wick amongst its stable of agencies. 
With a 49 per cent stake in the group, 
he wields considerable influence,  
although he describes himself as a 
“proud observer” rather than some-
one who is heavily involved in the run-
ning of the business. However, he is 
unlikely to sell his share to Interpublic 
any time soon. 

As the chairman and founder of 
Promoseven Holdings – under which 
MCN falls – he is also responsible for  
a business empire that has a turnover 
in excess of $500 million a year, and  
includes real estate and hospitality  
interests. So why open a museum? 

“Why not?” he replies with a laugh. 
“I mean, what does my business do? 
Images and words. I am by nature, 
since I was a kid, a collector. Business 
gives you the means to appreciate life. 
And I always believed that I would 
never be a slave to money, but I would 
let my money be my slave. I always  
believed that I would save that money 
and do things with it that gives me 
happiness and satisfaction. Because 
what is life without happiness and  
satisfaction? Money doesn’t make you 
happy does it? Sending somebody to 
school makes you happy. Taking care 
of a school that was destroyed and 
helping to rebuild it is something you 
can feel proud of. This is my real role 
in life. The business, I do it to reward 
myself with finer things in life.”

Situated in the MCN Hive in 
Tecom, the museum could be viewed 
as a personal statement on the impor-
tance of art in a life dominated by  
business. All items in the museum are  
original, with the oldest dating from 
the 1730s. Interestingly, the pieces on  
display form only a fraction of Mik-
nas’ overall collection.

“Frankly, to me money has never 
been the be-all of everything,” says 
Miknas, who was born in Tripoli in 
Lebanon but lives in Bahrain and has 
Bahraini citizenship. “People think 
I’m a shrewd businessman, but if I 
have a fight with you and it’s over 
money I’ll tell you ‘okay, don’t worry 
about it’. I’ll move on. It’s success, 
achievements; it’s making things hap-
pen. That to me is very important.

“When I left the industry to get into 
real estate – which is now probably 
bigger than my advertising business – 
the advertising industry was begin-

ning to fragment. They started mov-
ing media out, they started moving 
print out, they started moving print-
ing out. At one time the unified mes-
sage was very, very important, but the 
first birth of the media agency, in my 
opinion, really diminished the value 
of advertising. Because when you are 
together – the message and the instru-
ment – you are stronger in many ways. 
Now the industry is again talking 
about a 360-degree solution and all 
disciplines under one roof. It is 
stronger to have one message and a 
unified objective. 

“The most important thing is that 
you should have your values right. 
And it should never, ever, be money.  
I always say that if you only value 
money, go and rob a bank. But if  
your value is to grow people and to 
grow the industry; to work with peo-
ple; caring for the product; living and 
breathing this product; then you’re 
on the right track.”

But you’re comfortable now, so it’s 
easy for you to dismiss the importance 
of money.

“Yes, but it was never an objective  
by itself. My priority was always to 
make sure I’m doing a service and that 
I’m being rewarded for it. Of course I 
wanted to be rewarded for it. But it 
was more important for me to make 
sure that you are happy with the work. 
Am I getting the message? Is my prod-
uct getting in? Are we getting the right 
market share? Companies like Coca-
Cola, they started their operation 
from my office in Bahrain. The first 
Coke office in the Middle East was in 
my office. I fell in love with the people 
who worked for the brand. I fell in  
love with the brand. That to me is very 
important. You have to care.”

With his son Tarek ensconced as 
CEO of FP7 MENA, and his other 
son Karim heading up Promoseven 
Holdings’ McDonald’s franchise in 
Lebanon, to a certain extent the con-
glomerate remains a family business. 

But what now for Miknas?
“It never stops. I’m involved in 

many real estate projects in Bahrain, 
Australia, Lebanon and the UAE, but 
I’m a realist. People ask me ‘where are 
you going?’ I’m now moving towards 
loving death like I love life. You have  
to be practical and realistic. There’s 
nothing wrong with that.”

Money doesn’t make 
you happy does it? 
Sending somebody  
to school makes you 
happy. Taking care of  
a school that was 
destroyed and helping 
to rebuild it is something 
you can feel proud of

A labour of love


