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against the force of gravity,

possessing the ability to
replant itself and form

new roots.

- Sara Raza & Ashraf Fayadh, curators of Rhizoma
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FOUNDING PARTNER

Abdul Latif Jameel

Community Initiatives

Art plays a significant part in making our lives
inﬁnitely rich. It is an opportunity to express the

human creative skill and imagination we treasure

and pursue, dear to our hearts. For this reason, it

is an honour to support Edge of Arabia.

We like to touch people’s lives and hence find it critical to
give our nation’s youth the highest quality of life they deserve, such
as by becoming entrepreneurial artists themselves. Our presence
alone, in the region and the Kingdom in particular, confirms that
we have created a distinguished flavour of artistic expression,
and thus are ranked amongst the finest and most sophisticated
art institutions the world has to offer. In our upcoming exhibition
titled, RHIZOMA, “Generation In Waiting”, the stage will be
set for our young up and coming generation of Saudi artists to
combine visual art with technology, science and natural philosophy.

To inform you briefly, Abdul Latif Jameel Community
Initiatives CALJCI), the corporate social responsibility arm of ALJ,
was founded in 2003. Five initiatives were born and are up and
running successfully to do with job creation, education, arts and
culture, social and health well-being, and last but not least research
and activities in the area of poverty alleviation.

As we come to a close of this brief discourse, we would like
to comment why this year 2013, marking our 10th anniversary at
ALJCI, is important to us. We are at the beginning of our journey
and will face different struggles but we have all the hope to reach
to as many initiatives as possible. We believe that as of this date,
we can proudly say that we have successfully initiated positive social
change in the communities we touch. Our aspirations will never stop
and our reach is ever becoming more extensive and dynamic.

Abdul Latif Jameel Community Initiatives

The views in the artwork exhibited are those of the artists and do not reflect those of ALJCI.
ALJCI does not accept responsibility or liability for the contents of any of the artwork.
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By Sara Raza

Rhizoma (generation in waiting)

is a curatorial project with

infinite possibilities to form

multiple endings and create

new beginnings. The exhibition’s
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Curatorially, the challenge was
to assess the way in which art was being
practiced and performed inside Saudi Arabia
and link that within a rigorous conceptual
framework. The nature of art production
was strikingly comparable to an actual
rhizoma, the ancient Greek word for the
underground root of a plant that shoots its
roots horizontally and vertically, against the
force of gravity, and possesses the ability to
replant and form new roots if cut away from
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its original source. Philosophically, these
ideas have been put forward by French
theorists Giles Deleuze and Felix Guattari
within their seminal text A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia
(1980) in which they employed the term
“rhizome” to discuss myriad examples of
non-lineararity and multiplicity orientation
of data representation present within
human histories, biology and the study of
genealogy. Furthermore, contributions
made by 10th century Islamic Persian

and Arab polymaths such as Ibn Sina and
Al Farabi, who professed at length about

the order of natural philosophy, science,
‘They are the
“youtube
generation”,
young and

bold in their

expressions’

mathematics and logic have also served as

a source of inspiration. Collectively, these
ideas have shaped the exhibition’s thematic
and artistic selection of young artists

and served as an important starting point
from which to explore the underground
movement brewing inside Saudi Arabia as it
is purposely making its ascent upwards.

The artists selected for this exhibition
came of age during the advent of the
internet and are part of a large youth cohort
that is rapidly increasing. These artists are
thus technologically astute and well versed
in the different modes of communication
that social media platforms and fast instant
messaging services provide. They are the
“youtube generation”, young and bold in
their expressions and stylistic devices and
hold a non linear position in the formation
of contemporary Saudi Arabian art and its
history, which hasn’t necessarily followed a

chronological trajectory in its formation,
but is rather the product of cultural and
global shifts occurring in the fast pacing
developing Gulf region. These new artists
co-exist within both popular culture and
within a subterranean art movement that
embraces craft, technology and design
alongside contemporaneity.

In essence Saudi Arabia’s young
emerging contemporary artists form
part of Gulf Futurism, a term coined and
borrowed from Qatari artist and writer
Sophia Al Maria, who has commented on
the amalgamation of popular cultural and
various social phenomena associated with
young people growing up within the age of
post-oil Gulf during the 1980s and 90s. In
the case of Saudi Arabia and its burgeoning
contemporary art scene what is most
fascinating to witness amongst this new
generation are the transitions and ruptures
that are occurring simultaneously within
both a rural and urban societal and cultural
context.

All the way from Abha the
capital of the Asir province, the
oil rich city of Dammam in the
Eastern Provence to the major
metropolitan cities of Jeddah
and Riyadh, artists have formed

artistic and creative hubs.

These hubs possess the unique ability
to exist both within their respective centres,
but also sit comfortably on the edge as well.

The edge of Arabia is perhaps not
a bad place to reside it also happens to
be the name and directional force behind
one of Saudi Arabia’s most relevant
contemporary arts platform (EOA), who
are the commissioners of this project.
Firmly rooted in the now, EOA have
been reflecting on the current moment,
needs and concerns of the next generation
of artists and invited me to curate this
exhibition at the 55th Venice Biennale.
After a series of conversations with EOA
it became apparent to me that the project
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should take the direction of (un)structured
realities, which was directly informed by the
artists that | was engaging with and whose
concerns ranged from the subversion of
Islamic geometry in contemporary art and
design to performance in the public space,
blogging and social satire. The cultural and
creative paradigm presently occurring inside
Saudi Arabia links disparate artists and their
practices through the formation of a new
rhizomatic culture that is both connected
and disconnected with art and society.
Furthermore, it was through connecting
with this particular critical mass of diverse
artists and cultural operators that | also
became acquainted with contibutor Ashraf
Fayadh, a Palestinian poet and artist.

Ashraf’s expertise on the ground
inside Saudi Arabia meant that he had
acquainted himself with the local arts
scene and formed alliances with alternative
non-mainstream artist groups providing the
project with an injection of gritty realism.

The common cultural denominator
within the project, one that has connected
me with the artists was that quite literally
we all came into the project somewhere
in the middle. As a whole we serve as a
multi-faceted group of visual cultural critics
and the space that we collectively occupy is
non-linear. Suspended somewhere within
this middle space, we exist within a third
space of both difference and indifference,
and most importantly one that is not
necessarily tied to purely geographical
sameness.

The artists selected to take part
within this exhibition reflect multiplicity and
charter non-linear rhizomatic journeys. All
twenty seven artists, including collectives,
present within Rhizoma adhere to these
ideas, they include: Nouf Alhimiary, Ramy
Algthamy, Shaweesh, Ahaad Alamoudi,
Ahmad Angawi, Basmah Felemban, Eyad
Maghazil, Saeed Salem, Sami Al-Turki,
Sarah Al Abdali, Sarah AbuAbdallah, Telfaz
11, U-Turn, Nora A.Almazrooa, Nasser
AlSalem, Eiman Elgibreen, Mala’a Al-
Amoudi, Mohammad Makki, Heba Abed,
Omamah AlSadiq, Abdulkarim Qassem,

Dana Awrtani, Eiman Elgibreen, Abdullah
Alothman, Batool Alshomrani and Huda
Beydoun.

This selection of artists and their

unique artistic practices offer

a slice of a fast-evolving genre
of visual culture that is experi-
menting with visible and invisible

frontiers, cliches, contradictions,

logic and illogic.

Dispelling stereotypical depictions
concerning the position of women in
contemporary Saudi Society is an on-going
concern amongst the works of several
female artists within the exhibition. In
What She Wore (2013) a photographic
blog consisting of a collection of photos
of young Saudi women wearing abayas,
artist Nouf Alhimiary spoofs the popular
fashion blogging trend to reveal young
Saudi women within various cities and
settings offering both incongruous and
banal images. In contrast, performance and
video installation artist Sarah AbuAbdallah
presents the Salad Zone (2013), a video
installation of three seemingly disparate
videos that are intentionally non-
linear within their stylistic structure.
AbuAbdallah’s videos enable audiences
to find themselves within the centre of
somewhat absurd and humorous domestic
urban scenarios. Also introducing humour
within her work is Ahaad Alamoudi whose
Heya (She, 2013) gas canister installation
and video of the same title reflect quite
literally on the perceived metaphoric
notion of an explosive woman. Satire is also
a tool within Omamah AlSadiq’s ongoing
300Camels (2012-13) blog in which the
artist explores the origins of her name,
which literally translates as ‘300 camels’
in Arabic. AlSadiq has been collecting
images of camels throughout the Middle
East and soliciting members of the public
to send their camel sightings to her which
she posts through social media platforms
(including her blog), to create an eclectic
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archive. Adversely, PhD candidate and
artist Eiman Elgibreen explores the position
of Saudi Arabian female artists within

the canon of Western art history and
architecture. Within the mixed media series
Don’t look at me look at my art (2013)
Elgibreen layers art history and popular
culture by mocking Banksy’s popular

vista of French Impressionist artist Edgar
Degas’s ballerina figures being judged by
infamous British talent scout Simon Cowell
including images of Saudi female artists
showing the celebrity judge their works.
The work is a satirical visual commentary
on art and talent as well as contradictions
and Eurocentric dominance. Similarly,
Elgibreen’s brick installation with women’s
faces Does a face make a difference? (2013)
questions the validity and identity of Saudi
women. Elgibreen superimposes women’s
faces upon bricks as a metaphor for the
fabricated manmade nature of construction
and the building of identity.

Investigating informal architectures
and issues pertaining to land and ownership
is explored within the works of several
artists in reference to the changing
structure and physicality of Saudi Arabia.
Artist and designer Ahmad Sami Angawi
employs the labouring task of creating
a contemporary version of a traditional
Makkah Ottoman miniature painting of
the holy Masjid Al-Harram in Makkah for
the present day aptly entitled 21st Century
Makkah Manuscript (2013) In Angawi’s
version he introduces motifs such as small
bulldozers that are eating away at the
historical Ottoman architectural legacy
inside Makkah, replacing the standard
geometric patterns presented within
traditional miniature paintings. In addition,

‘And everyone
has a direction to

which he should

tu rn ooo, Wijha 2:148

he also presents Wijha 2:148 [And everyone
has a direction to which he should turn...]
(2013) a large lenticular photograph that
Jjuxtaposes an old image of the Masjid Al-
Harram from the 19th century with a new
contemporary image of the site, to compare
and contrast the architectural changes that
are presently occurring. Correspondingly,
Ramy Alqthamy’s Albetra (2013) is an actual
concrete graffitied block that references
borders that are both real and manmade,
which impede the ebb and flow of people
and ideas. Challenging capitalist ideology

is artist Sami Al-Turki with his Hammour
(2013) mixed media installation. Hammour
features a tray of sand upon which a moving
image of the large white fish known as
hammour is projected as both a metaphor
for the popular slang term of hammour
given to large Saudi corporations who are
perceived like hammour fish to consume
everything in the sea bed. Also commenting
on consumerist culture is Saeed Salem’s
Neonland 11 (2013) triptych, which depicts
a man praying under a neon lit artificial palm
tree. The relationship between consumerist
ideology and capitalism is further explored
by performance and street artist Shaweesh’s
photographs that explore mainstream Saudi
Avrabian culture alongside American cult
figures as featured within his Superheroes
(2013) series which features a spoof of
Captain America and Yoda from the cult
classic film Star Wars.

New media outlets such as the
internet are fast becoming a new platform
for many artists inside Saudi Arabia, one
which enables them to explore multiplicity
within their dissemination of contemporary
visual cultures. Launched in 2011,

Telfaz 11 present an array of
works offering socially satiri-

cal sketches that explore Arab
identity, systems and structures
through comedy and parody.

Another internet-driven collective
is U-Turn, spearheaded by filmmaker
Mohammad Makki and artist Eyad Maghazil
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‘artists are looking to create new
visual languages that mirror current
trends in the way in which Arabic
text is communicated’

the collective provides raw reality television
style content that explores the social
concerns of Saudi Arabia’s youth culture.
Documenting the lives of Saudi Arabia’s
youth through successive episodes often in
collaboration with other creatives and artists
whose works are regularly featured in the
backdrop. In particular, Mohammad Makki
has created two special episodes under the
title of Takki (2013) for Rhizoma featuring
participating artists.

The use of geometric design is a
prevalent theme in several artists’ works
within the exhibition in order to reflect
on current debates concerning the
relationship between traditional Islamic

craft and contemporary fine arts. Artist
Dana Awrtani’s llluminations (2013)

series offers her traditional take on the

historical Qu’ranic decorative tradition

of illuminations employing floral motifs
and geometric embellishment, which
conform with traditional methodologies
and techniques, providing a departure from
generic computer generated designs. In a
more subversive practice that combines
several artistic styles and marks a return

to traditional crafts is artist and graphic
designer Sarah Al Abdali. For Rhizoma,
she applies the principles of stencil making
to create a paper cut out chandelier
entitled Poem of the Atoms (2013) after a
poem of the same title by acclaimed 13th
century Turkic-Persian Sufi poet Rumi.
The cascading suspended work explores the
scientific and Islamic principles of atoms
and molecules and also serves to create a
sense of drama between pattern, shadow
and light. Similarly, designer and artist
Basmah Felemban has created a playful
yet geometrically complex silk screen and
hand drawn plexi glass design entitled Drawn

out Truths (2013), which toys with the
visible and the invisible and the void spaces
that exist between human navigation and
the mathematical relationship between
space and the body. Also investigating
interactive examples of geometry is Mala’a
Al-Amoudi. She presents Nugta (Dot: The
decision game, 2013), a mixed media board
game that invites audiences to take part in
a decision making game in accordance with
mathematical logic and problem solving
rooted in geometry.

Intent on creating a new syntax and
mode of communication artists are looking
to create new visual languages that mirror
current trends in the way in which Arabic
text is communicated via social media and
email. Artist and designer Heba Abed’s
Lost in Transliteration (2013) typifies this
trend by presenting a series of images from
children’s textbooks accompanied by a new
language that combines the Arabic alphabet
with Western numerals to create a new
hybrid syntax. Also subverting tradition
and history is traditional calligrapher
Nasser AlSalem whose detail-orientated
calligraphic works explore the paradox
between the historical tradition of Islamic
calligraphy and contemporary signs and
slogans. For Rhizoma, Salem has made a
special work that explores the theme of
generation in waiting as a new slogan and
signifier for making new histories.

Making the invisible visible Huda
Beydoun’s photographic series Documenting
the Undocumented (2013) explore the issue
of labour and undocumented immigrant
works in Jeddah. Her photographs feature
labourers and service workers in their
ordinary working environment, however,
their identities are masked with opaque
Mickey Mouse features and their costumes
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decorated with polka dots. These satirical
works comment on the Gulf’s precarious
relationship between guest workers and
their employers. Further documenting
the invisible, artist and solider Abdulkarim
Qassem’s presents The Wills (2009-13), a
series of seven wills collected by the artist
of fellow soldiers enlisted to protect Saudi
Arabia’s border with Yemen. Their names
are scribbled out in a bid to conceal their
identities, instead what is revealed is their
practical desires after death.

Seeking communication with oneself
and higher entities is also a recurrent
theme within several artists featured
in Rhizoma and is articulated via the
correlation between the aural and visual. In
his video The Question (2012), multi-media
artist Abdullah Alothman asked twenty
eight participants about God and recorded
their facial expressions, capturing an array
of physical reactions from the ecstatic
to the mundane all the while muting
their actual verbal reactions. Further,
Batool Alshomrani’s audio piece Untitled
‘Athan’ (call to prayer) (2010), an audio
work featuring the Muslim call to prayer
is perhaps the exhibition’s “unofficial”
soundtrack. Reverberating through the
exhibition space for 3.47minutes at five
separate intervals throughout the day
for believers this sound signifies their
literal call to prayer, whilst for others it
is just background noise and part and
parcel of the “everyday”. Rounding out
the exhibition’s selection and in a bid to
solicit real social engagement is sculpture
artist Nora A.Almazrooa’s very functional
ceramic coffee cups installation. Entitled
Intertwined Echoes (2013) and Chinese
Whispers (2013), these cups dotted
throughout the exhibition space act as both
incubators and invitations for engagement
in real time and in person reminding artists
and audiences that they really do need to
talk.

Deconstructing multiplicity is an
ongoing curatorial feature within the
Rhizoma exhibition, where the participating
artists take on the role of creating alterity

and producing new vocabularies in art and
culture. They demonstrate this new order
by creating “other” realities that push the
boundaries of the status quo, ultimately,
allowing for new realities both real and
imaginary to take flight.

Sara Raza - Curator of Rhizoma,
PhD candidate at Royal College of Art,

London, adjunct associate curator at

Maraya Art Centre, Sharjah and co-editor
ArtAsiaPacific Magazine (West and
Central Asia).
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‘They demonstrate this new order by
creating “other” realities that push
the boundaries of the status quo,
ultimately, allowing for new realities
both real and imaginary to take

flight.’
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in a cold ant

Everything will remain the same, together with frequent toothaches
Disappointment is stuck in my throat just like a sharp fish bone

The cello, which was beautifully leaning on your left thigh!

Natural disasters will also persist

Because the earth, just like us .. is feeling chronically fatigued!

Earth is a large piece of coal .. partially submerged with water

And cigarette ash is softer than petals of a blooming flower!

| will catch nausea

I will keep watching the cigarette that gradually and monotonously loses
shape

Pretending that the time for joy is not yet due

And remembering the taste of strawberries very well.. the taste that
used to entirely satisfy your ego as the most accurate resemblance to
your beloved nipple!

In its turn the seed...is terrified by the idea of turning into trees

Just like me; terrified of waking from my sleep, and facing a new day
Plants for their good luck; they don’t have nervous system!

Persist on seeking your dream, and | will persist seeking my reality
Because reality for both of us is unreliable

My mind runs far away

Vanishes like smoke in a well-ventilated room

Climbs the cold it’s windows with unmatched courage

The need for air may precede the need for warmth

Only then, we will be normal living creatures!

Let more coldness infiltrate

Spin the moon dial downwards

Let the sea retreat, turn off the stars

Cut off the power supply from the streets

Release your fingers slightly
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| want to see your face clearly

Our visions of things may differ

Although we have almost the same eyes

However, we share a vision with the huge dirt on the surface of this
planet

And beyond our story full of dramatic scenes, we have different brains
We were both right ..

The day is the lie that helps us see things for what they are, but
temporarily

The night is the fact that we are opaque objects, that move over an
opaque spherical mass hanging in the space

The details of the moon are confused and camouflaged

Just like an effervescent tablet

Swimming in a half-empty cup of water!

Take your evening coffee with the passion that you earlier left to rust
| will tear yesterday apart and throw it through the window

| will clean the ashtray for the sixth time

And repeat the same song whenever the construction workers make
rude noises at the nearby building

It was possible for the human being to remain primitive

To reproduce sexually on a regular basis

But the insisting human need to maintain the shape of a herd

Had forced him to make cash papers lighter than salt slabs, and inedible!
| cannot miss you; | need to preserve my mental health

| need to preserve calmness that allows night insects

And, barking of distant dogs

And, some of the cars passing on the nearby street ... doing the same
thing .. just for fun

We cannot see tomorrow

Time, is the only thing that our senses cannot realize .. that is why we
move into the past tense very quickly

We cannot do anything about this!

Coldness dominates the morning

Smoke is rising in rings like a deeply yawning mouth

My relationship with time is still tense

And | need to sleep a little!
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Nugta (Dot: The decision game) | 2012
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“These neon kiosks are a symbol of
Jeddah ... they are iconic and you
only find them in this city. To me,

o they symbolise both the old Arabic
culture: a place to meet and talk; as
well as something very futuristic.”

| ol 1w

Saeed Salem
Neonland 111 ] 2013

Making a decision
can be very challenging. In
the Arabic language, the
word Qarar means ‘make
a decision’, while the word
Ferar means ‘escaping the
reality’, or not making the
decision. The difference
between the two words
is a dot (Nugta), a small
dot that make a huge
difference.
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Abdulkarim Qassem
The Wills | 2009-13

P B el g 8
gl e AT (ol e B M R ek, A ] s o
:-n-'_a'n.--_'-!".-! Tt R T T T T g

o G g

3 ASR dp Lk w .._," A e WA RAE e ML s e
i
AW T T R R ol o4 . i
W el o bl o BB p s o sy d
o TR -l
Hatl i o gt il 100 ST W ey

o i - s bitd 1yt
E-n X PO e i T Lsa

g e i ok A BT N el - s Tt “w

: - o e el s e, e

e e ah S s ah T T Ay

Ty o . Ll SRR L T Pt
a3 “‘"-\"r'" AR C g L g
(7] L P LL] N, il T B Bt b ¢
j e F A F‘r”n&‘nf‘-—b_-.n__._,n.,_,_.’ A1
s o i e sl )l g

,,T.:" b iy b el o b e nlbpd

a5 ',J'_, s b 1 L et AL [ ety o -fl.-

gl

i gl g N T
e Rt L g gl e
e g ey @76 b e ]
- o

e - i

m— — e

Different feelings,
concerns and stories have
been extracted from five
wills made by people in
the last moments of their
life as they travelled to
places from which there
was no promise of a safe
return. These individuals
met an unknown fate,
experiencing sensations
that they had never felt
before, and it was at this
precise time that they
wrote their rare and telling
texts, addressing their
wills to their relatives,
inspired by the five
commandments issued by

the Prophet Mohammed.

Borders are fictitious, man-made lines that allow
an individual to enjoy a certain security and stability.

Yet it is frightening how a human being can become
disconnected within his or her mental walls, and
somehow stuck between imaginary lines.

Albetra is a modular, rectangular shape made from
concrete, and one commonly used for building; these
shapes are placed on the corners of structures and act as
vantage points, allowing the viewer to perceive borders in
a given space.
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‘Lost in Transliteration’

Omar Berrada interviews Heba Abed

about her series for ‘Rhizoma’

With the advent of text messaging and web chatting, and in
the absence of Arabic keyboards, a transliteration system
has been devised by young Arabs which allows them to
communicate in Arabic while using a Qwerty keyboard. The
system makes use of numbers to represent Arabic letters
absent from the Latin script. It is sometimes referred to as

Arabizi, or Arabish, or Franco-Arabic.

Omar Berrada: In “Lost in Transliteration”, you use Arabizi,
with some variations, but you reverse the premise. It is

no longer about people who know Arabic and manage

to communicate with it despite a technical obstacle.
Instead Arabizi is used as the method of learning Arabic in
elementary school, as unlikely as that may seem. Why did
you decide to focus on education in general, and textbooks

in particular?

Heba Abed: You can understand the identity of a
community through its culture and knowledge of that
culture. For this, | think a school-based education is a good
starting point. | used both current textbooks as well as
ones | used as a child, though | had a hard time finding my
old Arabic books even online so most of it was from books
currently in circulation (LO3"ATE AL-JAMEELA). | re-
drew the covers of the Arabic language books for both the

Elementary and Grade 1 levels.

“next generations will
lose themselves in
the struggle between
globalisation and
national identity.”

39

What were you trying to
show? And why do you call it
a “wrong transliteration”?
My job as an artist is to draw
awareness of issues in my
community in a visual way.
Using our classical Arabic
books in my work was to solve
a linguistic issue with satire.
These books do not actually
exist in Franco-Arabic, but
the work is a signal of the
status that these innovative
figures of speech might hold

in the future.

You have worked with

a common Arabizi
transliteration system,
except that you add an
unusual element above or
underneath certain letters:
the Arabic diacritics, i.e.

the shadda (indicating the
doubling of a letter) and the
vowels (which in Arabic are
not part of the alphabet but,
rather, come above or under
the consonants). The thing is
that they are not necessary
in the transliteration, as they
are redundant with the Latin
vowels, or with the actual
doubling of consonants.

Did you include them for
decorative reasons?

For several reasons, including
for a sense of the ironic.
Anyone who cannot read
Arabic and English together
will not be able to read the
text, but even those who can
read both languages and have
never heard of Arabizi will
not be able read it properly
either. The presence of the
Arabic diacritics, for example
the shadda, gave it an Arabic
feel while misleading the
viewer. And that’s exactly the



point: ‘blind spot thinking’
creates a void or lack of
meaning for the viewer when
there is a lack of correlation
between symbols.

If poetry is what gets

lost in translation, then
what is it that gets lost in
transliteration?

It’s not only about poetry.
I’m lost in transliteration
even though I'm fluent in
Franco-Arabic! And | assume
many people viewing the
work will get lost too. My
mother struggles to read
the text sometimes! And
then she gets it. | think the
next generations will lose
themselves in the struggle
between globalisation and
national identity.

I understand your
transliteration project to be
a humorous or satirical art
experiment, exploring this
idea of the scotoma, or blind
spot. But what would you
think if someone decided

to really implement this in
school education? (As you
may know, since the late
19th Century there have
been occasional calls for an
actual romanization of the
Arabic writing system, take
for instance Lebanese poet
Said Akl, who devised his
own transcription system,
and published several books
of poetry in the Lebanese
dialect using a 36-letter
alphabet based on the Latin
alphabet.)

Well, that does not shock me
at all. There are many people
who tried to replace our

Avrabic language alphabets

with Latin substitutes. In
fact Abdulaziz Fhmi Bash,
who was from the Ottoman
period and preceded Said
Akl, wrote a book about how
transliteration would replace
the Arabic alphabets with
Latin. In Spain, there was a
decorative form of written
Arabic called mudéjar which
inspired me a lot in the
Franco-Arab series.

| would like to devote the
last question to the silk-
screen calligraphy pieces.

| see them as the opposite
of the transliteration
pieces. The calligraphic
tradition has traditionally
dealt with religious piety
and high poetry. Here you
take basic chat-room words
or abbreviations such as
“hilarious”, “BRB” and
transliterate them into the
Arabic alphabet, creating
from them a calligraphic
design. In a way you are
sanctioning them as Arabic
words. On the other hand,
averb like 38 (read), when
transliterated into 8R2,

doesn’t, in appearance, seem

to have anything Arabic
about it anymore.

The silkscreen series was a
kind of different project. |
replaced traditional phrases
and motifs of Arabic
calligraphy with a glossary

of words that seemingly lack

linguistic eloquence but ones

that are commonly used

today. What links both series

is their humour. After all, who

would expect to read “BRB”
and “TYT” transliterated in
Islamic traditional motifs?

A writer and translator,

Omar Berrada co-directs Dar

al-Ma’'min in Marrakech.

Wi gLl

Shaweesh

Captain America, from the Superheroes series | 2013

Previously, he curated public

programs at the Centre
Pompidou. With Yto Barrada
he recently edited Album -
Cinématheque de Tanger, a

multilingual book about film

in Tangier and Tangier on film.

“I respond to local social
issues and | show them in
an ironic and funny way. |

mix pop culture with Saudi

or Arabic culture.”
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Abdullah Alothman

The Question | 2012

Courtesy of Alaan Artspace

In The Question,
| interview 28 artists,
writers, thinkers, actors,
students and labourers
and ask them about their
belief in Allah. | wanted
to know how their lives
change when their faith
changes. The result
offered many possibilities
and distractions and
led me to many other
questions, but not to any
one answer. | recorded the
reactions of their answers
as they spoke, the tiny
and ambiguous details and
emotions of worry, doubt,
fear and indifference. The
visual reaction is more
truthful than spoken
words.

“I explore art which
leans toward the

margins of life”

Immigration is a burning issue in Saudi Arabia at
the moment. Walking around and trying to document
the immigrant workers was not an easy job, most were
terrified and anxious that | might report them because
in many cases they were working without papers.

Mickey Mouse is a character that everyone
relates to. He is a figure of joy and happiness. On the
other hand, he can also be a vulnerable character, who
shows a nervousness and discomfort that | associate
with the illegal workers while they were having their
pictures taken.

w0 g g0 ®
...'..-.'..,
L ]

UM G D
Huda Beydoun

Documenting the Undocumented | 2013
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Huda Beydoun, Documenting the Undocumented | 2013
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Nora Almazrooa
Intertwined Echoes | 2013

My work is an
attempt to capture a
moment in time of rapid
change, nurturing it,
analyzing it, interrogating
it, and letting it grow.

My surroundings are
inputs that are processed
in an artist’s mind, and
then produced in a form
of an art object. These
objects aren’t necessarily
pleasing aesthetically;
but the approach is more
about depicting an infinite
Jjourney or exploration,
as well as an attempt to
find one’s capability to
articulate ideas in that

complex matrix.

Galnall dolol
Omamah AlSadiq ,

300Camels | 2012-13

The project is about spreading 300 stencils of
camels all around the world, which is the meaning of
my name, Omamah.

Glulan 8ac auCiuow g ull o digillidl = dolol

The concept is to let everyone experience street
art in a very simple way so to do this | created a poster
with instructions for people to follow. This allows me to
connect with the world through all types of media and
also prove that Arabs are living in a very modern way.
We're no longer a bunch of nomadic tribes riding on
camels.
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Brownbook Interview with

Nouf Alhimiar

You have a love for vintage
media and antique cameras.
How do you incorporate
this bygone aesthetic into
your contemporary artistic
practice?

Vintage media and antique
cameras have withstood
the test of time. They are a
means of conveying an idea
or a visual message that can

A support contemporary and
6)‘*‘03J| 9 9"' modern ideals within them.
N O U .F r —— What aspects of women’s

. o = lives in Saudi Arabia do you
Al h | m | a r try to highlight through your
y work?
What She Wore | 2013 My main focus is portraying

the life I'm actually living as a
young Saudi woman through
my photography, which
makes feminism a recurring
theme in my work.

In what ways does your study
of English Literature inform
your artistic practice?

It doesn’t necessarily inform
it. However, since I'm
exposed to a great deal of
feminist criticism and work,

| get to see how similar
women’s issues are globally.

Can you describe the
project you are preparing
for Rhizoma at the Venice
Biennale?

What She Wore is a series
of pictures and a spinoff of
the popular online concept
Outfit of the Day in which

women globally post pictures

31

“The

art
scene
Is

ve l"y

raw’

of their different outfits

on blogs (something even
Saudi women participate in
when residing outside of the
country). | was inspired to
make a Saudi version of it and
so here you have it, portraits
of women on different
occasions and in various
locations wearing what they
normally would — an abaya,
the unchangeable outfit of
Saudi women. Something
that many noted when these
works were first exhibited
was how these women from
afar looked like the same
person, which could make
you wonder why in Saudi

we are being discouraged
from displaying a sense of
individuality.

What do you find exciting
about art and cultural
production in Saudi Arabia
right now?

How true it is to our culture,
yet how it manages to be
modern at the same time.
The art scene is very raw in

a way.
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n the beginning was the Word

Nasser AlSalem’s world

by Huda Smitshuijzen-AbiFares

g Nasser AlSalem was
born in 1984, in Mecca,
where he later trained as a
calligrapher and graduated
with a degree in Islamic
Architecture from Umm
Al-Kora University. From
an early age he received
intensive classes at the
Haram al-Sharif with

the master calligrapher

Ibrahim al-’Arrafi and

ol pal

N asser Al Sa | em Arabic calligraphy is one the most venerated recently received his ljazah
Generation in Waiting | (sitespecific) 2013

forms of Islamic Art. Its ubiquity and visual diversity (or calligraphy certificate).

makes it a flexible medium that can be limitlessly In our discussion about his
explored and applied to various expressions of work, al-Salem described
visual culture. Arabic calligraphy embodies three the holy city’s influence
complementary aspects that are intricately on his work as manifold.

intertwined: the spiritual meditative aspect of the act ~ He says: “the spiritual

of writing, the communication aspect and meaning and human character of
being transmitted, and the beauty of the letterforms  the city is more powerful
and their craft (often executed in different materials  than its aesthetic aspect.”
and styles). Arabic calligraphy is the means by which For him, Mecca and the
non-physical thought and emotions are given tangible  Hijaz have a particular
form: tracing the story of life with words. It is used social character rarely

to fix a historical moment, a thought, the spiritual seen in other cities.
quest of humanity, and much more. These aspects of ~ “The fraternity amongst
Arabic Calligraphy are well-known to Nasser AlSalem.  strangers, where no one
Through his work as a visual artist, many of these facets is a stranger, and the

of calligraphy are visible. He strives through his work to close-knit social fabric of
engage his contemporaries in debates about the human the community is a unique

condition, inviting us to reflect on the socio-political characteristic of the city.
topics and the universal spiritual struggles we face in The people of Mecca pride
our daily lives. His focus on the conceptual dimension  themselves for being in
and the poetic powers of language ties together the the service of the pilgrims
visual diversity of his body of work. His medium is of Islam.”According to

writing, but he invites us to read with our feelings and  al-Salem this constant
eyes, to deconstruct the work and look deeper within  contact with people
our selves for its significance. from different national,
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social and economic
backgrounds has created
an unusual mix of
traditions and ways of life
unique to the city. And
his experiences growing
up in Mecca have shaped
his belief in the unity

of humankind through
faith and spirituality.

The near-miraculous
image of the pilgrims
performing various
religious rites in unison
(like a well-synchronised
choreography moving to a

“Before we
are able to
read the
text we
recognise
the image
and
understand

universal rhythm), despite the message

their diversity in every
possible sense, remains
strong in his memories.
This appears in works like
the seven-piece series of
silkscreen prints History
of the Kaaba (a 2010
work about the Kabaa’s
history from its original
foundation by the prophet
Abraham to its destruction
on Judgement Day). The
same can be said of in his
later and abstract series
of Kul in which he tries to
visualise and explain what
is impossible to either
visualise or explain: the
mystery of life and Kul
(everything), or a sense of
the universe as a whole.
The image pulses with energy
radiating from a core and
extending outwardly, giving
the impression of an infinite
universe, without dimension
or scale: visualising an open-
ended question with infinite
potentialities.

in a visceral
2

way.

Nasser AlSalem’s
work has been informed
not only by his educational
background and training,
but also by his personal
experiences growing up in
a unique and ‘holy’ urban
context. Yet, his starting
point for every work is
the message, the word,
whether it originates from
a verse in the Holy Quran
or whether it comes from
poetry or vernacular
expressions. Language is
his muse. The words come
to him as a response to a
certain question that he
feels needs to be raised,
or a situation (personal
or social) that he feels
the urge to respond to.
He looks for answers
in his faith, in universal

truth, in multi-layered
words that generate more
questions. The Arabic
language provides him
with a rich arsenal of
words that possesses a
particular quality that
wavers between the poetic
and the evasive. It allows
him to speak indirectly
and allude to abstract
concepts that cannot

be explained, but rather
felt and experienced.

The ‘word’ dictates his

art work, it influences

the formal aspects of the
letters, the composition,
and the choice of material
to be used. Sometimes
the work is executed on

a flat surface yet invokes
a greater depth as in the
Kul series. Or the flat
laser-cut stainless steel
surface of the piece And
Also In Your Own Selves,
Do You Not See?, due to
the material used, creates
a spatial extension that
literally makes the viewer
a part the image and one
with the text. Sometimes
the letters form a type

of negative or recess,
flattening the three-
dimensional space into
equally spaced and divided
parts as can be seen in the
maze-shaped square Kufi
pieces (Whoever Obeys
Allah, He Will Make For
Him A Way Out, 2012).
In other works, words
protrude from the surface
as neon lights that change

shape as the viewer moves
around the piece, as well
as changing colour and
intensity depending on
the surrounding light
conditions (as in the series
God is Alive, He Shall Not
Die, 2012).

Nasser AlSalem
believes that the truth
of emotion in the work is
what makes it powerful.
He needs words to explain
the world around him.
He seeks to visualise
and engage others in a
discussion that transcends
aesthetics and that strives
to touch our emotional
core. His works allow the
viewer to engage with the
work personally, provoking
us to deconstruct its form
and finally to arrive at our
own conclusions. In his
work he aspires towards
the renewal of calligraphy
as a ‘contemporary’ art
form. He says: “the aim
of my practice, other
than a personal form of
devotion, is to prompt
the viewer to re-think the
definition of calligraphy
as they know it, and to
dispel the notion that it
is limited to the category
of Islamic art and craft. |
wish to demonstrate its

far-reaching conceptual
potential and the role
that it has to play in
contemporary artistic
practice.”

Nasser AlSalem’s
work is a means for
archiving ‘urban’ society
and recording it for future
generations. In his large
scale mural, Inna allaha la
yuhibbu al-musrifin (He
Likes Not Those Who
Commit Excess, 2012),
the image of the all too-
recognisable image of the
barcode covers a whole
wall in a repetitive pattern
that invites us to ‘enter
the work’ and reflect
from within about our
point of view. In another
piece, Guide Us Upon The
Straight Path, 2013, the
text turns into a diagram
of a heartbeat chart.
Before we are able to read
the text we recognise the
image and understand
the message in a visceral
way. His new works reflect
this new development
in his artistic practice:
employing visually
expressive calligraphy
and poetic vernacular
language in the service
of intellectual discourse
and the engagement with

everyday social issues. He
coined his new approach
“khatt al-khatt’ (roughly
translated as ‘rewriting
writing’).

In his latest works
for this exhibition:
Mamnu’ al-Tadkhin (No
Smoking), Mamnd’ al-
Taswir (No Photography),
and Jil fi al-Intidhar (A
Generation in Waiting)
he addresses the social
restrictions of everyday
life and questions
their implications for
contemporary visual arts
in particularly conservative
contexts. He plans to
carry on developing
new expressive forms of
calligraphy that emanate
from the core of the
language and its smallest
component of meaning.

For Nasser AlSalem
‘everything’ (kul) begins
with the Word.

Huda is Founding
Creative Director of the

Khatt Foundation. Design

curator, researcher and

author.

“renewal of calligraphy as a
contemporary’ art form.”
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“There are certain things in life

. . l . I
you can either choose to cry or U")‘DJ UL°J

laush about. | pick the latt Eiman Elgibreen

aug abou .. PIC ¢la er,’, Don't look at me look at my art | 2013
because | enjoy dark humour”.

Does a face make a difference? | 2013

qub_LCQJi OJLUJ The images of the
Sarah AbuAbdallah

young girls used in this
sculpture are in fact those

Salad Zone | 2013 of 64 accomplished Saudi
women who took a stand
against materialistic trends
in society that risk leading
to their professional
accomplishments being
dismissed or underrated.

The work offers glimpses of multiple narratives such as that of
familial domestic tensions, a juvenile dream of going to Japan,
the tendency to smash TVs in moments of anger and eating

fish.

B BE A RRLITT
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Basmah Felemban

Drawn out Truths | 2013

Interview with Brownbook

Basmah Felemban nurtures a passion for tradition. It can be
seen in her work that prioritises the hand-made and the locally
produced. It can be detected in her commitment to exploring
Islamic references in a bold and arresting manner. And it can
even be found in her objective to talk to the older generations
of her family about her arts practice, “to actually have them
understand.”

Following a flutter of
accolades - she won the 2012
Create & Inspire competition
with her work Jeem and was
invited to exhibit the piece
at museums and galleries

in London, Jeddah and

Dubai - the 20-year old
Saudi artist is making her
debut in Venice with the
Sidana series. A series of
suspended glass sheets bear
intricate geometric designs
in the vague shape of a figure
wearing a niqab and burqah;
viewers are invited to pose
behind the glass and have
their photo taken in which
only their eyes can be seen
amid the riddle of design.

An interesting relationship
emerges between the
viewer’s interaction with the
work in the space and the
photographic image of the

viewer interacting with it.

“The whole point of what |
do is its purpose,” Felemban
explains. “Art for me is
about sharing stories and
starting conversations, not
about being pretty. | believe
that artists should try to be
inclusive and connect to as
much of the society as is
possible.”

This arrangement of art in
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relation to society seems
one particularly relevant

to the character of the
contemporary art scene in
Saudi Arabia. Society here
does not refer to Saudi’s
taboos, which have been
talked about to death, but
rather as a dynamic, evolving
entity with a potential for
creating a culture and a
common history. Felemban
feels that a lot of artists
today are actively interested
in making work that speaks
to a generation, promotes

a sense of social awareness
and aims for building a
legacy that can be passed on
to their successors.

“We know we’re at

the very beginning of
creating something,” she
holds. “That’s why it is so
important to be critical
about what you're doing
because we know that we
are creating a foundation for
the next generation to build
upon.”

Kate Busbyis a British-

Kuwaiti artist and writer.
She writes for ARTnews and

Harper’s Bazaar Art Arabia.



Ahmad Angawi

Wijha 2:148 And everyone has a direction
to which he should turn... | 2013

Photographic credits:
Abdulghafar, Al-Makkiyah Foundation
Archive (1890) &

Abdulraman Abdoh (2012)

TR

Son of a renowned Saudi
architect, Ahmad Angawi

is strongly aware of his
environment and its heritage,
and is committed to reviving
an appreciation of it among

a generation of young Saudis
who sense a disconnection
from their past amidst rapid
social and economic change.

Angawi spends his time
engaging with craftsmen
across the Arab world,
learning, teaching and
collaborating.

“| feel that our herit-
age and traditions are
so rich that I'd prefer
to put my efforts into

unearthing them rath-

er than responding to

contemporary trends.
The Middle East has

so much that is worth

re-discovering.”

“In some areas of the Gulf

states, there is a feeling of
dead beauty. The history
museums often feel
abandoned and the local
craftsmen have lost a sense
of their legacy especially
since the rise of industrial
production. But this situation
actually creates an interesting
possibility for artisans to
explore their profession with
new eyes.”

Angawi describes making
wudu or ablutions before
beginning an artwork, facing
the direction of the ka’aba as
he crafts. “There is a hadith
or re|igious saying pointing
out that work is a form a
prayer. And what could be
more beautiful than making
something precious in such
an atmosphere? Artisans
used to have their own dhikr
(meditative remembrance)
they’d chant as they made
their geometric designs
because it was a good way to
enjoy the making process.
People today suffer a lot
because they only think
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about the destination and not
the journey.”

For Rhizoma, the artist will
be showing two works: a
lenticular entitled Wijha 2.148
[And everyone has a direction
to which he should turn...]
which refers to a particular
Quranic verse, and 21st
Century Makkah Manuscript,
a delicate composition of ink,
gold, silver and watercolour
on Wasli paper which will
be hung facing Mecca and
positioned at an angle that
encourages viewers to lean in
to examine it. This anticipated
physical interaction evokes
the objective of Angawi’s
practice as a whole, to create
work which stimulates a
desire to get closer to the
feeling with which the work
was made.

Words by Kate Busby






The project is about
the ownership of land. In an
ideal scenario, all one would
need to do is find a piece of
land and purchase it, build
on it then live there. But
this is not possible for most

people: a real estate or land
broker would be better off
selling air to a drowning

man. These organisations

tend to be run by the

uneducated and corrupt,

Heya (She) is a yet they are big and strong

- like the hammour.

piece of comical and
social commentary. It

comes from the fact

that our society is one

in constant change, and

within that evolution

women become a source

for everything, the past,

present and future.

G902l ame
Ahaad Alamoudi

Heya (She) | 2013

Sami Al-Turki

Hammour | 2013



The traditional cycle
of an individual’s

productivity starts
with them being a
craftsman/woman

aware of his/
her culture and

ends with giving
their surrounding
environment what it

needs to nurture a

balanced lifestyle.
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Sarah Al Abdali

Poem of the Atoms | 2013
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Interview with Sarah Al Abdali
for Brownbook Magazine

You have been labelled one

of Saudi Arabia’s first ‘street
artists.” What does this term
mean to you?

Labels are only images created
by other people. Therefore,
their meaning doesn’t have
any importance to me.

What are the recurring
themes in your work?
Reflections and thoughts
inspired from my daily
life. And the absence of a
homeland once called the

Hijaz.

In what way does your
educational background as

a graphic designer influence
your art practice?

My graphic design background
is currently on hold! I'm doing
an MA in Traditional and
Islamic Arts because | believe
in the value of what the hand
can produce in partnership
with the five senses. Machines
and software have created an
artificial pattern of visuals,
products, lifestyles and

“l believe in the value
of what the hand can
produce in partnership
with the five senses.”

behaviours. The traditional
cycle of an individual’s
productivity starts with them
being a craftsman/woman
aware of his/her culture

and ends with giving their
surrounding environment
what it needs to nurture a
balanced lifestyle.

How does your art engage
with the social realities of
Saudi Arabia?

Whether in Saudi or
elsewhere, an artist’s
sensitivity does not choose
to represent a country but
something deeper; reality.

Can you describe the project
you are preparing for Edge
of Arabia’s Rhizoma at the
Venice Biennale?

Inspired by the basic unit of
matter, the atom, | composed
Poem Of The Atoms. The idea
of a unit bonding with others
to form molecules which
eventually build to form all the
structures within and around
us. The pattern of an adapted,
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traditional Islamic pattern was
used while making present
the sub-grids that are usually
hidden in any final piece of
geometry. The grids were kept
to emphasise the variety of
geometric shapes used. The
name of the artwork refers to
Rumi’s poem which concludes
that all atoms celebrate the
unity of the universe and the
greatness of the Almighty.
The installation of paper
cut-outs that formulate

the abstract structure of
molecules experiments with
the potential of giving a flat,
geometnc pattern a sense

of depth by the repetition of

layers.

What do you find exciting
about art and cultural
production in Saudi Arabia
right now?

| find that it’s not ‘exciting’
as much as interesting to
observe.



. lJ CLJlA Untitled “Athan” is based on the
@J )gC re-contextualisation of the traditional canto that, in

D A t . Muslim societies, calls believers to the mosque for the 5
ana Awrtani daily prayers. Determined by the position of the sun in
Khatem Al Suliman (Seal of Solomon) | 2012 the sky, the Athan is both reminder and confirmation of

from the llluminations series the relationship and commitment that the believer has
towards his/her own spirituality.

Connected with a

software that automatically
determines the correct
time of each prayer, a
megaphone, installed on
the exterior side of the
palazzo, will play five times

a day the canonic islamic A 0137478 AVETESD YD
call to prayer as from a

All the illuminations
| have made use eight-

minaret. The echo of it is S AU P S T .
fold symmetry, which . e By : R e
Y Y, wat intended to spread from aile | Wle | wor VT | el | nan
plays a crucial role in all the Venice Gran Canal Y Dot R e S e [
Islamic arts. Geometrically Yl WL | A MW | et B
. . . to the contemporary EVECH VP CRTPEY il Sy Rarus R
speaking the eight-pointed . .
. intellectual community, Fun | Nt R TIE | See | Bk
star is commonly referred . . 72 LIV P P it
: . . in a call to dialogue, -~
to (in Islamic tradition) as awareness and reciprocal al | WEL | P fib
the ‘Khatam al-Sulayman’ P ! o V] war |
knowledge. it ra | L

(Seal of the Prophets).

The colours used

i are the traditional

red-blue-gold

combination, which

has an underlying

language: the gold

embodies the Divine

Eternal light; the blue, @JI}-OJ-U-” d9—U

a symbol of God’s

Mercy or ‘Rahma’; the Batool Alshomrani

red, a bridge of colour Untitled ‘Athan’ (Call to prayer) | 2010
to bring the other two

together.
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The Amen Art_—

Foundation

Abdulnasser Gharem in conversation with

Anna Somers-Cocks about The Amen Art Foundation
he is starting in Saudi Arabia aimed at supporting the
next generation of Saudi artists, which will debut at the

55th Venice Biennale.
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Anna Somers Cocks:

Tell me about this Amen
Foundation you are creating.
Why do you call it that? And
what does “Amen” mean? In
Christian service it means,
“So be it.”

Abdulnasser Gharem:

The good thing about the
word “Amen” is that you

find it in Islam, Judaism,

and Christianity, even in
Buddhism. When Muslims
agree they will do something
good, they say “Amen,”

which means they will

commit to what they just
agreed on.

Why create a foundation to
help young artists?

| want the young artists not
to suffer. When | was young,
it was difficult just to get an
art book or any information
because the whole of society
was resistant to being an
artist, even my family. They
thought it would be a disaster
for me because they had
never seen a museum, or any
example of Saudi artist that
they could look at and say,
oh yeah, | want my son to be
like that.

Where will your foundation
be based?

Most people say, go to
Jeddah, it’s more open. But

Riyadh is the capital. | should

go where the power is, where
the ideology is coming from.
But again, it’s a dialogue. |
will show them what I've
made in this foundation.

They will see the young
artists. | want to offer this
young generation the best art
environment they can find.
They will find the library;

but | will not put any library.
No, it will be a well-curated

library....

How will it work?

Right now I'm trying to build
the systems, the structure,
and the programs of the
foundation. I've read a lot of
books about how to start a
foundation, but we want fresh
ideas from the people, from
artists, engineers, financials,
gallerists, museums. We
would like to build from the
ground up, so that when the
young artists come, they’ll
find the foundation. It will
educate even their parents. It
will help the whole of society.
It will affect the artists, and it
will encourage the people to
search for a new platform, for
a new salon, for a new idea.
People will see the artist

as negotiating their issues.
People will be involved. They
will not just come to watch.
No, they want to come and
be involved by helping, by
negotiation, by some idea,
but at least have a position.
They will position themselves:
‘Where do we stand? Where

are we?’

Yes, yes, | do rather agree
with you. So when will you
have this foundation up and
running?

We will introduce TelFaz11

at the Venice biennale on
the 29th May. These young
artists came to my studio
and now they are the most
powerful artists on the
Internet. Can you believe it?

“it will encourage the people to
search for a new platform, for a
new salon, for a new idea.”
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Telfaz 11.tv

Telfaz 11is the first Arabic online video network based in Riyadh,

Saudi Arabia, aimed at supporting creative culture in the region. It

strives to help its society realise their creative potential through its

dedicated online viewing platform.

Interview with Alaa Yousef (co-founder of Telfaz

11) for Vice Magazine & Brownbook Magazine

How important is the
Internet as a platform for
creative practitioners in the
Middle East?

It is probably the most
important platform for
creative practitioners in the

Middle East.

Can you describe the project
you are preparing for Edge
of Arabia’s Rhizoma at the
Venice Biennale?

We will participate with some
of our popular online content
in a project that reflects the
intertwining of culture, self
expression, and the booming
YouTube movement happening
in our region.

How did Telfaz11 come about?
What'’s the story behind its
inception?

Founders Alaa Yousef and Ali
Kalthami found that Saudi
Arabia had amazingly talented
and creative locals but for
some reason they weren’t
getting exposure or support
from the general public or
companies that could hire
these talents and support
them financially. So, Alaa

and Alli started the Telfaz11
network to nurture the
careers of these local creatives

as well as the local creative
culture.

Telfaz is the Arabic word for
television and the number
11in Telfaz11is an homage
to the year 2011, the year
where great changes occurred
in Middle Eastern region,
changes that changed not
only the way the world looks
at Arabs, but also the way
Arabs look at themselves.

Have you ever had a show
taken off YouTube and do you
think the Saudi government
is worried about the rate at
which YouTube is increasingly
being consumed in Saudi
Arabia?

No.

What’s your most
controversial show?

We have two controversial
shows. Temsa7LY and La
Yekthar.

Temsa7LY is the more
controversial show at the
moment mainly because it
is shown more frequently
(once a week). It is considered
a controversy because first
of all, the star of the show

is a loud-mouthed alligator
puppet who boasts that his
is the best show on YouTube.
Also, the show’s comedy is
considered unsuitable for
children, and even offensive
by some who feel that all
programming should have a
positive message and mission.

7

However, the producers
of the show believe that
putting a smile on the
viewer’s face is a positive
mission on its own.

How do you make
something go viral in Saudi
Arabia?

It has to be relevant to the
Saudi community and has to
have a shock or wow factor.

What potential
contributions can
technology make

to developments in
experimental art?
Technology has made it
easier for us to create
content, which in turn has
created a phenomena and a
movement in the region.
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UTURN is an online

entertainment channel that

provides local and professional

content for Internet users.
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Cinema of Arabia

Cinema of Arabia is an

independent film initiative which

fosters an appreciation of Arab

arts and culture, with a particular

focus on Saudi Arabia.

Takki is produced by Uturn and Cinema of Arabia. It is written and directed by
Mohammad Makki.

Interview with Mohammad Makki

for Vice Magazine

Why do you think that
YouTube is popular in Saudi
Arabia?

Because we have no cinema.
YouTube is one of the best
sources of entertainment in

Saudi.

Can you explain Saudi
Arabia’s Internet access to
me? Are you able to view
everything on YouTube?
Saudi Arabia’s access to the
Internet is quite limited.
Many websites and videos are
blocked.

Describe your series Takki to
me. What sorts of story-lines
do you run?

It’s about a boy who wants to
be a successful filmmaker in a
country that has no cinema,
who also likes a girl who
happens to be his best friend’s
fiancee. Basically, it’s a boy-
meets-girl kind of story.

Why did you decide to make
Takki?

Because | was hungry for
filmmaking and storytelling
that actually pays the bills.

Do you anticipate continuing
Takki and creating another
series? Do you want to work
in Saudi Arabia forever?

I’m planning to continue Takki
for another three seasons,
filming and releasing one
season a year. | would love to
make short films in between.

14 °
sometimes

it’s easier to

ask for Forgiveness than
for permission.”

Working as a filmmaker in
Saudi Arabia is challenging -
but as long as I'm challenged,
I’'m excited.

In the UK, a drama is

I read that you film a lot of
male-female interaction on
the streets in Saudi Arabia
without any permission.
That seems risky. Have you
ever got into trouble?

typically popular if it contains Yes, | am worried every

one of the following: sex,
violence, drugs. But you’re
not allowed to show any

of those things on screen,
right? Do you show anything

controversial?

time we have to film in the

streets or public places

without permits, but we have

to do it. In Banksy’s words,

3 M ) N
sometimes It’s easler to

ask for forgiveness than for

Many parts of the show can be permission.”

seen as controversial: having a
girl as a lead character, having
music in the background,
having women and men in
one frame. Plus the topics

we discuss on the show can
be controversial, for example
a Saudi girl rides a car with a
Saudi boy whose not related
to her by marriage or blood.

What's the reaction been to
Takki? Have you received any
praise? Any criticism?

The reaction has been great
and we are grateful for that.
There is some criticism of

course but the series is praised

more often than not, which

is good.

Do you think that social
media and online video
channels are helping young
people in Saudi Arabia to
eunderstand more about the
rest of the world?
Yes, definitely. Internet has
become our oxygen.
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Saudi Arabian social media users have proven to be among the

most active in the Middle East region. In each social network,

Sau.dl Ara.bla leads by .example. The Social Clinic, a Saudi based fotal no. of users 3M+ %g .

social business & media consultancy, teamed up with The Loft, a gender segmentation st o N O g ?‘r’]‘";‘l‘:;”éagé
. . . o o o o N e e e e o

Saudi based creative hub, to develop & design what we call “The PRPRRETTTITIME - =

yrs old

State of Social Media in Saudi Arabia 2012.

2nd largest age group

an average of
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tweets/month

witter 12% 25% G
usage Ty) (D
growth increase most

KSA 3000%

yrs old

arabic is the largest @
growing language on twitter of all time
&KSA i 30%

ranked 10 globally
among the cities with

e state o

social media

in Saudi Arabia

o0M®

videos viewed per day

iewership growth

KSA has the highest Telfmz 11 Takki
<« yiewership in the world 95828 238,633

3,569,284 14,417,882

facebook.
5 of the head turning findings we share in our infographic!
online penetration
o
52%
1. 90% of Facebook users in Saudi Arabia use 4. Riyadh, the capital of Saudi Arabia, . 2M ] /
Facebook in an Arabic interface, the highest  ranks 10th globally in terms of the access facebook

via mobile

in the world. number of tweets tweeted; more than
°

50 million monthly. o 0 0 o o 8 o o o ° 3
2. One third of Facebook users in Saudi w WT**O\O w 'n‘ w 'n' wc\o

Arabia use Facebook through their mobile. 5. The highest number of videos watched

25-34

largest age group

on YouTube from one nation is in Saudi 90% °
3. Saudi Arabia has the highest growth Arabia, with more than 90 million videos most
penetration rate in the history of Twitter at per day. U—")_G rd visited

site in KSA

3,000%. 8% ° “

The information we shared is as of December 2012, which is the last time ) L
any updated information or statistic was out. . thesocialclinic

We took 4 social networks, Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, & LinkedIn; and The information in this infographic is as of December 25, 2012. it lclinic.com
. X . For sources, citations or a more detailed analysis of the research, ace om/thesocialclinic
in each, the numbers skyrocketed out beatlng reglonal and global records. indly contact research@thesocialclinic.com hesocic

18-24

2nd largest age group

83




the second chapter

of edge

Sincerity is the gold dust of the modern age.

You can find pockets of it in many places,

but it remains rare and there is always a high

price to be paid for its pursuit.

Take for instance, the story
of Edge of Arabia. It began as the
sincerest of ideas: to champion
artistic voices on the periphery,
and in so doing to inspire new
possibilities at the centre of the
Islamic World. This idea attracted
challenges: a struggle with the
established order, a test of loyalties
and friendships, years of late nights
and forgotten weekends. But today,
Edge of Arabia is a recognised
and respected art platform, which
in turn has helped cultivate a
grassroots movement among a new
generation of artists from Saudi

Arabia.

The temptation, as the edge
moves closer to the center, and
amidst the accelerating opulence
of the Middle Eastern art scene,
might be to lose sight of the
original objective’s humility. But in
2013, with Edge of Arabia’s third
appearance at the Venice Biennale,
the organisation remains as intent

as ever on showing that they stand for
those unique voices in danger of being
overlooked.

“The geographical and cultural
‘edge’ is where we were inspired to
start this project,” asserts founder,
Stephen Stapleton. “In Saudi Arabia,
what now unites a lot of the young
artists is that they are standing up for
their own art history, which has been
overlooked in many ways and does not
necessarily share the same vocabulary
as what’s happening elsewhere. Our
show in Venice, Rhizoma, examines
exactly that. You see it particularly in
the artworks where abstract Islamic
influences are reinvented, presented
as living, breathing entities and not
limited to decoration.”

“Rhizoma is not about
individuals, it’s about networks. There
are a lot of ideas and energy present in
this show, and it’s unrefined with good
reason: if it was refined, it would be a
pretence. Instead, curator

Sara Raza is looking at process,
presenting twenty-six artists, two
YouTube collectives and a Foundation
searching for their voice because the
context in which they are creating
reveals something significant about
Saudi Arabia and about this important
generation.”

When Edge of Arabia began, its
founders supported themselves with
other jobs (one was a teacher, one a
doctor and the other a soldier). Today,
Edge of Arabia artists are represented
by galleries of repute with work
featured in international museum
collections. Many are now considered
staple figures of a first wave of

“An artist is a
figure replete
with struggle;
the epic
journeys of
individuals are
never easy.”

significant contemporary artists from
the region. That such a small group of
artists could have such a remarkable
impact over its five years of activity is
an inspiration to the new generation.

But, this is no rags-to-riches fairy tale:

rather than international exposure
resulting in Saudi art being clawed
from obscurity and shunted into the
mainstream - vulnerable to forces of

compromise - it has remained where
it began, preserved and protected on

the edge.

Stapleton goes on to explain that
even with its successes, Edge of Arabia
is still battling against the prevailing
current. “There are, for instance,
several struggles at work in Rhizoma:
the first is to make a transition from
the established group of Saudi artists
that include its founders, Ahmed
Mater and Abdulnasser Gharem, to
the younger generation; the second
relates to the role of an artist in
society, an individual who is idealistic
and marginalised but who can imagine,
and is willing to fight for, a better
world: the third is the challenge for
those involved to stand up for the high
ideals and values of the project, while
also taking advantage of its benefits.

“An artist is a figure replete
with struggle; the epic journeys of
individuals are never easy. Edge of
Avrabia has been a spiritual struggle for
those involved, but there was always
a belief that artists are individuals -{"
with a sincere vision capable of seeing
beyond what is. Can we imagine
an Islamic society coexisting with a
secular culture? Can the physical and
cultural landscapes of the Middle
East survive the accelerating pace
of development? Faced with such
dilemmas, | believe it is the artist who
can prove a path-finder.”

Words by Kate Busby
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Founding Partner

Abdul Latif Jameel

Community Initiatives

Partners

ﬂ TAMER

In Tamer Group, the initiative that
perhaps best illustrates the Group
engagement with the community is its
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
platform, SA’AID. The name of the
programme means ‘forearm’ in Arabic
which symbolizes the part of the body
that connects the body ‘Community’ to
the hand which symbolize ‘the company’.
SA'AID is structured to address five main
areas; health awareness and education; art
and culture; environmental conservation;
workplace wellness; and women’s
empowerment.

Under the firm believe that art & culture
is an essential part of expressing and
empowering local communities, SA’AID
is working on various inspiring social

art initiatives through partnership with
passionate art curators, expertise and art
entities.

www.tamergroup.com

ayuyam
projects

Ayyam Projects is the philanthropic arm
of Ayyam Gallery. It supports and enables
further development and promotion of
Middle Eastern art through variety of
funding initiatives.

www.ayyamgallery.com

Education Partners

CROSSWAY T
FOUNDATION

creativity across borders

Communication Partner

e

BROWNBOOK

Venice Partners

lightbox

Gulf Media Partners
Oas is Bespoun

Team

Curator: Sara Raza

Director: Stephen Stapleton

Design: Squint/Opera

Exhibition Production: Lightbox, Adam Milburn

Catalogue Editor: Miriam Lloyd-Evans

Catalogue Copyeditor (English): Kate Busby

Catalogue Copyeditor (Arabic): Anahit Sarkes
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All the Artists

Amr Zedan

Anna Somers-Cocks
Annabel Wightman
Anne-Sophie Stapleton
Ashraf Fayadh

Athr Gallery

Ben Bowmaker
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Fady Jameel

Hamza Serafi

Haya Shaath

Hisham Samawi
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Khaled Samawi
Maryam Beydoun
Mohammed Al-Sudairi
Mohammed Ali
Mohammed Hafiz
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Mohammed Jameel
Naema Al-Sudairi
Pelham Communications
Rami Farook
Rebecca Sie

Rima Al-Faour
Sarah Al-Faour
Sebastiano Bianchini
Sultan Gallery

Sven Knowles
Valeria Mariani

Ziad El-Sayed
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Khatt Foundation
Center for Arabic Typography

The Khatt Foundation is a nonprofit cultural organization
dedicated to design research and advancing design thinking

in the Middle East and its diaspora. It is a platform for launching
innovative cross-cultural design projects and for providing

information about contemporary design in the Arab World.

You can support our organization by becoming a sponsor, sharing
your wisdom and ideas, or volunteering to helps us develop new

programs and projects.

Visit our website to view our projects, get in contact,
and join our online community.

www.khtt.net

#rhizoma

edgeofarabia.com

2013



