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EVER SINCE I can remember I’ve dreamed 
of being in a sci-fi movie. Strolling around 
alien landscapes and staring up at the 

spires of futuristic skyscrapers shrouded in 
cloud seemed about as escapist as you could 
get. When I discovered that movie landscapes 
are computer-generated, my dreams were 
dashed. Until I visited Dubai.

The city is just a seven-hour flight from 
London, but it feels a world away. The magic 
carpet that took me there was an Emirates 
A380, and the airline seems to have thought of 
everything: there are USB and UK plug sockets 
next to the seat-back TV and the food is far from 
the murky melange you’d usually expect. As 
I reclined I spotted that sparkling lights have 
been set into the ceiling to resemble stars. 
You’ll spend plenty of time gazing at the real 
things once you’ve touched down.

Dubai is three hours ahead of the UK, so 
it’s already dark by the time I land. Downtown 
Dubai is only a 20-minute cab ride from the 
airport, and as I approach the city it looks like 
I’m heading towards a backdrop from Blade 
Runner. Many of the skyscrapers are lined with 
LED lights, allowing adverts to stream down 
the sides of one of them while the bulbs on 
another are arranged like a maze. The towers 
are so tall that their tips are in the clouds and 
the lights give the haze a golden glow, just like 
in sci-fi movies. The landscape looks even more 
alien during the day.

It only rains for a few days every year in 
Dubai, so there’s usually a crystal-clear view 
of the skyline, and you’ll soon find your neck 
aches from spending so much time looking 
upwards at it. The highlight is of course the 
Burj Khalifa, a syringe-like skyscraper which 
stands nearly a kilometre high, making it 
the world’s tallest tower. Just looking up at 
it is dizzying, but the sights down below are 
equally mesmerising – a series of fountains 
dance in time to 1980s ballads at regular 
intervals when the sun goes down. It’s 
synchronised with psychedelic scenes on the 
Burj Khalifa tower thanks to thousands of LED 
lights embedded in it. You need to nab a place 
well in advance of the first performance at 
6pm as it fills up fast.

Dubai’s skyscrapers don’t just soar, though 
– they twist and turn in intricate shapes that 
seem to defy physics. One is spiral-shaped, 
another looks like a teardrop and there’s even 
a giant picture frame which makes a fancy 
border for photos of the skyline. The newest 
addition is a silvery egg-shaped structure 
which sits on Sheikh Zayed Road, the main 
thoroughfare through the heart of the city.
It reaches 77m high, giving it the air of an 
alien mothership, and the sci-fi feel continues 
inside, where the sparkling white walls of the 
lobby resemble the membrane of a high-tech 
pod and house music echoes around them.

Mystifyingly, the cavernous chamber 
isn’t supported by any pillars, so the walls 
are largely unobstructed and sweep in line 
with the structure’s oval shape. Scenic silver 
elevators silently glide up the atrium to 
different floors and pass by a silvery, drone-
powered penguin that flies above.

The building is called the Museum of the 
Future, but you won’t find any dusty exhibits 
inside. It gets off with a bang by taking guests 
on a simulated trip to space, which is meant 
to take place in the year 2071. The action starts 
with an on-screen briefing from a supposed 
space cadet before guests get into a huge lift 
lined with ultra-HD screens, and the scenes on 
them are so sharp it is like looking through a 
window. Smoke outside seems to rise and the 
floor starts to rumble during the countdown. 
The screens then show eerily lifelike footage 
of the Earth disappearing into the distance 
before they are filled with sparkling stars. 

The floor feels like it’s gently swaying to 
simulate zero gravity as a space station looms 
into view on the overhead screens. A docking 
bay gets closer until it fills the screens and the 
lift doors open revealing what appears to → 

THE FINAL FRONTIER: Experience the future of space travel, 
climate change and ecology at the Museum of the Future.
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Bright lights, big city
Sci-fi buff CAROLINE REID heads to Dubai for the first time and finds a city that is simply out of this 
world – and even seasoned travellers here will find something new at the Museum of the Future
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→ be the inside of the space station, complete 
with a huge circular projection screen 
showing the moon.

Unlike a typical museum, the decor is 
themed throughout the building, so when 
guests exit the simulator they are plunged 
into low lighting and see dark ridges lining 
the walls which give the environment the 
industrial feel of a space station. It’s like a 
theme park land without any sit-down rides, 
and the tech inside is so cutting-edge that it 
looks like it has actually come from the future.

The first display puts guests in a room 
surrounded by a curved floor-to-ceiling screen 

showing the Earth bathed in the glow of the 
northern lights. In the middle of the room 
is a table-top planetarium like no other. The 
table is covered in thin black fabric designed 
to make it look like deep space. Images of 
planets and satellites are beamed onto it 
from above and seem to magically protrude 
from the table thanks to rising objects 
hidden underneath the fabric which precisely 
correspond to the shapes shown on them.

It’s such a mesmerising effect that it’s 
common to see guests giving the protruding 
objects a tap to check that their eyes 
aren’t deceiving them. Some of the objects 
underneath the fabric even move in time with 
the footage to make it look like the satellites 
and planets are actually in orbit.

The museum doesn’t just have its eye on 
the stars. After the simulated trip to space, 
guests grab one of the scenic elevators to 
travel down a level for a complete change 
of pace. A dark room is filled with a bizarre 
collection of 2,400 jars containing laser 
etched images of mammals and plants. Each 
one is lit by a multi-coloured LED, making 
the room look like a mad scientist’s lab. 
Supposedly designed to educate children 

about the ecosystem, it handily makes 
for spectacular social media shots.

Next up is a zen-like spa area packed 
with high-tech stress-relieving attractions. 
Steam spills out of a soothing fountain at the 
entrance and there are projections on the 
walls of peach-coloured cubicles. One room 
is covered with a silky-soft carpet which has 
waves projected onto it from above. They lap 
around your feet with every step as the sound 
of a heartbeat pulses in the background.

Another cubicle contains seats around 
a table with a beam of light projected onto 
it from above. Guests are told to hum in 
harmony and the louder they do it, the 
brighter the beam of light becomes until 
the table eventually releases soothing sweet 
scents to each seat.

The crescendo of the museum is an 
exhibition of future technology. The diverse 
display stretches from self-driving cars and 
hydrogen-powered planes to bionic hands, 
shoes with sensors to adapt them to the 
wearer’s feet and remote control birds, 
like the penguin in the lobby, which are 
used to reach inaccessible places.

The only flaw in the museum is found 

as guests exit and pass through a revolving 
door which is far from futuristic. The door 
frequently stutters when too many people try 
to get in, which is a common experience given 
how popular the museum is.

My digs are just a 15-minute ride away via 
an overhead railway which glides through the 
heart of Dubai and takes me directly inside 
the sprawling Mall of the Emirates. Checking 
into a hotel connected to a shopping mall 
might not sound like the way to find a refined 
experience, but it is in Dubai.

Malls in the glitzy Emirate are more like 
theme parks than shopping centres as locals 
head there to escape the heat. One is home 
to a full-size ice hockey rink, a 24 metre-long 
dinosaur skeleton and an indoor waterfall 
while another is themed to different regions of 
the world. The USP of the French Renaissance-
themed Mall of the Emirates is that it is home 
to a full-size indoor ski resort and overlooking 
it is the aptly-named Kempinski.

From the outside, the hotel looks like  
a sand-coloured castle dotted with turrets. 
Inside it welcomes guests with acres of 
marble, blinding walls of diamonds and 
a montage of golden cubes forming wave 
shapes behind the reception. However, the 
atmosphere changes in one of its wings as the 
sound of wind whistles from hidden speakers 
in the corridors.

Inside the rooms, old-fashioned lamps 
hang from wooden beams lining the ceiling 
and a faux fireplace crackles under the TV. 
There are leather armchairs, furs on the 
beds, mahogany cabinets and walls which 
look like they are made from slate. All that’s 
missing is the view – but then comes the big 
reveal as the curtains are pulled back and 
you look out onto Ski Dubai. Watching novice 
skiers stumbling and shivering is endlessly 
entertaining, and there are no reminders that 
you’re actually in the middle of the desert.  
For most people an indoor ski park consists 
of a chairlift and an icy slope with a few flags 
along the way. Not here.

The slope in Ski Dubai is just one of the 
attractions: it’s also home to a penguin 
enclosure, toboggan runs and snowplough 
bumper cars. They are set in a faux-alpine 
village with charming wooden chalets,  
a chairlift soaring above and artificial pine 
trees. Don’t let the kid-friendly theme give  
you the wrong impression though – this is  
no Mickey Mouse attraction.

As I step inside I think, ‘I’m from the UK so 
I’m used to cold weather.’ How wrong could 
I be? It’s so blisteringly cold inside that my 
breath looks like clouds of smoke. It’s actually 

-4°C, but it feels like I should have brought  
a balaclava. Within minutes I have to head for 
the chairlift, which takes me to the alpine-
themed café at the half-way point of the slope, 
where the smell of coffee wafts through the 
wooden doors. Don’t make my mistake and 
leave your own socks on – put on the ones you 
get given in the locker room. 

My toes soon go numb and after an 
hour I’m back in the locker putting on the 
additional layer of socks. You also get padded 
trousers as well as a thick bomber jacket, 
and the only flaw is that it just has one small 
pocket, but you can go back to the lockers 
whenever you want. 

Any loose items will get flung around if 
you take a ride on the inner tubes, which spin 
dizzyingly as they hurtle down the slope. The 
more adventurous amongst us can descend 
it in a giant hamster ball but I chickened out 
in favour of going down on a thin plastic 
toboggan which is like a water slide without 
the water. If you prefer the real thing head 
to the Wild Wadi water park which is a ten-
minute cab ride away.

Set in a faux ruined fort, it has astonishing 
attention to detail. The slides aren’t supported 
by the usual bare scaffolding here. Instead the 
park looks like it is made from bits of boats as 
pipes are painted like tree trunks, the flumes 
are supported by faux crumbling aqueducts, 
waterfalls gush through holes in the hulls of 
boats and sails hang overhead to protect from 
the searing sun. The entrance to the car park 
even passes under a portcullis and guests’ 
bags go through an X-ray machine hidden in 
the rock-face.

Powerful water jets propel your inner 
tube up flumes and around the park giving 
spectacular views of the ocean. The network of 

flumes connects directly to many of the slides 
so cool water can lap over you as you go from 
one to the other. There’s also an element of the 
unexpected as you don’t know what type of 
slide you’re getting into until you’re on it. It’s 
not for the faint hearted though as one twists 
and turns in the pitch dark.

Dubai’s best night spot is also water-
themed: La Perle, a circus show on a grand 
scale. Instead of animals, there are high-tech 
acts and sets that are loosely themed to the 
local tradition of pearl diving.

I can barely watch when four motorbikes 
raced around the inside of a giant suspended 
orb. They weave in and out of each other’s 
path on their sides and upside down in a loop-
the-loop. Then comes the technical wizardry.

A giant IMAX screen behind the stage? 
Check. Projections that turn the stage and 
theatre walls into everything from a city 
to a desert? It’s here. There’s fake snow (it’s 
actually soap suds), rolling fog and 55-feet 
waterfalls that flood the stage in seconds as 
high-divers leap into a pool in the middle. Yes, 
you will get wet – but it’s probably worth it to 
prepares you for the trip home. After all, only 
in Dubai does the sun always shine. ■

 
ALL THAT’S MISSING 
IS THE VIEW – BUT 
THEN COMES THE BIG 
REVEAL AS CURTAINS 
ARE PULLED BACK

 
THE TECH INSIDE IS 
SO CUTTING-EDGE 
THAT IT LOOKS LIKE IT 
HAS ACTUALLY COME 
FROM THE FUTURE

SKIING IS BELIEVING: A ski chalet… in Dubai? You better 
believe it – courtesy of Kempinski’s slopeside apartments.

SHEDDING LIGHT: 
Step inside ‘The 
Library’ (Vault of Life), 
a vast ecological 
archive of Earth’s 
natural abundance.
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