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CULTIVATING
FERTILE GROUND

Art and culture are embedded in the fabric of AlUla, an extensive region in
northwest Saudi Arabia and with traces of humanity dating back to 200,000
BCE. Numerous civilisations have engaged in cultural exchange there and
today its story continues as art, culture and heritage combine at a site with

unprecedented historical significance.

=

There is a misconception that AlUla has been an
isolated location forgotten by history. It is a place
that has, for over 7000 vyears, always been in
dialogue, a desertscape where people have lived
and worked or travelled through. A strategically
located territory historically in control of vital and
lucrative channels of trade and an important site for
farming and pilgrimage. The ancient routes through
AlUla's valleys, sandy deserts, rock formations (both
manmade and natural), verdant oases and volcanic
plateaux proved a cultural melting pot and early
economic powerhouse. From Paleolithic evidence
through to the legacies of Dadanite, Lihyanite,
Nabataean, Roman, Islamic, Ottoman and present-
day societies, each layer of human activity has left
its mark through an estimated 23,000 archaeological
sites discovered so far. The 22,500-square-kilometre
expanse holds a wealth of ancient art — from carved
sandstone tombs and statues to inscriptions —which
reveal history-altering knowledge. It was also visited
by famous travellers and explorers, including the
iconic traveller Ibn Battuta who passed through in the

Hegra, Saudi Arabia’s first
UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Image courtesy of RCU

14th century and wrote of its unique atmosphere.
“We don't know all there is to know about AlUla
— its history, connectivity and what it has to tell
us,” says Leila Chapman, Interpretation Manager
at the Royal Commission for AlUla (RCU). "We
haven't discovered it all yet, and for what we have
discovered, we don't have all the pieces of the
puzzle.” Since 2018, RCU has had a dedicated
archaeology team thoroughly surveying the region
to uncover its still largely hidden treasures. VWhat
they have discovered reframes understandings of
the relationships within northern Arabia, the Arabian
Peninsula and the wider ancient world. “We're
only just scratching the surface,” notes Chapman.
"“It's more than AlUla’s history, as it's shaping and
recalibrating a global geographic narrative.”
Animportant element s the rock art and inscriptions
which, according to RCU rock art and traditional arts
specialist Tahani Aimahmoud, are on practically every
surface, with the highest concentration at Jabal
lkmah. “Ancient peoples used art to communicate
with the world, with each other, and with the future, ”

says Almahmoud. With thousands of inscriptions in
nine identified languages, each captures the zeitgeist
of dances, religions, names, travels and tales. “Even
hearing stories from locals now, some have deep
roots from long ago,” says Almahmoud.

More broadly, she also emphasises the artistic
energy of the area and its setting. “Artists are always
looking for inspiration, a quiet, calm, beautiful place
with fresh air. This is what AlUla offers,” she notes.
The opportunity for respite and contemplation allows
creative ideas to bloom, a realisation built upon by
the cultural initiatives now taking place in AlUla.
Referencing both the 2020 and 2022 editions of
Desert X AlUla — a large-scale site-specific land art-
focused contemporary art exhibition that dialogues
with arid landscapes to foster global discourse —
Almahmoud observes a key similarity: “At Desert X
AlUla the canvas and tools are different, but the ways
in which people have passion to share their stories
remains the same.”

It is not a one-way relationship, however. AlUla
was — and still is — at a crossroads where people
come together and exchange knowledge, culture
and ideas. As much as peoples from far and wide
have left their mark there — Nabataean tombs show
influences from Egypt and Mesopotamia, while
deities are composites from the Hellenistic world,
ancient Romans, Assyria and Babylon — there
are also traces of the Arabian Peninsula in Egypt
or Syria. Similarly, the statuary of Dadan, with its
colossal anthropomorphic  sculptures, including
intricate lion statues and royal figures, indicates the
prosperity of the advanced Dadanite and Lihyanite
kingdoms. Scholars remain unsure on whether
these were separate peoples, and also raise
questions as to how such sculptural accuracy in
anatomy, proportions, volume and perspective was
acquired. It may well represent skill transfer from
the Levant, Mesopotamia or Egypt, or is perhaps an
underestimation of a strong local artistic tradition that
had developed from the Neolithic period, with sites
in Jubbah or Shuwaymis depicting motifs, pastoral
and hunting scenes that employ compositional
accuracy and anatomical detail. It is now believed
that a local school of sculpture perpetuated the
appropriated expertise in sandstone and statuary to
depict unique indigenous cultural motifs. “There's a
lot of evidence and art in AlUla that tells a story about

cultural connectivity,” says Dr Helen McGauran,
curation and interpretation manager, RCU.

It is impossible to separate history, landscape and
art, perhaps most evidently at Hegra, the Nabataean
Kingdom’s capital and which in 2008 was listed as
Saudi Arabia’s first UNESCO World Heritage Site.
Celebrated as the sister city to Petra, the rediscovery
in 1876 by British explorer Charles Doughty of the
1stcentury settlement and its striking necropoles
set about a slow-burning investigation into cultural
exchange, crossovers and the inherently human
inclination towards creative expression. Today,
with the RCU’'s Cultural Manifesto for AlUla,
Journey Through Time Masterplan, in line with the
Kingdom'’s Vision 2030 plan, and the aid of Afalula —
a collaborative French-Saudi organisation committed
to supporting Alula and its 200,000 years of heritage
— the goal is not simply to reintroduce AlUla to the
international stage but also to revitalise its cultural
ecosystem and economy on a responsible and
sustainable basis

Initiatives such as Desert X AlUla, along with
the myriad arts programming that simultaneously
dialogues with history, bridges the past and
advances ancient legacy into the future, underline
AlUla as a living, open-air museum and cultural
destination. However, it is not solely a matter of the
outside world coming in but a testament to AlUla
and those who have inhabited and guarded it for
millennia that it has endured the test of time and
maintained its integrity — and its relics — in spite of
the massive changes that have taken place in the
world around it.

The mission is to give back through the
empowerment of the residents and local resources
and securing AlUla’s position as a cultural oasis
into the future. “AlUla is one of those places that
really strikes you,” says McGauren. “You see
beautiful photographs that capture the majesty
and monumentality, yet once you're there, it's a
whole other level of experience.” An experienced
archaeologist, she recounts her first visit. “I knew
of Hegra and the Nabataeans, but when | stood in
the middle of Hegra, | was completely speechless.
You're hit with a sense of being in the middle of
nowhere, yet you are somewhere that's been
seen by hundreds of eyes before you over many
thousands of years.” &l
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AN ENDURING LEGACY

Remains of stone tools from this period have been found in the 22,500-kilometre-square AlUla Valley until the story began to unfold in
2018.With unprecedented historical and cultural significance spanning millennia, the area is a living museum of heritage, arts and nature.

Paleolithic stone tools

Remains of stone tools from this
period have been found in the
30,000-kilometre-long AlUla Valley.

Bronze Age settlements
Amongst the 23,000
archaeological  interest

sites

the Tumulus tomb, discovered
the Nabataecan Empire capital

Hegra, along with further traces of

settlement in AlUla.

identified
since 2018 are Bronze Age burial
and funerary monuments, including

Nabataean Empire

The centre of the Nabataean Empire
shifted from Dadan to Hegra, which
oversaw the expansion of the incense
trade across the Mediterranean. The
Nabataeans also developed a distinctive
local architecture, most notably in their
striking carved tomb facades, and their
written language was one of the final
stepping stones to modern Arabic.

Ancient North Arabian Kingdoms

Dadan was the flourishing capital of
of the ancient North Arabian Kingdoms of
Dadan and Lihyan. Along with controlling
the caravan trading routes, notably the
lucrative incense trade from Yemen to
in Egypt and Mesopotamia, the Dadanites
of and Lihyanites also developed water
management and agriculture — including
the introduction of the date palm.

200,000 BCE

A new AlUla

3000-2000 BCE

@ @
600C-3C BCE 100 BCE-105 CE

Pre-Arabic inscriptions
Thousands of pre-Arabic inscriptions in Aramaic,
Dadanitic, Thamudic and Nabataean from this

Inhabited since 900 CE and written about by Ibn
Battuta in the 14th century, by the 1980s the 1300
buildings, five squares and mosgue of Old Town
AlUla were abandoned in favour of a new AlUla
a few kilometres to the south. Thirty restored
buildings — with some walls estimated to be 800
years' old and built by 13th-century Muslims with
reused stones from Dadanite and Lihyanite ruins
— are part of plans to preserve the ghost town
and excavate a clearer understanding of its early
settlement and occupation.
@

Modem KSA is formed

While pre-Islamic Arabia has been
inhabited by myriad cultures and
civilisations, the history of Saudi
Arabia as a nation state began in 1744
with the Al Saud dynasty before the
modern Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was
established by King Abdulaziz Al-Saud
in September 1932.

period cemented AlUla as an important location
for studying the Arabic language. With the Jabal
lkmah site featuring the highest concentration, the
mountain of AlAgra‘a is the site of over 450 early
Arabic writings, while further east, Nagsh Zuhayr

has one of the oldest Islamic-era inscriptions.

16C-20C CE

2002

Surveying Hegra

1980s

1 932 Discovery of Hegra 1 876

Following Bedouin tales of Petra’s “lost” sister city in a dangerous,

Roman annexation

In 105 CE the Roman Emperor Trajan
annexed the Nabataean Kingdom to
become part of the Roman province of
Arabia Petraea, bringing Greek and Latin
influences to AlUla Valley. The modern-
day discovery southwest of Hegra of
evidence of military forts and fortified
camps, complete with inscriptions and
artefacts including a glass bead using the
Roman millefiori technique, have changed
understanding of where the southernmost
limit of the Roman Empire truly lay.

105-300 CE

644 CE

Streamlined travel

The Ottoman presence during this period saw
the construction of forts, watch-towers and
other infrastructure, such as water sources to
sustain trade and pilgrimage routes from the
Levant, Egypt, Mecca and Medina. It also saw
the creation in 1900 of the Hijaz Railway in the
Wadi AlQura. While the railway's former extent

The first comprehensive
survey of Hegra was carried
out by French archaeologists
in collaboration with the Saudi
Commission  for  Tourism
and Antiquities. Prefacing a
systematic exploration of the
area that began in 2008, and
which revealed underground
structures, it provided the
basis for the 2007 application
to list Hegra as a UNESCO

World Heritage Si

UNESCO World Heritage Site

Hegra was accepted as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site, the first in
Saudi Arabia. The nomination was
based on the visually dramatic
necropoles, including Qasr Al-Bint.
Dated from 1 BCE to 75 CE, the
facades of over 90 monumental
rock-carved tombs feature motifs
including monsters, eagles, animals

remote location with carved rock tombs and monuments, British
explorer Charles Montagu Doughy rediscovered Mada'in Salih or
Hegra. Unlike other cities built by the Nabataeans — who were first

referenced in 311 BCE by Hieronymus of Cardia — Hegra was
surrounded by strong ramparts. It opened to the public in 2020.

Royal Commission for AlUla

With American archaeologist Dr Rebecca Foote
as director, the Royal Commission for AlUla (RCU)
launched a comprehensive archaeological survey
of the wider area. Four main settlements have
been revealed to date, as well as thousands of
archaeological sites, rock art and inscriptions in nine
languages, affirming AlUla’s significance at the axis

Afalula

This year also saw the
creation of the French agency
Afalula, which works with the
RCU to suppport the region’s
economic,  touristic  and
cultural development in line

Maraya

Designed by Gio Forma Studio,
the striking Maraya Concert Hall
opened. The mirrored facade
pays appropriate homage to
its name, which translates
to “reflection” in Arabic, and

of 1300 kilometres remains incomplete after the
impact of the First World War, the railway is on
the UNESCO World Heritage Site — Tentative List.

Winter atTantora Festival

The inaugural Winter at Tantora
Festival was launched in its
current form, adapted from
an ancient festival held for
centuries to mark the changing
of the seasons. Named after

Into the future

The second iteration of
Desert X AlUla takes place,
as AlUla works towards its
Journey Through Time 2035
masterplan, which aims to
combine AlUla Old Town
and the Cultural Oasis to
form one of five districts
that will constitute a cultural
community rich in artistic
exploration and production.

and human faces.

of trade between Asia, Africa and Europe.

with Vision 2030. dialogues

2008

AlUIa Citrus Festival

The inaugural edition of the AlUla Citrus
Festival harked back to the ancient
oasis of Hegra, where in the first
century BCE the Nabataeans cultivated
the the torounge, a lemon-pomelo
hybrid used for jam and perfume
and the first citrus fruit in the region.
Today, the festival celebrates citrus and
those who continue to cultivate this
traditional fruit.

® @
2017 2018

AlUIla Art Residency

The first Art Residency programme was a
collaboration between RCU and Afalula - The
Oasis Reborn - over 11 weeks, six artists,
including some from the inaugural Desert X
AlUla, worked in association with AlUla and
members of its community. This programme
— a collaboration between RCU and Afalula —
has kick started a continuous programme of art
residency, bringing artists from across cultures
to AlUla to inspire new and diverse works.

2019

2020

@
2022

o
2021

Desert X AlUla
The first edition of site-specific

dramatically — with
AlUla’s landscape.

What Lies Within

As part of the AlUla Arts Festival, the
exhibition What Lies Within: Works
from the Basma AlSulaiman Collection
at Maraya features seminal works by
contemporary Saudi artists including
Shadia Alem and Dana Awartani,
among others. Curated by Saudi artist
Lulwah AlHomoud, the show is the
first in a series of pioneering collector
and patron-focused exhibitions.

AlUla Arts Festival

The first AlUla Arts Festival features
diverse art exhibitions and encounters
to celebrate AlUla's legacy as a
cultural crossroads. Activities include
the outdoor Cinema ElHoush, the
first arthouse cinema in AlUla, Desert
X AlUla 2022, What Lies Within
Exhibition at Maraya and the Oasis
Reborn Exhibition.

Desert X AlUla marked a milestone
in Saudi's artistic development and
cross-cultural  exchange. Derived
from California’'s Desert X Festival
in the Coachella Valley and held in
collaboration with the RCU, the Saudi
iteration showcased monumental
contemporary art installations by local
and international artists alongside
workshops and satellite activities.
A second edition was announced

for 2022.

the sundial in AlUla's Old
Town, it features concerts and
RCU-commissioned  artworks
inspired by AlUla, as well as
astrotourism.

The Cultural Manifesto of AlUla

The RCU released a cultural manifesto outlining
a 15-year plan to boost art and culture initiatives
at AlUla and see it formalised as a “Living
Museum”. Proposals included 15 new cultural
assets, a nine-kilometre Cultural Oasis and
nearly 10 million-square-metres of greenery.

Franchise Freedom performance
Commissioned by RCU for
Winter at Tantora and located at
Hegra’s Tomb of Lihyan, son of
Kuza, a mausoleum carved into a
sandstone outcrop, the Franchise
Freedom performance by Studio
Drift lit AlUla’s skies with hundreds
of drones as they mimicked
the movement of starlings to a
backdrop of piano music.
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IN CONVERSATION

JIM DENEVAN

Neville Wakefield, Desert X AlUla's Artistic Director, speaks to American land artist Jim Denevan about existing between precision and
imprecision, the emotional qualities of space, and his move towards three-dimensional work for Desert X AlUla.

Neville Wakefield: This is a pretty extraordinary §
moment for you given that your amazing documentary,
Man in the Field, has just come out and received
awards and acclaim. You also have a monograph
that will be published later this year. And, of course,
the piece that we've been working on together in
AlUla. Before we get into that, can we go back to the
beginning? | wanted to ask you about how your two
practices, one that is culinary and related to standing
in the field, and one more related to the traditions of
land art. Both are ephemeral. How did they come to
develop in parallel?

Jim Denevan: | think to simplify it, one is more individual
land art and one is community, which is associated with
food. But that doesn’t cover it, that's much too simple to
describe exactly what's going on. With land art, people are
able to visit and experience the space and contemplate it.
So, maybe the food-related work is a conversation, and
the land art is a contemplative environment, whether for
me or for the people that might come upon it. Ever since
I've done very large compositions, it's alienating because
there aren’t other people running around making very large
things. There's an oddness of, “Who are my people?” The
history of land art and the various characters in the 1970s
who did beautiful, wonderful work are generally not around.
Michael Heizer is hard to visit! So maybe the food-related
work is a way to bring me closer to people, and | get to do
similar compositional things, realising things out in nature
that are significant in size and in relation to people. But
there's definitely a fear of hubris with making compositions
which are as large as cities. The fact that the very large
compositions are ephemeral evens it out.

Presuming the ephemerality is a bulwark against that
hubris. | remember the first time we worked together
we showed those pictures that Ari Marcopoulos
had taken in 2007 at PS1 of a drawing in Northern
California that you made, which was on a massive
scale but done at low tide.The tide comes in and wet-
washes it out. Is that act of disappearance, obliteration,
what allows you to not just be hubristic about the scale,
but also to revisit these things constantly?

| think so. It allows for an environment of exploration, which is
ongoing and lifelong and always fascinating. Also, | do a lot of just
taking it slow. | sometimes | feel like I'm going from caveman
to technical person, and |I'm content to be in the caveman stage
with a stick. There's simple geometry: straight lines, triangles,
circles. | do some elaboration, but | could go into a vast fractal
elaboration of every initial mark. | felt since there are not a lot of
people running around out there doing ephemeral compositions
that are very large, then | can just relaxedly head out there and
do whatever | feel like. But interestingly, after many years as
perhaps the sole artist drawing in sand as a primary practice,
the emergence of drone photography has inspired recognition
of the ground as a compositional space in the past 10 years and
is provoking artists around the world to invest time and energy
into realising the possibilities of composing for the aerial view.

What amazes people about these works is the virtuosity
of the geometric forms. People always ask me, “How's it
done?” So, I'm going to ask you that question. Is it parallax
vision? How do you create a perfectly straight line?

| went out to a dry lake in California many years ago and did a
circle that was all the way across the lake and back. It was

© Jim Dend}

almost a half-mile walk. I'm sure people would perceive it as
being somewhat perfect, from an oblique angle, but you could
analyse it and see that it's not “perfect” perfect. It's a little
bit like tightrope walkers. To walk a tightrope in your mind as
you're walking with precision, there's potential that you'll fail.
| really like that part of it.

With the compositions of ever-increasing circles, the idea
is that every circle is the smallest that | can perceive it as
being larger than the previous circle. And so, the circles are
spiralling out. If you analyse it from above, for probably 70 or
80 per cent of the time each circle is actually larger than the
one before. But all of the circles that are a little bit bigger or
the same size argue for all of the circles being slightly bigger
than the last circle. | see it as somewhat of an athletic event
or a mental puzzle of how to reach that point between, “Is it?
Is it bigger? Is it me? Is it the same? Or is it slightly smaller?”
There's meditative physicalness. I'm in a state of extreme
concentration over a very long period, | feel Zen, which
connotates a place where the task is the only good and nothing
else arrives into my head.

The composition is such that, and my movements are chosen
so that, I'll finish very close to the time when the drawing
would begin to be washed away. | like to be in the smallest
amount of space that is complete before it washes away. I'm
working with the phenomena of nature and waves and tide.

The tides enforce my period of composition.

One of the things that interests me is the way that
your world view is so aerial. You've talked about
the way that, for instance, agriculture imposes
geometries on landscape. You're incredibly
attuned to that.
| became very fascinated with highways, roadways,
how cities are designed, how all the various incidental
marks on the land come about from how people realise
cities. I've spent so much time considering it that when
I'm going down the highway, | feel a curve a little
differently than the curves that other people feel on
highways, which is funny to think. | read somewhere
that there's maybe 26 things going on when you
navigate through space. If you're a football player, on
a hike or lost in the woods, there's parallax, binocular
vision and different kinds of things. But, going back to
a straight line, | perceive the line, but it attaches the
ocean to the land, it points to the skies above. The
beach is in front of the line, and then the other side
has all the rest. So just in that one line is everything. A
straight line, which exists for a profoundly small period
of time. It's intensely emotional for me to arrive at a
balanced point between the land, the sea, the point, the
clouds that day, the weather, the path of the sun...
When | make an association of circles that started
out the size of what | can hold in my hand, maybe a
foot across, but then make circles larger and larger —
not necessarily something that's fractal — that extend in
a pattern, emotionally, it goes beyond the actual mark
space, both bigger and smaller. | can feel the part that |
haven'tdrawn, | feel the tangible and intangible aspects.
‘- Most of your work takes place in conditions of extreme
1l aridity. Is the appeal of the desert its phenomenological
' aspect or is it that there are these two registers of time,
one biological and one geological, and you somehow
operate in a space between the two?
| do register time and space. At one point | wanted to be a
geologist. I'm very, very interested in the processes of the Earth,
beyond whether | scraped the ground that day or not. It could be
in a space like AlUla that I'm seeing the height of the cliffs and
how sand comes from sandstone, and yet, sand becomes stone
and then later it becomes sand and how many times the sand
has actually been stone over millions of years. It's incredibly
fascinating. Our lifespans are not nearly geologic. People’s ideas
of what space and time might be are simultaneously vastly
incorrect, but also perfectly correct for the considerations of the
human lifespan, and what you can touch and see.

Can you tell me about your intentions for AlUla? It's a three-
dimensional piece, right? Which is unusual.

[t'll be my first. I've done some minor versions of something
like this. I've been wanting to do it for about four or five years.
It's an extraordinary amount of physical labour. It's quite similar
to what | typically do — | basically get a drawing in the sand to
become a sculpture. I'm feeling inarticulate because I'm very
excited about it. It has so much of what I'm interested in, how
it is physically, what it means to walk between forms that are
simultaneously too close, too far away, or the right fit related to
the size of a person that’s in the space, whether they're close
to the middle or outside or walking through. It has an aspect of
contemplative quality. That's something I'm excited about. &l
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FRESH EYES ON ANCIENT LEGACIES

Oasis Reborn was the first AlUla Art Residency (November 2021-January 2022). As a collaboration between the Royal Commission for
AlUla and Afalula, six artists were hosted at Mabiti AlUla — their base for exploring the development and regeneration of the oasis in
direct dialogue with the local and scientific communities, helping to continue AlUla’s legacy as a “destination built by artists”

Under the theme QOasis Reborn, six artists were invited to spend 11 weeks
immersed in a programme of exchange between the artistic and scientific
worlds in dialogue with the AlUla community. Contributing to the ambition of
the RCU to transform AlUla into a new global home for culture and a hub for
creativity in the region, the residency breaks new ground. “Nothing is proposed
like AlUla’s residencies,” highlights Nora Aldabal, RCU arts & creative planning
director, with Jean-Francois Charnier, Afalula scientific director, adding how the
programme aims to “connect artists with researchers and the local population
in the context of an oasis that is being developed as an international destination
‘built by artists’. The RCU’s desire to associate the creative thinking of artists
to the development of the region is an extraordinary commitment which gives
the project a unique dimension.”

Carefully considering what an artist could bring to AlUla, and whether they
could learn as much as they contribute, six out of 50 creatives were shortlisted.
“The main challenge is to overcome the first impression, not to be stuck at a
superficial level,” says Laure Confavreux-Colliex, executive director of Manifesto,
the French cultural engineering firm operating the residency. It takes time to dive
into AlUla’s stories, rituals and biological resources. “AlUla’s richness of creative
depth and natural spectacle sits within an extraordinary modern-day context — a
Kingdom that is developing rapidly, turned towards its future,” she explains. “By
bringing artists from different nationalities, backgrounds and practices, we aim
not only to push the boundaries of artistic creation through the contemporary
co-existing with the ancient, but also to build local capacity and advocacy for this
new layer in the region’s creative continuum.”

The group included existential Saudi conceptual artist and educator Rashed
AlShashai; French interdisciplinary artist Sara Favriau and her notions of
permanence; Syrian architect and artist Talin Hazbar, who explores crossovers
in nature, history and ecology; French multimedia artist Laura Sellies, tackling
new networks between the body and art and sound; French Sofiane Si Merabet
and his interrogations of memory, identity and migration; and Saudi Muhannad
Shono, who unpacks human experience. While AlShashai and Shono participated
in the inaugural Desert X AlUla and were familiar with the site, the residency
forged fresh exploration of a desertscape charged with tangible and intangible
heritage. Probing disciplines ranging from archaeology and botany to architecture
and geology, the Land Art of the 1960s and 70s inevitably played a core role.
While historical and scientific allusions are inescapable, Confavreux-Colliex
believes that there is still much contemporary creation to be done, an impression
shared by locals eager for international interaction and by the artists themselves.
“We explore such territory while being impregnated by it,” says Favriau. “This

sensation can be overwhelming; it is a truly immersive experience.”

The experimental residency disregarded pre-determined formats and
outcomes, an approach which required an extensive range of talks, workshops
and training programmes to support the residency’s anchor in the human and
natural landscapes of AlUla. “The oasis is not just an ecosystem, it is a multi-
millenary garden where human communities have learnt how to live in an area
that was slowly becoming a desert because of global warming,” says Charnier.
“AlUla speaks of the resilience of both humanity and nature.”

Within the context of a regeneration programme, the residency tackles global
themes with pioneering structural proactivity. “AlUla has a magical presence that
makes us feel connected to it,” says Hazbar. “With the rich history, landscapes,
materials and shared knowledge, we felt a responsibility to give back and to
work with something that is tangible and could be experienced and felt.” With
all resources contributing to a culture- and sustainability-driven transformation,
the artists were prompted to reconsider “respectful” methods and reflect on
humanity’s relationship to nature. “AlUla is a vast open-air tomb, with limitless
power, in which one walks, lives, and moves in a modern way,” explains Favriau.
“AlUla has always been, past or present, a place of crossroads, of encounters,
full of life. The notion of loss and disappearance is strong and striking. AlUla bears
the scars of its past, but it is a palimpsest which we, as contemporaries and
artists, continue to write. A legacy to be created.”

AlUla tells a complex story of civilisation, which drives the impetus to nurture a
cultural ecosystem centred on its community. Future residencies will “continue
to explore different topics, dimensions and media of AlUla’s past, present and
future,” shares Aldabal, with further plans to move within Madrasat Addeera in
a formalised Arts District. But with or without artistic activations, AlUla endures.
Its vast expanse has been, and will continue to be, a powerful Archimedean-like
circle of inspiration, creation and respect.
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Opposite page: Rashed AlShashai. Thuraya. 2022. Installation view at Mabiti AlUla, Saudi Arabia.
Palm stems, metal, epoxy glass, LED light. L6 x W5 x H8 m. The Oasis Reborn, first edition of
AlUla Art Residency.

This page (clockwise from top left): Talin Hazbar. Earth Readings. 2022 Installation view at Mabiti
AlUla, Saudi Arabia. Soil, metal structure, sound. L3 x W0.7 x H2.3 m. The Oasis Reborn, First
edition of AlUla Art Residency; Muhannad Shono. On This Sacred Day. 2022 Installation view at
Mabiti AlUla, Saudi Arabia. Sand bricks. L4 x W0.6 x H0.9 m. The Oasis Reborn, first edition of
AlUla Art Residency. Photography by Artur Weber; Sofiane Si Merabet. It's Not Early Anymore.
2022. Installation view at Mabiti AlUla, Saudi Arabia.

Multimedia installation. The Oasis Reborn, first edition of AlUla Art Residency; Sara Favriau.
Installation view at Mabiti AlUla, Saudi Arabia. Ruban de Mé&bius (“Mébius Strip”). 2022. Palm

leaves. The Oasis Reborn, first edition of AlUla Art Residency; Laura Sellies. Peuplé de feuilles qui "

bougent (“Populated by Moving Leaves”). 2022. Installation view at Mabiti AlUla, Saudi Arabia.
Multimedia installation. L1 x H1.7 m. The Oasis Reborn, first edition of AlUla Art Residency.
Allimages courtesy of the artists and the Royal Commission for AlUla (RCU)
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IN CONVERSATION
DANA AWARTANI

Artist Dana Awartani is known for her contemporary revival of Islamic art canons. In discussion with Nora Aldabal, RCU Arts and Creative
Planning Director, she speaks about tackling dying traditions, revamping art education and honouring one’s roots.

Portrait of Dana

Nora Aldabal: It's been a busy time for you with works
in two shows in AlUla and the Diriyah Contemporary
Art Biennale - you're very much part of a generation
of Saudi artists pioneering this giant wave of cultural
development, adding new layers to this cultural legacy.
Let’s talk about how your multicultural background - you
have Saudi, Palestinian, Jordanian and Syrian roots -
plays into that.

Dana Awartani: My cultural identity is a huge personal
advantage because it makes me look at the world, and the
Middle East, with a much more nuanced perspective. My
work is varied, it's not about one place or one location. The
connection or theme throughout my work is Islamic art, Islamic
design, culture and identity. So, coming from that background
allows me to understand the cross-cultural dialogues of how
these civilisations were formed and influenced each other.

AlUla has many historical locations, such as Hegra, as
well as ancient inscriptions and artefacts revealing
evidence of vibrant cultural exchange. For Desert X
AlUla, you were inspired by the site’s history, culture,
geography and the local community. As an artist, you are
responding to the evolving human experience, with the
vernacular architecture in particular resonating through
the work you’ve created.

The first time | came to AlUla | was in awe because | thought
it was one of the most beautiful places I've seen. To create
an artwork in this space can be scary and daunting, but it
is also humbling. | was very conscious that | didn't want to
make an artwork that would compete with the environment
or try to stand out. That would be impossible. So | wanted to
create something that blends in and pays homage to AlUla
and the landscape, appearing to belong there.

My work also looks at the architecture, because there were
so many things in AlUla that inspired me. First of all, it was
the natural landscape and the stone. Secondly, | looked at
the old tombs in Mada'in Salih and the previous civilisations
that used to bury their dead in tombs in caves, noticing the
designs and how many of the tombs had a stepwell motif
at the top. Thirdly, this idea of living in caves | found really
beautiful. These three things came together for me to create
this artwork.

The artwork is made from local material in AlUla and it is
supposed to be a pavilion, structure or a place of rest that
people can go into and sit inside and feel like they're shielded
from the sun. So in that way it pays homage to the vernacular
architecture of AlUla, but equally the beautiful thing is that
when you look at the landscape, it's completely organic,
the rocks are quite curved. The sculpture I'm making is the
complete opposite. It's pixelated, it's geometrical. Even from
a distance, you would see this rock formation that sort of
looks out of place but is still of the same material.

AlUla has thousands of years of creative history, yet we
have only recently started to showcase this incredible
site — and the work going on here - internationally. You've
rightly touched on how humbling and daunting it can be.
Has that factored into how you scaled your work?

Although the scale was relatively small in comparison to
a lot of public artworks, it is still bigger than other works
I've produced. It's around three metres tall because | don‘t
believe in the saying “the bigger, the better”. As | was saying
earlier, it's hard to compete with the background. | wanted
to create something that’s still on a human scale, somewhat
like the historical caves that are here. The location of where it
would be placed was also very important in terms of thinking

about what you see when you're in the space and how you
view the artwork when you walk around it.

Something we’ve all often spoken about here, including
across RCU, is how we share a genuine belief in the
transformative power of art. It is extremely important to
remember that artists are also impacting elements of the
local community and creating a contemporary art scene
that connects AlUla with the global art world. One of the
incredible things about AlUla’s projects is that you get
to see that in practice. | know you also have experience
working with communities, education and national
outreach in the UK, as well as Saudi Arabia.

| started my practice by looking at the intersection between
contemporary and traditional, because | have a background in
training and traditional crafts. The sad thing about it is that it's
a dying art form, not only in the Middle East, but right across
the world. When | was growing up and going to school here,
| wasn’t taught about Islamic art or art that was indigenous
to the Middle East, | was taught Western art. | took issue
with the fact that we were not being taught geometry,
calligraphy or illumination, or even traditional architecture.
Thankfully, it's changed a lot over the past few years and
I'm seeing these subjects being introduced in universities
here, with modules teaching Islamic heritage. The school
that opened in AlUla that teaches traditional craft, that's the
school | studied at. | did my master’'s degree in London at
the Prince’s School of Traditional Arts, which really embodies
this ethos of respecting traditional crafts and continuing
them. At Madrasat Addeera, AlUla Arts & Design Centre,
community centred programming centred on the traditional
arts in partnership with Princes School of Traditional Arts and
Turquoise Mountain has been running since 2019 which was
wonderful to see when | was in AlUla.

That really fits into AlUla’s wider arts intention and the
notion of bridging history with the contemporary, creating
a flatter structure across art forms and disciplines.
With hierarchies somewhat ingrained in some Western
societies, we are trying to move on from that here.

It's a revival as well. For me, | look at reviving something that's
dying. It's a huge part of our heritage and our collective identities,
and it would be a shame to lose it. I'm glad that it's coming back
and people are appreciating it more. In the art world and the
contemporary art space, usually crafts are frowned upon. It's seen
as something that's purely aesthetic, which | don't believe. When
you study Islamic art or geometry, there's a lot of symbolism,
philosophy and theory behind it. It's a language of its own.

| believe this holds true to both of us, that our work in
AlUla continues a legacy of dialogue and exchange and
that our role is to show the authentic everyday life that
people have and have had.

The greatest thing | see from international artists when
they come to Saudi and AlUla is their shock. They're like,
"Oh, this is not the Saudi we know or we hear about from
the international press!” Just seeing their ideas about this
country shift in a positive way is something that makes me
really happy. Also, seeing the diversity of the country and
people getting to know more about the culture. | think that
is crucial, because | always believe that the best way to
understand a country and its people is through the culture
and its arts. In a way, | feel we are the messengers of who
we are.
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REFRAMING HISTORY,
REINFORCING THE FUTURE

The RCU -in collaboration with a network of collaborators and partners — has been working to celebrate
AlUla’s fertile sources of creativity on a global platform, initiating a public programme that boosts local
communities and sees the region’s pivotal role as a place of cultural and economic exchange continue

DESERT X
ALULA

confidently into the future.

Loccated 1100 kilometres north of Riyadh, AlUla’s verdant oasis and sandstone
mountains hold a veritable wealth of cultural heritage. The institutions established
to support it intend to maintain its identity and soul through a foundation of
economic regeneration. With specialised staff — including the 30-strong UAE-
, USA- and France-trained AlRowah storytellers-cum-guides who will work to
weave ancient art and heritage into contemporary experiences — one goal is to
bring people to AlUla to be inspired, in much the same way as past travellers
were, and to recreate that dialogue, reflecting the culture and art of the time.
Sumantro Ghose, RCU artistic programming director, outlines the philosophy.
"One of the big questions | always ask myself is, ‘Could this exist anywhere
else? Could it have been developed anywhere else?'” he explains. “With the
contemporary dance programme we're doing, yes, you can put a great dancer
anywhere — AlUla, Dubai, London — but before we even develop a piece, the
creator comes to AlUla to really understand the place. Hopefully the site-specific
piece they're working on will then be born in AlUla,” says Ghose. “That's what
we often say: ‘Born in AlUla"."

The place itself is its greatest asset. “Objects from AlUla are in national
museums, which have their own value, but the experience of being in AlUla
itself and seeing the relationship between nature, heritage and art is completely
immersive,” says Leila Chapman, RCU interpretation manager. “The scale of the
landscape is the most incredible gallery you could ever have.”

With an array of knowledge located in what is touted as an open-air, living
museum, it becomes of great importance to ensure the survival of what has
existed for millennia. An integral element is the community, who are the heart
of AlUla and also its permanent custodians. An active engagement with the
local people is underway without romanticising AlUla, as well as an avoidance
of the imposition of external ideals on existing infrastructures. "Through our
diverse programme of activities and capital projects, AlUla is presenting the art
of our time and interpreting its creative inheritance," explains Kate Hall-Tipping,
Culture Advisor at RCU. “There are outsiders shaping the arts here, but wherever
possible, we're working with AlUla," Ghose adds. "That means if we're creating
new commissions, they also resonate with the place, which means they connect
with the local people.” This includes encouraging the local community in the
conception and production of artworks — such as with a pigment workshop,
where artisans were shown how different rocks create different colours when
ground up — and nurturing arts education. RCU is training 60 art teachers across
100 schools to help provide skills to incorporate ideas around contemporary
art into their lessons. The Hammayah programme, meanwhile, consists of up
to 2500 AlUla citizens across diverse socio-economic levels appointed to raise
awareness within their communities. They also must be equipped with the tools
0 navigate and operate plans for an experience-economy. “A large part of this will
be from Desert X AlUla,” says Chapman. “We have a full calendar of art activities
and cultural practices that continue this growth and help change mindsets about
entire eras of history and what they mean.”

AlUla has always experienced heavy footfall, but the future may see it thrust
further into the spotlight. “Many cultural destinations are challenged by how
to protect themselves,” says Chapman. “We've been entrusted with these
incredible sites that have been with us for many thousands of years. There's an
explosion of creativity and cultural memory all through the country right now and
we're continuing, reviving, and reinterpreting it.” It is the RCU'’s role to facilitate
both hard and soft infrastructure —the construction of new cultural assets alongside
education and social development, which includes, for example, ensuring that
material on Desert X AlUla is in line with the renewed school cultural curricula.
Additionally, the Kingdoms Institute has become a centre of archaeological
research, conservation and site management, and dedicated teams have been
formed to ensure that visitor journeys are compelling and well-structured, creating
experiences tempered by responsibility. “V\e're looking to expand the cultural
sector and build skills with the local commmunity and Saudi people more widely,”
says Ghose. “Those who come here, they not only deliver but they learn too.
That's the measure of a good programme: does the creator that you brought
learn about the place and people? Did the people learn from them? It should be a
genuine knowledge exchange.” The efforts across the local, scientific and artistic
communities are joined by another common goal, that of preservation into the
future. As Hall-Tipping says, "Our mandate is to craft the next chapter in AlUla's
legacy as a cradle of artistic inspiration, transfer and expression."

DESERT X ALULA 2022 PUBLIC PROGRAMME

Contemporary dance

A key part of the programming, site-specific dance performances produced
by Faroog Chaudhry OBE, executive producer and co-founder of Akram Khan
Company, will be performed by award-winning contemporary dance artist
Dickson Mbi to music by Armand Amar. Mbi will provide lessons to young people
as well as learning Saudi dances from local practitioners.

Rock art tours

With rock art scholars asserting that almost every rock surface bears inscriptions,
Desert X AlUla’s location features important examples of Lihyanite rock art. Tours
will spotlight the history of these ancient tools of communication from diverse
civilisations as they express the lives, environments, activities, dances and
religions that defined their times.

Art mediators

Engaging a generation of young Saudi’s, a training programme to provide skills
and knowledge will be introduced, allowing a new cohort of art mediators to
connect visitors to Desert X AlUla with the works, and continue and build upon
AlUla’s legacy. This team is called Hukat AlFann (Art Speakers). They will also be
running daily highlight tours.

Sustainable art workshop

The global Land Art Generator Initiative will offer workshops on sustainable art
installation, designed to provide participants with the knowledge and possibility
of considering solar technology as an art medium, underlining AlUla’s use of
technology for sustainable development in the arts and rendering it a pioneer of
environmental design.

Madrasat Addeera

Desert X AlUla, in collaboration with Madrasat Addeera, The Prince’s Foundation
School for Traditional Artists, will host a residency for UK-born artist Desmond
Lazaro. Witnessing a practice that revisits traditions such as Rajasthani miniatures,
astrology and cosmology, visitors will have the opportunity to interact with the
artist as he paints the landscape in situ.

Family activities

Striving to engage all generations, Fushah Faniyah — family-friendly weekend
morning sessions — will provide an Explorer Handbook, which will map out
artworks, outline activity ideas and provide drawing or note-taking pages.
Additionally, ‘Art Breaks” will see locally-decorated trunks positioned beneath key
artworks, containing props and activity suggestions to encourage imaginative
exploration of the artwork'’s theme.

Masterclasses

With support from Turner Contemporary (Margate), AlUla-based art teachers can
participate in workshops designed to foster their role as supporters and advocates,
explore contemporary art in relation to the region’s history, as well as encourage
Desert X AlUla to be used as a resource for implementing contemporary art into
school curriculums.

Screenings

The documentary and filmic catalogue Desert X 2021 will be screened at Mabiti.
The production, along with a talk, will contextualise Desert X AlUla’s partnership
with the local community as well as offer insight into the original Desert X event
in Coachella Valley, from which the AlUla version was inspired.

Music

Musicians based in Saudi Arabia and the wider region, including DesertF!sh,
ZIRYAB, Majaz and Arabstract, among others, will perform at the weekends as
part of a series of curated live performance-cum-activations.

Treks
Masarat Adventure Club will guide treks through AlUla’s majestic desertscapes
and underline the harmonious dialogue between nature and art.

11 February —
30 March 2022

Tuesday — Saturday
10am — 6pm

Free and open to all, Desert X AlUla
is a recurring, site-responsive,
international art exhibition under
the curatorial vision of Reem
Fadda, Raneem Farsi and Neville
Wakefield, featuring newly
commissioned works by 15 artists:
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Cortona On The Move AlUIa

An exhibition of photography by artists from around the world, Saudi Arabia and
the MENA region curated by Arianna Rinaldo and Kholood AlBakr. A special site-
responsive experience presented in AlJadidah Village, AlUla, in collaboration with
Cortona On The Move - international festival of photography.

Exhibition Open Gala Photography Weekend
9 February - 31 March 2022 17-19 February 2022
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