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FK I wanted to end by asking about your selection as the artist who will represent Saudi Arabia at the
upcoming Venice Biennale. Could you speak about what this opportunity means to you at this moment

in your practice? What themes, questions or urgencies can we expect to see?

DA I obviously can’t share too much at this early stage, but it’s definitely a continuation of my practice

and my research up to now, including the idea of repair.
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‘It's important to talk about these
things’: exhibition highlights destroyed
Middle Eastern heritage sites

Dana Awartani says Bristol show inspired by ‘dichotomy’ of
some Gulf countries booming while Palestine ‘obliterated’






Awartani worked with a collective of adobe brickmakers - craftspeople of
Syrian, Afghan and Pakistani origin - and deliberately omitted the final
binding agent so the work, called Standing by the Ruins III (2025), is delicate.

The second large-scale piece, Come, Let Me Heal Your Wounds. Let Me Mend
Your Broken Bones (2024), was created for the Venice Biennale last year.
Sheets of handmade Indian silk are dyed with medicinal herbs and spices
and represent maps of countries in the Middle East.

Awartani tore spots on the “maps” that matched sites where archaeological
or cultural sites have been damaged. She then darned them. “It’s a cathartic,
meditative experience where you’re mending something.” Sadly, since
Venice, she has had to expand the work to take in new sites that have been
wrecked.

It took two technicians six days to set up the third large piece at the
Arnolfini. The work is called I Went Away and Forgot You. A While Ago I
Remembered. I Remembered I’d Forgotten You. I Was Dreaming (2017) and is
the recreation of a Jeddah floor made out of sand.
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BRISTOL, England — Last year, Bristol’s Arnolfini cancelled two Bristol
Palestine Film Festival events, leading to controversy and a boycott. After
mediation with local groups such as Bristol Artists for Palestine, Arnolfini
issued a statement apologizing for the decision and committing to upholding
Palestinian freedom of expression in the future. Their current exhibition,

Standing by the Ruins by Palestinian-Saudi artist Dana Awartani, appears (albeit

obliquely) to represent that commitment bearing fruit.



Itis a beautiful and understated show, providing a moving foil to the horrifying
images currently coming out of Israel’s war in Gaza. Awartani’s practice is
concerned with the physical loss of cultural heritage across the region, through
acts of war and cultural censorship. Her work records sites of destruction
through gentle reparation. For instance, to create her large suspended fabric
work “Come, let me heal your wounds. Let me mend your broken bones”
(2024), Awartani maps sites of architectural damage and destruction onto
translucent textiles. She roughly tears holes in the fabric to correspond to these
places, before carefully stitching them back together with color-matched thread.
The resulting work contains a web of half-concealed cartography, a peaceful and

meticulous record of years of violent erasure.

In “IWent Away and Forgot You...” (2017), Awartani uses a similar process in
reverse, this time carefully crafting something before destroying it herself. She
recreated a traditional Islamic geometric tiled floor with colored sand in a
compelling act of meditative craftsmanship. In the accompanying video work,
she laid out a similar sand design on the floor of a house in Jeddah’s old quarter,
builtin the mid-20th century in a Western architectural style — a comment on
the colonial overtones of architectural modernization. The film shows her
quietly and methodically sweeping the Islamic-style floor away, an effective
reminder of how heritage can be destroyed through slow cultural change as

much as by the sudden ravages of war.
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Awartani, born in Jeddah 1987 to a Saudi mother and a Palestinian father,
draws on Islamic and Arab artmaking traditions in a practice that spans
painting, video, sculpture, performance, and installation. Her work
examines themes including gender, healing, cultural destruction, and
sustainability through the lens of politics. Among her best-known works are
the mixed-media installation I went away and forgot you. A while ago 1
remembered. I remembered I'd forgotten you. I was dreaming, 2017, which
features a video of the artist sweeping up a hand-dyed sand intricately
patterned to resemble a traditional tiled floor. Her series “Come, let me heal
your wounds. Let me mend your broken bones,” 2019—24, features
medicinally dyed silks that have been draped or stretched across frames and
punctured or ripped, then darned by the artist, the locations of their wounds
corresponding with those of buildings or sites that have been harmed or
destroyed through conflict, colonialism, or acts of terror.

Awartani in a statement thanked the Saudi Visual Arts Commission and
Ministry of Culture: “My practice is rooted in foregrounding Middle Eastern
cultural histories through the revival of craft practices and the preservation
of the region’s globally important material heritage; working with my
curatorial colleagues, I am thrilled to have the chance to develop a major
new work for the Saudi Pavilion, in line with this theme and endeavor, and
to be part of ‘In Minor Keys.”
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Arsenale Review: ‘Foreigners Everywhere’ Treads
Familiar Ground

A textile- and painting-heavy edition of the Venice Biennale follows a tried and tested method of curation

How else could artistic director Adriano Pedrosa have kicked off his edition of the Venice
Biennale than with the work that inspired its title? Presented in the first room of the Arsenale
alongside Yinka Shonibare's Refugee Astronaut VIII (2024) — a life-sized figure wearing Dutch
wax-printed textiles and carrying a net filled with suitcases — Claire Fontaine's suspended neon
Foreigners Everywhere (Self-Portrait) (2004—ongoing) might be a predictable opener, but it does
make the Brazilian curator’s intentions clear from the outset. His is an exhibition which — unlike
the right-wing government of the country it is staged in — celebrates migration, recognizing it
not just within the clichéd framework of individuals from the Global South searching for a ‘better
life’ in the more prosperous West, but as a vital way in which ideas, cultures and traditions have

crisscrossed the globe for centuries.

It's not the first time Pedrosa has made such a statement: when invited to curate the 2009 edition
of Panorama da Arte Brasileira, the Latin American curator chose to include only non-Brazilians,
arguing that foreigners could also make work on Brazilian themes. Recognizing the difference in
scope between Panorama da Arte Brasileira and the Venice Biennale, Pedrosa has wisely opted to
widen the focus to include queer, Indigenous and outsider artists whose works seamlessly
intermingle throughout the cavernous spaces of the Arsenale and the more modest rooms of the
Giardini's central pavilion. Worries about the number of artists and collectives — 331 in total -

are largely unfounded, with no real sense of overcrowding.



Pre-opening, there was also concern that, as the first Venice Biennale to showcase more works by
dead artists than living ones, contemporary art was being sidelined. Yet, these historical pieces
are largely contained within three rooms under the subheading ‘Historical Nucleus'. At the
Arsenale, this section is entirely dedicated to Italian emigrants, whose works are shown on glass
easels originally made for the Sio Paulo Museum of Art by architect Lina Bo Bardi. Thereis a
neatness to this choice, which places artists such as Waldemar Cordeiro — who migrated to Brazil
in 1946 and became a key proponent of the concrete art movement in Sao Paulo — within a
system created by Bo Bardi, herself an Italian immigrant to Brazil. No matter how stunning the
install, however, it feels like a less successful repeat of the gesture that curator Cecilia Alemani
already made. At the Venice Biennale in 2022, she presented historical works by overlooked

artists in ‘capsules’ that linked artworks from the past with those of the present.

Waldemar Cordeiro, Untitled, 1943, oil on canves, /6 = F4.5
cm, exhibition view, 'stranieri Ovungue — Foreigners
Everywhere, 2024, Courtesy: La Biennsle di Venezia;
photograph: Marco Zorzanello



Passing through the rooms on opening day induces a creeping sense of curatorial familiarity:
outsider and Indigenous artists are front and centre, with just enough young, emerging artists
included to show that the organizers are paying attention to current trends in contemporary art.
By now a tried and tested approach to mounting large-scale exhibitions — from the 2023 Sharjah
Biennial to Documenta 14 - it can be a hugely successful tactic. Here, I loved the pairing of
Mexican-German artist Frieda Toranzo Jaeger's huge, multi-panel painting featuring
embroidered sections depicting women fucking (Rage Is a Machine in Times of Senselessness,
2024) with an untitled large-scale embroidered canvas (shown opposite) made by Las
Bordadoras de Isla Negra, a group of self-taught women working from 1967 to 1980, whose
imagery tells the story of their daily lives in a Chilean village. This is the first time both

collective and artist have been presented at the Venice Biennale.

Frieda Toranzo Jaeger, Rage Is a Machine in Iimes of Senselessness,
2024, oil a mbroidery on canvas 16 » 4.8 m, installation view,
'Stramien Owvungue - Foreigners Everywhere', 2024, Courtesy: La Biennale
di Venezia, photograph: Marco Zorzanello

Textiles have featured prominently in at least the last three biennials, but fabric — whether dyed,
sewn or woven — is the dominant medium here. Many of these works are stunning in their
complexity. Mataaho Collective's Takapau (2022), for instance, is a room-sized installation of
polyester hi-vis tie-downs that intersect to create an angular roof whose shadows cascade down
the walls. Susanne Wenger's batik canvases utilize a technique rarely seen in contemporary art to
create detailed scenes inspired — so the wall text informs us — by Yoruba cosmology and Jungian
primordial archetypes. An Austrian who moved to Nigeria in the 1950s and became a Yoruba

priestess, Wenger typifies Pedrosa's concept of the foreigner par excellence.



Mataaho Collectivea, .faﬂr.m.f 2022, pol ycsrcr hi-vis tie-downs, stainless
steal buckles and j-hooks, dime 3 v
‘Stranieri Ovungue - Foreigners L\.er-m hare, 2024. L.o.Jr tesy: LaL annale
di Venezia; photograph: Marco Zorzanello

Another fabric-based highlight is Palestinian-Saudi artist Dana Awartani's Come, Let Me Heal
Your Wounds. Let Me Mend Your Broken Bones (2024). Created with medicinally dyed silk,
which the artist has torn up in places and sewn back together, the work represents, according to
the wall panel, ‘the destruction of historical and cultural sites in the Arab world during wars and
acts of terror [...] this edition adds testimony to the devastation in Gaza and sites that have been
flattened indiscriminately through bombings and bulldozers’. With the artists in the national
pavilions mostly keeping mum about the Israel-Gaza war, Awartani’s work — along with the hand-
scrawled message on Jaeger’s canvas, ‘Viva! Viva! Palestina!’ - is one of the few direct references
to the conflict in Venice beyond pro-Palestine demonstrators in the Giardini protesting outside

the shuttered Israeli pavilion during the press preview.

This focus on textiles and paintings throws into sharp relief the smaller selection of videos on
display. A whole room is given to the multi-screen installation The Mapping Journey Project
(2008-11) by Bouchra Khalili, in which migrants mark the journey from their homeland to their
current place of residence on a world map. I also enjoyed Karimah Ashadu’s slick and sexy
Machine Boys (2024), which follows a group of okada riders illegally transporting people via
motorbike in Lagos. After what feels like a decade of curators boasting about the length of their
film programmes, I was pleasantly surprised that everything I saw had a runtime of under 15
minutes. [ hope this signifies a positive new trend for biennials in which it actually becomes

possible to see all the work on show within one or two days.






In a recent New York Times profile of Pedrosa, art historian Claire Bishop notes that ‘griping
about biennials is one of the art world’s favourite hobbies: not enough young artists, too many
young artists; not enough local artists, too many local artists. You can’t please everyone all the
time.' While I am sympathetic to this viewpoint, especially when it comes to regional focus - it is
hardly surprising, for instance, that the Venice Biennale’s first Latin American curator should
highlight artists from Latin America — [ do still feel that the exhibition has one glaring omission:
the internet, which has been a vital way for migrant, Indigenous and queer voices to find
community and be heard. Here, however, the only piece that speaks to emergent media
technologies is WangShui's pulsating multichannel simulation Lipid Muse (2024). While the
desire to address the widespread historic neglect of textile practices is both comprehensible and

justifiable, should we ignore the present day in order to do so? And what of the future?

In circular fashion, Pedrosa’s exhibition closes with more of Claire Fontaine’s suspended neons.
The installation Foreigners Everywhere (60th International Art Exhibition)(2024) includes 60
iterations of the titular phrase, each in one of the languages spoken in the countries where
members of the collective were born. Given that, as Pedrosa pointed out in an interview with this
magazine, the Venice Biennale took more than a century to appoint its first non-Euro-American
curator, Okwui Enwezor, the presence of these multiple voices is significant. Yet, how great can
their impact truly be if they are all saying the same thing? With Foreigners Everywhere’
unquestionably the most diverse biennial to date, I remain hopeful that, two years from now,
we'll get an exhibition that includes all these nationalities under a theme that doesn't reduce

them to the languages they speak and the places they were born or moved to.
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As the international art world has descended on La Serenissima this week, the 2024
Venice Biennale began the first of its preview days on Tuesday morning, with visitors
heading to either (or both) of its main venues: the Arsenale and the Giardini. Curated
this year by Adriano Pedrosa, the closely watched artistic director of the Museu de Arte
de Sao Paulo, the exhibition, titled “Stranieri Ovunque — Foreigners Everywhere,”
focuses on Indigenous artists and artist from the Global South, highlighting the
vastness of art that is out in the world today and, with the historical section,
throughout the 20th century.



The first several rooms of the Arsenale are the strongest section of this exhibition—
triumphant and elegant in their presentations of monumental works that have
presence and touch on the legacies of colonialism and its aftereffects and current
realties today, queerness in an expanded form, the cacophony of modernity, and much
more. While the Giardini is not as near pitch-perfect, there are standout works there
too.

More than half of this Biennale’s participant list consists of deceased artists, the
majority of whom are represented by a single work in the historical section (“Nucleo
Storico”). The “Nucleo Contemporaneo,” on the other hand, focuses on contemporary
art (though a few deceased artists appear here, too). Here, I'll focus on living artists
included in the “Nucleo Contemporaneo”; below a look at the highlights.

I gained a further appreciation for Whitehorse's palette when I encountered the work
of Dana Awartani, a Saudi artist of Palestinian lineage, further along in the exhibition,
which also consists of hues of reds, yellows, and oranges pieces of fabrics hang,
suspended from the ceiling, overlapping. If you look closely, you'll notice that the
swaths of fabric have imperfections, irregularly shaped square patches that point to a
previous tear or rip. Awartani has darned these works, a technique that brings together
the existing threads of a tattered cloth rather than introducing a new, or foreign, piece
of fabric. Each tear, and by extension repair, represents “historical and cultural sites
that have been destroyed in the Arab world during war and by acts of terror,” per the
wall text; it is updated and expanded for each presentation, with this new one
reflecting the destruction in Gaza amid Israel’s ongoing war that has claimed
thousands of lives and leveled all its universities. The work’s title, Come, Let Me Heal
Your Wounds. Let Me Mend Your Broken Bones (2024), speaks to this practice, as
does the dyes Awartani has used, mixtures of herbs and spices that all carry medicinal
properties. The work is quite literally a salve when we need it the most.
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Dana Awartani is of Palestinian heritage. (Supplied)
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Dana Awartani is a Saudi artist of Palestinian heritage. (Supplied)
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4.67. That’s how many times larger this year’s Venice Biennale is than this year’s Whitney Biennial,
which opens the month before and includes 69 artists and 2 collectives. While international biennials
have been known to have a crossover of artists, these two share just 1 artist, Chilean artist Seba
Calfuqueo, who features in the Biennale’s Disobedience Archive.

8 and 12. The number of collectives or artist duos in the main exhibition and the Disobedience
Archive section, respectively. In the former group, those include MAHKU, Superflex, Mataaho
Collective, and Claire Fontaine, while the latter group has Black Audio-Film Collective, Critical Art
Ensemble, Pilot TV Collective, and Queerocracy.

1924, That's the year the oldest living participant, Montevideo-based Italian artist Linda Kohen,
was born, meaning she is set to turn 100 this year. Six other deceased artists were born in 1924: Inji
Efflatoun, Ram Kumar, Bertina Lopes, Francis Newton Souza, Armodio Tamayo, and Horacio Torres.



On the other hand, millennials, born between 1981 and 1996 per Pew, have a robust showing in the
Biennale, with 40 artists set to show their work. Among those in the cohort are Salman Toor (b.
1983), Leilah Babirye (1985), WangShui (1986) Barbara Sanchez-Kane (1987), Lauren Halsey (1987),
Jade Guanaro Kuriki-Olivo aka Puppies Puppies (1989), Rindon Johnson (1990), Ana Segovia (1991),
Lydia Ourahmane (1992), and Louis Fratino (1993).

Geographically, the exhibiting artists have ties to at least 69 countries. With the Biennale’s focus on
“Foreigners Everywhere,” determining a given artist’s nationality can be tricky business given that
numerous artists were born in one country and died or are currently based in another. (That also
doesn’t take into account whether or not they spent significant time in a country not currently listed
on their CVs.)



With its focus on artists born or working in the Global South, this breaks down into 12 countries
from East Asia, South Asia, and Oceania, like China, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and New Zealand; 11
countries from North Africa and the Middle East, including Egypt, Palestine, and Saudi Arabia; 9
countries from Sub-Saharan Africa, including Nigeria, Angola, and South Africa; 2 territories, Hong
Kong and Puerto Rico; and 17 countries from Europe, including the UK, Italy, France, and the
former Czechoslovakia.

Looking specifically at Latin America, as Pedrosa is the first Biennale curator to come from this
region, the exhibition includes artists with ties to 16 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean,
such as Mexico, Guatemala, Argentina, Uruguay, Cuba, and Haiti. Within that region, 57 deceased
artists and 28 living artists have ties to Latin American or Caribbean countries.

30 artists have ties specifically to Brazil, Pedrosa’s home country. Of those 7 are living artists and 1
collective, MAHKU, founded in 2013 by Indigenous Huni Kuin artists; 2 additional Indigenous
Brazilian artists, Joseca Mokahesi Yanomami and André Taniki Yanomami, are also included. Of the
deceased artists, 9 were born abroad.

Similarly, Pedrosa’s list features 3 US-based Latinx artists, including Beatriz Cortez, Pablo Delano,
and Fanny Sanin, as well as 2 who are recently deceased, Carmen Herrera and Freddy Rodriguez. On
the historical side are 4 artists who would today likely be considered Latinx: Alfredo Ramos Martinez
(1871-1946), Rosa Rolanda (1896-1970), Oswaldo Guayasamin (1919—1999), and Kazuya Sakai
(1927-2001); Martinez, Guayasamin, and Sakai were born in Mexico, Ecuador, and Argentina,
respectively, and died in the US. Rolanda was born in the US and died in Mexico. (These four artists
were also included in the above figures for Latin America.)

19 artists in this edition are currently based in the United States, while 9 artists died in the US (all of
whom were born in different countries). Additionally, 2 artists, Rindon Johnson and Dean
Sameshima, were both born in California but are now based in Berlin. Among the living artists are 2
Native American artists, Kay WalkingStick and Emmi Whitehorse.
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Artists announced for the 60th Venice
Biennale

ArtReview DNMNews 31 January 2024 artreview.com

Photo: Mauriclo Jorge

Adriano Pedrosa, curator of the 6oth Venice Biennale, today announced at a press
conference in Venice the list of artists participating in the biennale. Titled Stranteri Ovungue
— Foreigners Everywhere, the international exhibition will feature 333 artists and collectives.
Pedrosa described that as a guiding principle, the 2024 edition has favoured artists who
have never participated in the International Exhibition, though a number of them may
have presented as part of a national pavilion and a few were part of collateral events and
previous international exhibitions. The Exhibition will take place in the Central Pavilion
in the Giardini and in the Arsenale, and it will present two sections: the Nucleo
Contemporaneo and the Nucleo Storico, where the latter is dedicated to global
modernisms and modernisms in the Global South. Special attention is being given to
outdoor projects, both in the Arsenale and in the Giardini, and to a performance
programme for the preview and closing weekend of the exhibition.




The 60th Venice Biennale will open to the public from 20 April to 24 November 2024, with
the preview on 17—19 April. The full list of artists is:

Dana Awartani
Palestinian, born in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 1987. Lives in Jeddah
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Desert X AlUla: The art of the Desert

AlUla’s oasis has inspired artists for millennia: Recently, Desert X AlUla has brought a
fresh artistic resurgence to this striking desert landscape.

July T1, 2023 0O X B ¢

In the searing heat of the desert, a sculptured pool of stainless-steel
shimmers as it reflects the bright sunlight, the image constantly changing
with the time of day and angle at which it is viewed. It stands as an artistic
representation of a mirage—or at least it stood. Because this work of art,
like a mirage and the shifting sands of the desert, is transient, and now that
the art exhibition has closed, it leaves behind no trace. It was one of the
monumental installations of Desert X AlUla, a temporary art exhibition
staged on a spectacular scale in the striking sandstone landscape of Saudi

Arabia’s AlUla oasis.

Desert X has its roots in the Coachella Valley of California where, since
2017, exhibitions have brought the desert to life through artistic
installations modeled on and within the landscape. The works by
acclaimed international artists aim to amplify the beauty of the desert
while expressing profound ecological, cultural, and spiritual themes shared
by indigenous peoples and the wider global community. For Desert X, art is
a medium for cultural exchange, and this was reflected in the choice of

AlUla as its first location for a Desert X exhibition beyond the U.S.

For millennia, AlUla has been a vibrant center of cultural exchange due to
its unique position as an oasis in the vast Arabian desert. The life-
sustaining waters of AlUla ensured that it become a vital stop for ancient
traders carrying spices, aromatics, and more across the grueling desert

from southern Arabia to the Mediterranean. Later, with the spread of Islam,



thousands of pilgrims from across the world passed through AlUla’s oasis
each year as they traveled the pilgrimage routes to the holy cities of
Makkah (Mecca) and Medina. Such international exposure made AlUla a
meeting point of cultures, influencing the area’s long and artistic

traditions.

Some of AlUla’s earliest art is carved into the desert landscape itself.
Thousands of years ago, Neolithic, Bronze, and Iron Age artists scrambled
up rock-strewn slopes to etch images into the sandstone with primitive
tools. These early artworks often drew inspiration from nature, depicting
animals that the artists saw, hunted, or even feared—from lions and ibex to
ostriches and Arabian leopards. Spirituality also emerges in carvings of
abstract human figures carrying what are interpreted to be ritual offerings,
while AlUla’s prehistoric tombs show artistic qualities with their distinctive

stone walls forming “tails” and other elegant shapes in the landscape.

Around 500 B.C., AlUla may even have had its own sculpture school, with
the people of Dadan crafting exquisite art that may have reflected wealth,
or may have been used in religious practices. Among the most impressive
works are the life-size and even larger statues found at the temple of Dhu
Ghabat: All look alike—men with strong limbs, defined stomachs, and

broad shoulders, standing with hands clenched, left foot forward, and stern



gazes. Stylistically these figures closely resemble statues found in ancient
Egypt and Greece, but with Arabian additions such as headbands and

bracelets—the artistic exchange given a local twist.

Around 500 B.C., AlUla may even have had its own sculpture school, with
the people of Dadan crafting exquisite art that may have reflected wealth,
or may have been used in religious practices. Among the most impressive
works are the life-size and even larger statues found at the temple of Dhu
Ghabat: All look alike—men with strong limbs, defined stomachs, and
broad shoulders, standing with hands clenched, left foot forward, and stern
gazes. Stylistically these figures closely resemble statues found in ancient
Egypt and Greece, but with Arabian additions such as headbands and

bracelets—the artistic exchange given a local twist.

AlUla's monumental art took on its most sublime form in the colossal tomb
facades of Hegra, and here, too, we see far-flung cultural influences
engraved into the desert. The highly skilled masons who carved these
enormous and intricate facades into the desert cliffs drew inspiration from
across the ancient world: a tomb might include Greco-Roman columns

supporting a triangular pediment and stepped crenellations from



Mesopotamia, while guarding the entrance might be sphinxes, eagles, and
griffins—all powerful symbols from Egypt and Persia. And yet, Hegra’s
artists didn’t adopt any single style, but instead blended all these

influences into their own unique style.

And art wasn’t only for AlUla’s wealthy patrons: Many houses in AlUla Old
Town were colorfully decorated with pictures painted onto their lime-
washed walls. Natural pigments, from red iron oxide to a synthetic blue
indigo, were used to create images of local plants and animals, household
objects, as well as geometric patterns and abstract symbols, including some
inspired by Islamic art. This artistic tradition continued through the
centuries with more recent paintings showing cars and buses as artists

again drew inspiration from the world around them.



And then there’s the desert itself: the majestic sweeping landscapes of
rolling sand dunes and rugged sandstone cliffs, the vast sense of openness
and quiet in which rusty colors contrast with bright-blue skies and
eruptions of lush, green vegetation. With its varied and constantly
changing pallet and ever-shifting shapes, AlUla’s desert has captivated and

inspired for millennia.

Onto this landscape, international artists came together to establish Desert
X AlUIa, first in 2020 and again in 2022, in different canyon locations.
Featuring the theme Sarab, meaning “mirage,” the most recent exhibition
explored ideas of mirage and oasis that are so intrinsic to desert culture.
The 15 newly commissioned artworks included ideas reflecting upon
dreams, camouflage, fiction, appearance and disappearance, extraction,
illusion, and myth. Wandering through the canyons, where they
experienced art interacting with nature on a monumental scale, visitors

explored a series of spectacular works.

Down the rock face of one canyon poured a meticulously crafted tapestry
woven of yellow jugs known in Ghana as Kufuor gallons, these distinctive
plastic containers are commonly repurposed there and used for storing
water. For artist Serge Attukwei Clottey, his “Gold Falls” addressed the
experience of globalization, migration, and water equity. Claudia Comte’s
“Dark Suns, Bright Waves” mimicked the movement of desert dunes with a
striking progression of black-and-white walls depicting a section of
algorithmic pattern based on geological and natural shapes. A concave
geometric structure against a timeless sandstone backdrop, Dana
Awartani’s “Where the Dwellers Lay” pays homage to Nabataean tombs
while reflecting the contours of AlUla’s mountains, gorges, caverns, and

rock formations.
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Sometimes, there's the minor excision of context. Kyambi's Entity Costume, her worn outfit from
her 2011 Fracture performance series, is presented on its own as a kind of "sculptural object”,
Hilty explains. It is made with tea- and coffee-stained fabric, cowrie shells, beads, paint, clothes
hangers, and sisal constructed using the Kamba weaving method, typically used to make local

handwoven bags or kiondos.

Kyambi's artful creation alludes to a "juxtaposition” between the local knowledges carried within
Kenyan handicraft traditions and British colonial history in Kenya, which created immense
dispossession and the disenfranchisement of the Kenyan people and what they make and

produce on their own.

Where curatorial strategy really soars is with certain works by artists who are from, based in, or
commenting on the human impact on non-Western lands. In D Harding's case the suggestion is
that some 'Western' lands were only made Western through the erasure of their indigenous
people and the consequent splicing of their histories. The particular shine of such works ends up
foregrounding, albeit subtly, the link between Western modernity and human destruction, leaving
ghastly results for poorer or weaker countries. It also tolls a bell for the global climate crisis,
helping to give the show that necessary climate-focused bent that any narrative on material

today must confront.



Meanwhile, Zhou's sprawling, drawn and digitally printed wallpaper work Flowing Toxins (2020)
maps and manipulates the cartography of Jakarta, demonstrating how industrial infrastructures
for water supply, sewage, property and the mussels industry produce massive urban inequalities

while polluting and disrupting local ecologies.

Every work is ultimately imbued with a palimpsest of commentaries, making Matter as Actor a
show to approach with the patience of meditation almost, in addition to diligent inquiry. Nowhere
is this most salient than in Dana Awartani's Come, let me heal your wounds. Let me mend your
broken bones, as we stand here mourning (2019). The work is as pastoral as its lengthy title, yet
equally rigorous. Handmade, naturally dyed silk fabrics from Kerala are infused with herbs and
spices used for medicinal healing in both South Asian and Arab cultures. Yet the fabrics contain
tears and punctures, representing various violent incidents enacted by Islamic fundamentalists,
each powerfully named next to each textile. Awartani takes the layers further, darning and
embroidering over these fissures to the fabric, as a literal and metaphorical repair act. It's a work
that reminds you that yes, we have hurt so much - the land and each other — but we can always,

also, act differently, to heal and redress the ruptures.

Matter as Actor runs until 24 June
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Eight contemporary Middle Eastern and
North African artists to know 1n 2023

Ahead of our online Modern and Contemporary Middle Eastern Art sale in May,
specialists Suzy Sikorski and Marie-Claire Thijsen reveal why these are the artists

to have on your radar right now
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Dana Awartani, Saudi Arabia, b. 1987

‘Dana Awartani is a Palestinian-Saudi artist who 1s part of 2 movement that fuses traditional
Islamic principles with contemporary practice to explore her own 1dentity,” says Suzy Sikorski, a
spectalist in Modern and Contemporary Middle Eastern Art at Christie’s in Dubai.

“leosaledron within a Dodecahedron belongs to a series of abstract sculptures she made between
2016 and 2018, which look at how certain geometries are considered sacred in the Islamic art
tradition. The series, including this work, appeared in the Marrakech Biennale 6, Nor New
Now/Quoi de neuf la, in 2016,



Awartani, who was born in Jeddah, studied in Londoen, first at Central Saint Martins, then at
The Prince’s Foundation School of Tradinonal Arts. At the latter she learnt to paint miniatures
and glass, as well as the ancient skill of gilding. The intricate patterns found in her works are
often created using these centuries-old techmques, alongside others such as marquetry and
mosaic, employing traditional Middle Eastern materials such as clay, silk and sand.

Dana Awartani (b. 1987), icosahedron within a Dodecahedron from The Platonic Solid Duals), 2016. Weod, copper and
glass. 464k x 487 x 487 in (117 x 124 x 124 cm). This work is variation number two from an edition of three. Soid for
$35,280 on 16 May 2023 at Christie’s Online

In 2022, Awartani’s monumental sandstone-and-steel sculpture Where the Dwellers Lay, inspired
by the shapes of local Nabataean tombs, became a focal point of Saudi Arabia’s most ambitious
curatonal project to date, Desert X AlUla. This huge art exhibition in the desert 1s part of a
wider effort to transform the ancient UNESCO World Heritage Site into a cultural destination.
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The National Gallery, the two Tates, the Hayward and Royal Academy are
just a few of the UK capital’s 857 public art galleries, most of which offer free
admission. And that figure doesn’t even include the commercial galleries. If
vou went to an art gallery in London every day for two years you still
wouldn’t have visited them all. Here is a small selection of some of the top

shows in the capital right now.
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Traditionally trained at the Prince's School of Traditional Arts in London, she received
her master's after her BA and Foundation degrees at Central Saint Martins. She is
currently furthering her practice and commitment to preservation of Islamic

illumination skills through the completion of an ‘ljaza’ certificate.



Awartani has had solo exhibitions in Sharjah, Detroit and Jeddah, and has participated
in numerous group exhibitions in Spain. Singapore, the United States, Turkey,
Australia, and the United Kingdom, as well as participating in biennales in Lyon,
Riyadh, Rabat, Sao Paolo, Jakarta, Marrakech, Yinchuan, and India. Her work is in the
collections of the Sheikh Zayed National Museum, Jameel Arts Centre, Thyssen-
Bornemisza Art Contemporary, the British Museum, the Hirshhorn Museum, and the

Guggenheim Museum, among others.

Inspired by the ancient method of ‘Adobe’ Building, a method of architecture that uses
earth and organic materials, and found around the world, the artist has produced the
waork mindfully skipping the crucial steps that temper and solidify the earth tiles.
Instead, the work is allowed to crack, deteriorate and eventually crumble over the

course of the exhibition, reflecting on the destruction of the Middle East built heritage.
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Dana Awartani
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Magic and Artifice: Desert X AlUla
2022

Rahel Aima Features 26 May 2022 ArtReview

Rahel Aima unearths ancient scripts and thermodynamic sea creatures in one of
the Arabian Peninsula’s oldest cities

The most exciting thing that I saw in AlUla, a remote town in north-western Saudi
Arabia, were some dustbins. They come in pairs of green and brown, the former for
recycling and the latter for mixed trash, and are placed at intervals up and down the
arterial street of the Old Town, a heritage site dating back to the twelfth century. But
that’s not why they were exciting. Things weren’t that bad. Written on them is the
slogan Keep AlUla clean. In Arabic and the Nabatean script. The latter hasn’t been used
for some 1,600 years.



Nearby, a language institute offers courses in Chinese, French and Nabatean. Ancient
history is being revitalised everywhere you look, with a tourist infrastructure that
sutures the Iron Age to Saudi Arabia’s masterplan of Vision 2030 (a strategic framework
that aims to reduce Saudi Arabia’s dependence on oil by developing the cultural,
educational, health, tourism and recreation sectors). All around AlUla, magnificent
rock formations running the gamut from ochre-red to basalt-grey rise out of the desert,
now shot with palm and citrus groves as part of an aggressive oasis-regeneration
programme. It’s as utterly magical as it is artificial.

“We are not opening a resort, we are opening a city and a country,” said the manager of
Habitas, a new eco-luxe resort built in the same valley in which the inaugural Desert X
AlUla, the Saudi edition — one of many soft-power handshakes — of the Coachella
Valley-based Land-art exhibition, was held in 2020. In California, Desert X operates
with an ethos of leave no trace and works are dismantled after each run. Not here: private
chalets look out onto works by Nadim Karam, Manal AlDowayan and SUPERFLEX, and
an IKB Lita Albuquerque work — erroneously trumpeted as the first female figurative
sculpture in Saudi in a millennium — can be seen from the infinity pool. It’s worth
noting that as much as it hopes to attract wealthy visitors from overseas, AlUla seems to
function primarily to introduce Saudis to themselves, to their pre-Islamic pastand a
new national narrative of civilisational greatness.

Shaikha Al Mazrou, Measuring the Physicality of Void, 2022, Photo! Lance Gerber. Courtesy Desert X

AlUla



One wonders what lies in store for this year’s location, situated a 30-minute drive
from the first, darker and more atmospheric than its predecessor, with remnants of
petroglyphic rock art. Whereas the first edition suggested paintings hung in a circuit
around the perimeter of a large hall, Desert X 2022 is installed around a series of
canyons that puts each work more directly in conversation with both its setting and
the piece(s) visible next to it. And contra the bombasticism of 2020, this time the 15
Saudi and international artists involved mostly didn’t attempt to compete with the
majesty of the landscape. The exhibition is all the better for it.

Curators Reem Fadda, Raneem Farsi and Neville Wakefield chose the theme of Sarab,
or mirage, gesturing towards a tension between the manmade and the natural, and
man’s attempts to control nature. (In Riyadh, Misk Art Institute subsequently
announced the same theme for this year’s grants, with no apparent irony.) Fadda
added, “The |participating] artists spoke to the rocks, they spoke to the sand, they
spoke to the bushes and the trees”. But the rocks, sand, bushes and trees don’t seem to
have been listening. More successful, rather, were the works that looked beyond the
immediate site to the broader AlUla region.

Rusted steel rods splay out of the ground like gargantuan reeds in Monika
Sosnowska’s installation, which references AlUla’s position at the confluence of the
incense and spice roads. But the metal is distressingly taken from the historic Hejaz
railway: some herita ges are dearly more worthy of preservation than others. Nearby,
Shezad Dawood’s gnarly coral forms —one pleasingly installed high up on a cliffside —
speak to a geological timescale when the valley would have been underwater. They are
painted with thermodynamic paint and, unlike their curiously resilient brethren in
the Red Sea,

will slowly bleach to white over time.



AlUla’s primary draw might be the Nabatean necropolis of Madain Saleh, or Hegra,
which features stunning rock-cut tombs and inscriptions, datin g from the first
century and similar to those found in its sister city of Petra. The relief staircases on
their facades, along with Islamic geometry from farther afield, inspire Dana
Awartani’s pixelated sandstone throne, blending beautifully inte its surrounds. At
the centre of Sultan bin Fahad’s earthen desert kite — ancient claustrophobia-inducing
animal herding structures that converge on a killing floor — is a funny, globby
sculpture topped with a spadix that features animal motifs found on Hegra tombs,
except here they're trapped in the fibreglass; the work would have been quite
stunning without it.



Mada’in Saleh has long been believed to be cursed and forbidden for Muslims —a
Quranic verse details how lightning and earthquakes decimated its idolatrous
residents —and although Saudi authorities are doing their best to rehabilitate this
image, the paranormal still suffuses the air. Seldiers tell tales of a wizened crone seen
creeping around the sl ecping town late at nigh t, a man went mad after spotting a
Slenderman figure on the road and locals believe that jinn protect the town from
raiders who come seeking rumoured stashes of buried Ottoman gold, or from dark
forces as yet unknown. The unstoppable behemoth of development, pe rhaps: much of
the area is being transformed in partnership with the French Agency for AlUla
Development, an alliance that was confirmed, some would say not without
coincidence, at the same time as a defence contract between the Republic and the Gulf
state. Outside of Desert X, cultural initiatives include a robust public-art programme,
an arthouse cinema, two artist residencies and a bellwether out post of Jeddah’s Athr
gallery, which seems to gesture towards AlUla’s framing as a destination for the
monied.

What lies beneath? A rich loam of as-yet-unearthed history: whereas much of the
surrounding region was plundered by Europeans in the last century, the recently
resumed arch aeolcgicai excavations in AlUla, a vast region of intra-civilisational
connective tissue, have rcpnrt(:i:ilj,r barely scratched the surface. Ground so fertile that
itis said if you simply toss a date seed, a tree will grow, with a hurgmning wellness-
influencer industry to match. A month later I returned to AlUla on a roadtrip and,
away from the lubrication of a biennial opening, found a very different town. In the
old-but-not-historic town where the people who service the tourist industry live I
notice a hand-painted advertisement for land-investment opportunities, outside a
laundromat wallpapered with idyllic tropical beaches. Gone was the easy,
improvisational enchantment, replaced by a frictive apparatus of ticketing and entry,
aslick, hypercommercialised veneer overlaying an ambiently grim, gold-rush-feeling
town.

Rahel Aima Fealures 26 May 2022 ArtReview
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Nestled amidst the poetic landscape of the Saudi Arabia desert, the
contemporary art exhibition, Desert X AlUla, returns for its second
edition highlighting the work of 15 Saudi and international artists. The
magnificent exhibition will run from February 11th to March 30th, and
it's free and open to the public.

Desert X AlUla is a collaboration between Desert X and the Royal
Commission for AlUla (RCU) and is curated by Reem Fadda, Raneem
Farsi, and Neville Wakefield. The site-responsive exhibition is the first of
its kind in Saudi Arabia, building on the legacy of Desert X in California’s
Coachella Valley. The project brings together artists, curators, and the
community to create a space where art can be experienced on a
monumental scale in harmony with nature. Anchored under driving
tforces of the desert - mirage and oasis - the artists’ works showcase the
elusiveness of nature, man’s desire to control it, and, as the art
demonstrates, man’s inability to command it. Artists were invited to

consider the theme of Sarab, which means mirage in Arabic.



The striking location in North-West Saudi Arabia covers 22,561km? and
plays host to a lush oasis valley, towering sandstone mountains, and
ancient cultural heritage sites dating back thousands of years, such as the
UNESCO World Heritage Site of Hegra. This 52-hectare ancient city was
once the principal southern city to the Nabataean Kingdom and served as
an outpost to the Roman Empire. Now, the city serves as a wonder and
inspiration to historians, artists, and the curious. The exploration of the
exhibition in the middle of the desert adds to the experience. Visitors can
wander freely through the juxtaposition of art and nature, oftentimes
having to look closely to find where nature ends and art begins, such as

artist Dana Awartani’s sculpture.






Artists such as Zeinab Alhashemi used elements more closely related to
the environment where this work would live. Zeinab’s piece, Camouflage,
mimics the rock formations of the desert using discarded camel skins.
The abstract piece defends its individuality with its geometric base while

playfully merging into the mountains.






Desert X AlUla forms part of the AlUla Arts Festival, part of the region’s
efforts to reinvigorate its vibrant cultural economy. In addition to Desert
X, the festival will include family events, art training programs, outdoor
cinema, workshops, live performances, and networking activities. AlUla’s
‘Journey Through Time’ master plan aims to see 15 new landmark
destinations by 2035 that will play host to a plethora of cultural, creative,

and heritage-inspired events.
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A multicultural woman of the world, the Arab artist is
resuscitating the teachings of her ancestry while
tirelessly fighting to keep ancient crafis alive -
leading a wave of female pioneers who will make
history in Saudi Arabia

“Saudi is thriving,” beams artist Dana Awartani, who, whilst born and

raised in Jeddah, has found a home in many places. With Islamic, Indian,
Palestinian, Jordanian and even Andalusian influences in her art, Dana’s
identity is graced by several cultures. Her geometric work is rooted in her
Arab heritage, taking form through parquetry, manuscript illumination,
ceramics and embroidery. “| see a lot of artists who are from the Middle

East and they go and study abroad,” she says. “Their work is very
Eurocentric, it's very focused on an American or European aesthetic - but
I'm trying to find my own language.”

Dana was magnetically drawn to geometry without even knowing it, and
her passion was in its infancy in the midst of a contemporary art degree

at London’s prestigious Central Saint Martins. “l look back at my work

then and it was inspired by geometry to an extent, but once | started my
master’s degree, | completely fell in love with it,” she admits, reminiscing
about a research travel trip to Alhambra in Spain. “This, for me, was one
of the first monuments that | really looked at and appreciated. | love
geometry in architecture and | think maybe just growing up in the Middle
East, | was accustomed to seeing geometry and aware of it
subconsciously.”



Long before Saudi saw a sudden surge in its art scene, there was only a
handful of galleries, and a very small, grassroots community of art lovers
that would gather for artistic exchange. Jeddah’s Saudi Art Council, led
by Her Royal Highness Princess Jawaher bint Majed bin Abdulaziz, was

one of the few not-for-profit entities commissioning Saudi artists and
flowering cross-cultural dialogue with collectors abroad, as well as
inviting curators to participate in Saudi. “That was all we had, and it was

very hard,” Dana remembers.



Preserving the legacy of her matrilineal lineage, Dana made it her mission
to rescue tradition. “In Saudi Arabia, there was no documented history of
art, there was no Renaissance art, or modern art before the sixties, none
of that. So my work is about developing a language of contemporary
Middle Eastern art.”

But what does this mean? What are the traditional artistic forms, cultures
and identities that can be revived and championed in a contemporary
way? These questions lie at the heart of Dana’s art. In modern society -
one that is so fast-paced, capitalistic and dominated by technology, a
world where machines are replacing humans - the survival, and
protection, of slow crafts became her life's ambition. Every artwork is
unique and a celebration of traditional craft communities. “Everything is
made with love,” smiles Dana. “The process of making my artwork
sometimes is more important than the end result. It's my journey of
making it.”

Today, Dana is installing an artwork in Riyadh for the forthcoming Dirivah
Biennale in December; an installation which explores her mixed roots and
female ancestry, paying homage to her Syrian grandmother and Syrian-
Saudi mother. “As you know, I'm not just Saudi. | come from a really
diverse background. I'm Palestinian, Syrian, Jordanian, too, so I'm really a
very multicultural Arab. In this work, I'm locking at one of the UNESCO
World Heritage Sites in Aleppo that has been heavily damaged and
destroyed during the Civil War." Specifically, the Great Mosque of Aleppo;



Dana is reimagining the courtyard of this historic site by using locally
sourced materials such as clay to make mud bricks, reflecting the
architecture of Riyadh'’s oldest houses. “What’s interesting to me is that
this mosque is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and so is Diriyah, so they're

in conversation with one another.”



Dana doesn’t just see herself as an artist, but importantly, a craftswoman,
too. "When | was doing my master’s degree in traditional arts, they were
training me as a craftswoman,” she recalls, explaining that it wasn't about
what she had to say as a contemporary artist; it was more about
rigorously learning the techniques. “I fell in love with the discipline of the
traditional arts because it's not something you learn overnight or from a
one-week course, it takes years of training and | was just really drawn to
the way of learning the arts - the process. It's humbly training under a
master and it's also about keeping that tradition alive that, sometimes, a
family would do for generations.”

Seeing a group of Sufis make over 300 tagine pots a day in their pottery
workshop during a trip to Morocco, Dana quickly learned that for a lot of
Arab craftspeople, their work is a form of meditation. “The reason why it's
seen as a form of meditation is because it's so repetitive,” she enthuses.
"“You're doing the same thing over and over using your hands. It requires
the focus of your mind and your body at the same time and nothing else
can interfere.” A Rumi poem springs to her mind: “Let the beauty we love
be what we do. There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground.”

This is exactly why Dana’s work endeavours to uplift traditional craft
communities, who have sadly suffered a major decline globally. “Before,
craftsmen used to be supported, they had patronage. The royal courts
would support them and that’s how they made a living.” Now, regrettably,
a lot of craft communities - which Dana witnessed first-hand in Morocco
and India - are losing their knowledge. “This is because there is no more
money being appreciated in their skills and so they choose to work in
other industries that provide better pay instead. No one pays anymore for
beautiful handmade craft objects. That knowledge is dying, and | think it's
really important to preserve it. It's part of our cultural identity.”

Injecting this history into her surroundings has proven an integral part of
Dana’s purpose as an artist. Her mission, since making art in the Kingdom
for a decade, has been to educate local communities about the value of
studying and deeply understanding Saudi’s identity. “Why did | have to
go to London to do a master’s in traditional Islamic arts?” she challenges;
a question often lurking in her mind. “Why is that not something that we
have here? In fact, why is art education about geometry and Islamic
design not something we have in a lot of Arab countries?”



That being said, with more and more progressive reforms under way, she
remains optimistic about the country’s future. “There's definitely been a
shift in terms of having the Ministry of Culture and different initiatives
that are commissioning and supporting artists. | know in Rivadh there's a
lot more focus on supporting the artistic community by having
warehouses that they're renting out for artists to work from studios. | feel
there’s a huge shift and appreciation for the artists which wasn't there

before. Telling society that ‘| am an artist’ was not generally understood -



what does it mean to be an artist? Can you really make a livelihood from
being an artist? It wasn't really respected but | feel now that's changing,”
she laughs. “The changes in the country have been quite a culture shock
for me, but in a good way. Saudi has so much potential, if we just look at
the tourism industry for example, places like AlUla have been here since |
was growing up but | didn't even know! There's so many natural wonders
in Saudi, there's a lot that the country has to offer and I'm glad that
they're tapping into it now and opening it up to the world.”

Saudi is in the midst of another major movement alongside these
changes: the increasing rights of women, evidenced by lifting the ban on
female drivers, ending male guardianship and encouraging women in the
workforce. “Seeing the support for women is huge and very close to my
heart,” emphasises Dana, noticeably a breath of relief for her. “In Saudi,
women are very hardworking, very intelligent. And they should be given
opportunities. | think there’s only positive growth that will happen. What |
want for Saudi is to continue the way it is - opening up to the rest of the
world, making it more accessible, more international. | want Saudi to hold
on to the identity of what it is - the culture and the values of the country,
while also opening up, because | think having a more international
community will bring more opportunities and more growth.”



Dana's 2020 work Listen to my words, an intimate marriage of poetry and

geometric symbolism, is a testament to the fact that despite being
underrepresented for centuries, powerful women did actually exist in
history. The voices of poetesses up to the 12t century are unleashed once
again as they are recited by modern-day Saudi women.

“In every aspect of life, there was a ‘place’ for a woman. | always found
that uncomfortable because my family is not like that - we are a heavily
female-dominated family.” Thirteen female cousins, to be precise. “We're
all very strong, independent women who are well educated - my parents,
uncles and aunts believed in the value of educating women. A lot of my
work does look at Arab poetry and the majority of poets | come across

are male - the obvious famous ones being Rumi and Hafez. | just felt



there wasn’t a strong tradition of female poets.” That was until she
stumbled upon a book by serendipity, The Poetry of Arab Women: A
Contemporary Anthology, opening up her eyes to literary traditions that
are still virtually unknown to the West. “| was blown away,” she expresses
in awe. “l could not believe women from this area of the world would
speak like that so openly. So | thought it was important to give them
awareness, and show society that this is how women were.”

It’s clear that for a woman to have her voice heard through art is Dana's
dream come true. “Being an artist does give you power because people
listen to what you're saying. | feel art is a form of empowerment for a lot
of women here, and | also feel there's a responsibility for them. The
artistic practice of women here is very varied; some of them look at
architecture, some talk about social issues. | talk more about the cultural
side. | think art is a way for the international Western society to
understand Saudi Arabia more through the lens of an artist.”
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A conversation with the artist reveals the liminal lines between
identity; destruction and revival

“Growing up in a multicultural society allows you access to a plethora of tastes,
cultures and mentalities. It gives you a superpower - to be able to feel empathy for
what is other and what is foreign,” comments Saudi-Palestinian artist Dana Awartani,
on growing up amidst a melting pot of cultures in Saudi Arabia.



| spoke to the artist over Zoom for this feature as we are still in the midst of the
global coronavirus pandemic - I'm based in Cairo and she’s based in Jeddah - the
city where | grew up. Jeddah is a city we both call home. The conversation was
expansive, touching on topics that looked at her artistic practice, her research on
cultural destruction, her work with healing materials and how the art world can strive
to make space for sustainability and the preservation of identity in a moment where

we are all grappling to find our way back ‘home’.

Dana Awartani in her studio



“Living in Jeddah and attending an international school - | feel | had no connection
to the larger community of Saudi Arabia except through extended family. Otherwise
we grew up in this bubble, which was great as it allowed for exposure to so many

other things,” notes Dana on her upbringing in Jeddah.

Middle Eastern art is more than the sum of its parts - there is a misconception that
art coming from our region, specifically from female artists, tackles topics of either
suppression or exile, exclusively. Dana's art breaks free from these constructs of
suppressed identity and adopts a transformative style that feels almost liberating. “If
you're a Palestinian, you must be a refugee and therefore your art must talk about
topics of supression; these are narratives | didn’t really relate to,” admits Dana.

After a university trip abroad and encountering Persian architecture, Dana fell in love
with Middle Eastern craftsmanship and the idea that we can change our narrative
through showcasing, preserving and emulating our heritage through the
transcendence of craft.

She began studying and looking at geometry from traditional housing in Asir and
Abha in Saudi Arabia, which were adorned with decorative craft implemented and
pioneered by women in the Asiri area. After reading Orientalism by Edward Said, the
reasons for people fetishizing the East and putting the West on a cultural pedestal
made more sense to the artist. As a pushback on these constructs, Dana began a
search to find her own artistic style - a style that would come to act as an arch or a
cultural bridge between the East and West, as well as both heritage and

contemporary aesthetics.



“The first day at the Prince’s School of Traditional Arts, they told me that | was here
not just as a contemporary artist but as a craftswoman - so | had to switch off the
critical thinking skills | had acquired at Central Saint Martins and rather just embrace
the process of simply making,” says Dana, of diving into a Master’s degree rooted in
traditional craft.

“Why didn't we study Arab or Middle Eastern art in school?” | asked her, as our
conversation deviated towards the crux of Dana's work, which is a pushback on the
tragedy that is cultural destruction across our region. “As a region we have a notion
of self-colonisation almost, where we act as though Western culture is to be aspired
to and that our own culture is lesser than or not enocugh. We almost believe that

Western culture is better than our culture; you can see this in architecture.

My 2017 video installation / Was Dreaming touches on this topic of adopting foreign
aesthetics and tossing away our own - it specifically talks about cultural destruction,
pertaining to architecture when wealthy Saudis in Al Balad left the Hegazi buildings

behind in lieu of more modern structures with Italian shutters and French balconies,”
explains Dana.

“The contemporary world kind of frowns upon craft, they see it as something
decorative and so | wanted to merge both. Try to elevate craft in a contemporary
way, because part of our collective identity is craftsmanship,” she says of her quest to
become more immersed in craft.



One specific guestion | asked Dana was, “How have you cultivated the patience and
humility required to be able to learn and acquire these intricate craftsmanship skills?”

“So there's this quote that says ‘Craft is made by man for God, so it's always a form
of worship. Contemporary art is made by man for man’s ego.’ | love the discipline and
rigour of craft - | wanted to become accredited to be a master in manuscript
illumination,” explained Dana. “Similar to an ijaza, a certificate to be a Masterin a
craft, after which you are able to hand down this knowledge. | was really drawn to
that way of learning - you approach a master and if they say yes then you work
closely with them in their home even. It's a long process that requires a lot of
humility as no one else can teach you these skills.”

Cultural destruction is a prominent theme throughout Dana’s work - she moved on in
recent years to using Islamic arts, crafts and aesthetics as a medium to express these
concepts of deterioration. Dana’s work acts as a form of cultural preservation and
innovation - helping traditional craft grow and making it part of a relevant
contemporary aesthetic. Inspirations from regional and historical art, culture,
philosophy, mathematics can all be seen in her body of work - such as the poem of
Abjad Hawaz - those pieces used a mathematical mystical Sufi idea where every
letter of the alphabet has a numerical value.



Standing by the Ruins artwork in progress



One of Dana’s most recent works entitled Standing by the Ruins (2019) at the
Rottembourg Fort at the very edge of Rabat touches on notions of deterioration. A
work on modern day cultural destruction, Dana became immersed in the events of
the Arab Spring and the side effects of the demolition that resulted in the sweeping
away of our culture. Aside from the catastrophic loss of human life and the refugee
crisis, the region’s rich culture was demolished. The artist meditated on what this
means and the effects it has on us as collective people.

In order to create this site-specific installation, Dana discovered that gathering earth
from different countries in the region was not legal; as a result she used naturally
coloured earth from different parts of Morocco, a place that proved to be a perfect
source of raw material for this piece. Dana visited a Zawya in Morocco - not a
mosque but a family that look at the art of clay-making as a form of religious
practice - and sourced the clay from them.

The clay-makers take part in a repetitive, meditative, almost religious process that
connects the humans with the earth. For this piece Dana purposely chose not to turn
the earth into clay, omitting steps such as filtration and pounding and leaving the
earth to eventually crumble and the piece to fall apart. As part of the methodology
for this piece Dana looked into Adobe building - missing all the other steps to make
it a solid structural built mound.

Dana Awartani. | Went Away and Forgot You. A While Ago | Remembered. |
Remembered I'd Forgotten You. | Was Dreaming. 2017, Single-channel video. 24
minutes and 48 seconds



“"We created hundreds of tiles and the piece spanned almost ten metres in length. It
took two to three weeks working in the sun everyday. The process was long and
arueling, it was created with a lot of love and labour. | had 150 moulds and a few
thousand tiles had to be made. This process echoed the craft tradition of dedication.
Similar to the buildings that were created in our region and now destroyed, they
were made by craftsmen over years and years, not just construction companies that
build compounds in a few weeks,” says Dana of honouring the true process of
creating through craft. The work is site-specific and it is not for sale.

Come, let me heal your wounds. Let me mend your broken bones, as we stand here
Mourning, another 2019 piece by Dana, which was showcased at the Al Burda
Endowment at Abu Dhabi Art Fair in November of 2019 acts as a continuation of the
work done in Rabat.

“The piece looks at continuation and sustainability. History, tradition, craft and the
contemporary. | created an archive of all the monuments that were destroyed, during
the Arab Spring and onwards, a database, of how they were destroyed, and by
whom. | mapped out each city in seven countries that have faced purposeful cultural
destruction. Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Syria, Iraq, Libya and Tunisia,” says Dana of
her in-depth research on cultural destruction in our region,

Dana Awartani, A detail of Come Let Me Heal Your Wounds, Let Me Mend Your
Broken Bones, As We Stand Here Mourning. 2019. Darning on medicinally dyed silk.
630x720x300cm

She then used naturally dyed silk fabrics infused with healing properties from herb-
dying techniques to represent each affected country; the fabrics were hung in
relativity to one another on a vertical plane, each piece of fabric overlapping the
other slightly. The maps were transferred by Dana onto the fabric, and at each spot
of destruction on the map she created a tear or a rip. Each tear was then mended
using an ancient traditional technique called Retta or Rafugari in Hindi.



Rafugari is a forgotten invisible craft - a common form of mending clothing in
Lebanon, Saudi, Egypt and other countries in the region. “In a global and
contemporary sense our relationship with textiles has changed completely, in India if
you tear a pashmina shawl! that took two years to make you don't buy a new one or
throw it away, you mend it using Rafugari,” says Dana of this whimsical technique.
Dana used silk textile to represent each country’s landscape, but mended the tears in
cotton - so you could truly see the attempts for repair and revival of the fabric as a

viewer.

“This is how | can come to terms with what’s happening: it's not a solution, just a
meditative way of attempting to heal something that has been tarnished,” says Dana.
“Retta, if done right, is a form of mending that the viewers should not be able to see.
It’s as if the garment is brand new again - erasing and perfectly concealing all signs
of destruction through the intricacy of craft. A cathartic technique used to preserve
what we deem to be sacred.” danaawartani.com

All Images courtesy of the artist

From the summer 2020 issue of Harper’s Bazaar Art
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Dana Awartani presents her work to Mohammed Al Qaseer, Head of Cultural Affairs and General Coordinator at the Department of
Culture; Marwan Al Sarkal, Executive Chairman, Sharjah Invest and Development Authority (SHURDOQ), Farah Qassim Mohammed,
Islamic Arts Festival Executive and the respected guests at the opening of the exhibition / Photo Ag lslamic Arts Magazine

‘The Silence Between Us', curated by Laura Metzler, brings together pieces from the artista€™s practice
through her use of layering and the evocation of time through different materials to open channels for
new interpretations and experiences of her practice. Poetry and light become key tools to both
figuratively and (at times) literally reading her work, holding central roles in her exploration of the
civilizational legacies that inspire her.

Awartani lives and works in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, and has developed a practice by blending her
canceptual training at Central Saint Martins with her traditional craft study at the Prince3€™s School of
Traditional Art, thus creating a dialogue between the past and the present. She does this through a
combination of textile, woodwork, and glass production methods that are particularly still active in
India, as well as her manuscript illuminations. Through these mediums, light activates, distorts or
reveals at different turns throughout the gallery space as the viewer encounters each piece.



Laid out as a cycle in and of itself, the exhibition opens and closes with Awartanid€™s recent
installation, 4€ Listen to My Words3€™ (2018), which consists of seven screens of hand embroidered
silk panels inspired by the Jali’ screen, an architectural form allowing airflow in buildings but alse
preventing unwanted views into them. Each screen is associated with a line of poetry from female poets
of the Arab world throughout history. Other pieces include &€ Love is my Law, Love is my Faitha€™
(2018) and a progressive drawing from her Caliphates series that shows the evolution of the tradition
of illumination throughout the history of the art.

In addition to these works, new pieces have been developed in collaboration with craftsmen in India
over four months leading up to the show. These include a new hanging installation in glass, 4€ To See
and Not Be Seend€™ (2018) and an embroidered-textile piece that continues her interest in the history
of female poets in the Arab world.



Dana Awartani, Listen to My Words, 2018 / Photo A Islamic Arts Magazine
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ARTnews: The name of the Institute of Arab and Islamic Artis
interesting because it does not include two words some might expect to
be a part of it: “Middle East.” Why did you select that title?

Mohammed Rashid Al-Thani: The reason we chose the title the Institute of Arab
and Islamic Art is that many people have the misconception that all Arabs are
Muslims or that all Muslims are Arabs. In reality, not all Arabs are Muslims.
You have Arab Jews, Arab Christians, and Arab Muslims. Then we don’t say
Muslim because not all Muslims are Arabs. Muslims can also come from
Indonesia, Malaysia, India, Pakistan, Uzbekistan.

I personally reject the term “Middle East.” It’s a concept that was developed
through the British India Office in the late 19th century, and then was coined in
the early 20th century. It’s not reflective, really, of Middle Eastern culture.
Islam has touched people beyond the Muslim world. If we look at it historically,
the largest Jewish quarter in the world was in the south of Spain, in Seville. Tt
was predominantly Muslim at the time. If you look at Islamic art as a term, you
will see that historically, Christians and Jews created art for Muslims, and that
was considered Islamic art. Muslims created art for Christians and Jews, and
that was considered Islamic art, too. Our term is more for geographical
representation that we think is fair and relevant.

How long had you been planning this space?
Since 2014.

A lot has really happened since then. To open this now, in this political
climate, must be so different.

Even if we had Hillary as president, we didn’t know how people were going to
react to this space. It’s all timing. Our main purpose is to make sure that artists,
writers, and curators have a voice here, that there are exhibitions and talks



happening consistently, and that there are engaging publications. I think that’s
really the main focus. Obviously, from a sociopolitical perspective, it’s
impossible not to look at how Arabs are stereotyped and misconceived. We
cannot ignore it. But we hope this is a space for the community to engage, either

through the exhibitions or the public programming, with the cultures of the
region.

The first show brings together works on paper by Dana Awartani, Monir
Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, Nasreen Mohamedi, and Zarina. New
Yorkers may know these four artists, but usually they’'re not shown
together. Tell me about the show’s concept.

I've been exposed to Dana’s work at the Marrakech Biennial last year.
Simultaneously, I was reading Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian: Works on
Paper by Hans Ulrich Obrist. At the same time, I met Zarina through Luhring
Augustine, and then the Met Breuer had an exhibition of Nasreen Mohamedi. I
was really intrigued by how Islamic architecture had found its way into their
work, and [how] a lot of those artists have lived abroad and have always had this
relationship to their region through their memories. Monir, for a very long time,



was in exile here in New York City. Dana, who’s Palestinian, lives in Saudi
Arabia. Zarina is now obviously here in New York. When Nasreen was very, very
young, her family moved from Pakistan to India. So, it was very, very incredible
to see how architecture and geometry feed into their work, and what they
produce in return.

What strikes me the most is how much presence one’s own heritage has in a
place [like New York] that’s universal, that’s global—a place where you strip
yourself of your identity and your society, to live in something that’s more of a
celebrated, universal environment. But still, there’s the need to go back—the
need to reflect always finds its way into [the work] of those artists. Dana’s
nostalgia for the great monuments of Islam throughout the south of Spain to the
north of India still finds a way. In Arabic culture, the alphabet is equivalent to
Abjad, which make up the numbers of the Arabic alphabet. Before Islam, Arabs
used to communicate a lot through numbers. When Islam came, it reinforced
the importance of language and the alphabet. With Dana, she’s developed a
coding of those numbers through geometrical patterns that she’s developed. A
lot of the patterns [were] developed through her experience in Alhambra,
Granada, and a lot of the monuments and mosques in Seville.

Some of the pairings are a bit unusual. For example, bringing together
Mohamedi and Zarina’'s work is a bit unlikely in most people’s minds.

They're very different, and that’s what I think is the exciting part of it. Zarina
said, “Oh, I have so much respect for Nasreen that I don’t want to be seen in the
same space.” I said, “Zarina, we're going to acknowledge how different your
work is, that we can’t escape the fact that you've shared those experiences, and
you can see it in the work.”



And you’ll continue these sort of unusual pairings?

Oh, yes! Our idea is not to listen to limit exhibitions only to artists from the
region, but to see how we can bring the U.S., Europe, or Asia in conversation
with artists from the region. I can’t say a lot, but there are a lot of artists we're
looking at right now, and we can see parallels with their contemporaries from
the rest of the world. We want to bring them into the conversation.

What are you most excited to do with this space?

My main objective is to see how artists from the region are going to engage with
people here, to see how we’re going to engage the community. That’s what
excites me—to have people here, engaging with the art.
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The gently swaying forms of a set of eight white embroidered
cloth panels come into sight at the Kochi-Muziris Biennale's

David Hall in Kerala. They move ever so softly in tune with the
South Indian breeze. Entitled Love is My Law, Love is My Faith
by Jeddah-based Saudi-Palestinian artist Dana Awartani, the

work is inspired by the verses of 12th Century Sufi poet |bn



Arabi about his experience in the holy city of Mecca; the white
refers also to colour white worn during the hajj pilgrimmage.
Arranged in a square-like formation in order of decreasing
size, the piece is intended as a spiritual journey.

“Every number has a meaning,” says Dana. “A common belief
in Islamic art is that the eight-point star is a representation of
the eight angels that will bear the throne of God on the Day of
Judgment.” The artist, who did her thesis on the number eight,
says you see the number everywhere but don’t know what it
means. “What | found the most interesting is that it has the
same meaning in many religions, It's the idea of unity within
multiplicity. It's also the symbol of rebirth on a higher level.
Christians are baptized on an octagonal drum.” Even the Dome
of the Rock (an ancient shrine in Jerusalem) was built on an
eight-figure base. “Also, Buddhists believe in the eightfold path
towards in Enlightenment,” she adds. “"And the Sufis believe in
the eightfold path towards the embodiment of various
qualities by different prophets.” Like Dana's art, such sacred
geometric patterning encompasses a religious universality.



Dana's work has been exhibited at major regional and
international exhibitions and art fairs, positioned alongside
that of Yoko Ono and Anish Kapoor. Her art is unigue in that it
seeks to incorporate the traditional methods of Islamic art into
a contemporary world. Rich in geometric patterning and the
most intricate of details, Dana’s work in Islamic art uses
geometric patterns to symbolise devotion. Hers is a method
that emerged over 1,000 years ago as a substitute for the
forbidden depiction of divine figures. It is still being practiced,
although less and less, today, by specialists such as Dana.
"Everything has a symbolic meaning—even geometry means
something,” says Dana. “In Islamic art what we focus on is
symbolism. Islamic craftsmen humbly tried to depict an
element of the divine on earth.”

As a child, Dana dreamed of studying in London. When she
was ready for college she enrolled in Central Saint Martin's.
However, studying there had its downfalls, “| learned to study
art from a purely conceptual level but not much in terms of
making art,” she says. “| was the only Arab there. The aesthetic
that was being practiced was very different from what | knew.
My teachers also had this Orientalist view of me as well which |
didn't like. They used to tell me to research Mona Hatoum and
Shirin Neshat—artists who speak regularly about exile and
suppression—things that are quite negative in our culture
which | didn’t want to focus on and | haven't experienced.”
This is when Dana became more interested in geometric art,
an interest that led her to study at The Prince's School of
Traditional Arts for her Master’'s—one of the only schools in the
world to teach traditional art. “When | first started, they told
me to forget everything | had learned in terms of
contemporary art,” says Dana. "Traditional art and
contemporary art are two entirely different things they told
me. Also, at St. Martin's there wasn't an appreciation for craft
and beauty that could be made by one’s hands.”



At the Prince’s School she learned how to make stained glass,
miniature painting, gilding—various traditional techniques from
cultures all over the world. However, she couldn’t gain a
degree in illumination there. For this Dana needed to study
further a field. “| found a master in Turkey to help me become
a master in illumination,” she says. “It's like the master and the
apprentice and it is a tradition and way of learning that has
been preserved for thousands of years and this was something
that | loved. It's only in Turkey and Iran that you can find such
specialists.” In just one or two more visits Dana will be a
master in illuminations herself.

Dana’s art is intensely spiritual. She often spends 15-hour days
in her studio creating her geometric works. “It's my happy
place,” says Dana referring to her time in the studio, which can
be regularly every day of the week up to around midnight. “My



professor used to tell me to never do geometry when you are
mentally in a bad place or agitated,” she adds. “It doesn't
work. You can completely ruin the work.” This way of work,
explains Dana, teaches you how to be in the present and in the
now.



“Everything has symbolic meaning—even the numbers in
geometry—it’'s a sort of visual language,” says Dana. “In
Christian art, what they mastered was icon painting and
representative of the human body, but as you know in Islamic
art that’s one of the lowest things we do in miniature painting.
What we focus on is symbolism, geometry and calligraphy. In
essence, what they are is really a form of embodying the
divine creation on earth.” The ancient masters of illuminations
would create their works as forms of prayer or dhikr, which
means remembrance. For them, the idea of creating art was
entirely stripped of ego.

“[The art] puts you in a meditative state—that is you are
creating something beautiful that is inspired by the divine,”
says Dana, who emphasises how the process for her is often
more important to the end result. “| really enjoy being fully
involved in the process of my work, and when | do get my
work produced, | do it with craftsmen,” she says. Works that
were made by craftsmen include the work at the Kochi-
Murziris Biennale and the last Marrakech Biennale where she
created three sculptures one of which featured a
dodecahedron within a glass icosahedron.

In Jeddah earlier this year, Dana covered the floor with
patterns using local coloured sands. An exquisite piece
recalling the decorative motifs found on traditional Islamic
tiles, it was also accompanied by a video seen of Dana
sweeping away the artwork that had taken her days and days
to recreate. The action was akin to Tibetan monks destroying
their precious sand mandalas that also portray a divine
geometry. No matter how long it took to produce the mandala,
the monks pray after it has been completed and then sweep it
away, just like Dana, in an offering to the sublime possibility
and the idea that nothing is permanent.
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Dana Awartani and the universal language of
sacred geometry

Kleron Monks, CNN

@ 4 minute read - Updated 1:43 PM EST, Mon Decamber 19, 2018
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(CNN) — As Venus orbits the Earth it traces the shape of a five-pointed
star. Slice a cucumber, and you will see perfect triangles within.

“You can see geometry throughout nature at every level from the macro
to microcosmic,” says Saudi Arabian artist Dana Awartani.



Geometric patterns also form the basis of Awartani’'s work, and her
hypnotic, intricate pieces have made her a rising star of the Kingdom's
fledgling art scene.

Aged 29, she has already exhibited at prestigious shows and biennales
around the world alongside celebrated artists such as Indian sculptor
Anish Kapoor and Japanese multimedia artist Yoko Ono.

There is a buzz around Awartani, and it is likely to get louder.



Universal language

Awartani discovered her niche in London, where she studied for three
degrees.

The artist was unmoved by popular European art forms such as life
drawing. Instead, she embraced the classical Islamic style of “sacred
geometry,” which uses geometric patterns to symbolize devotion and
emerged over 1,000 years ago as a substitute for the forbidden

depiction of divine figures.
But the style reaches far beyond her own faith, says the artist.

“The philosophy of sacred geometry is universal,” says Awartani. “There
is a lot of sacred geometry in Jewish art, in the Kabala. Christians as
well with icons and architecture ... It is something that all cultures and
religions are inspired by."

Awartani recounts bonding experiences with Buddhists and atheists
over geometry. She sees her art as an opportunity to bridge divides and
promote interfaith understanding.

One recent piece exhibited at the Jewish Museum in New York
recreated tiles from the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem - a shared
Jewish and Muslim holy site - which incorporated the six-point Star of
David into Islamic geometric patterns.

Another work titled “Orientalism” takes on suspicion of Islam in the
Western world, through an installation of a PVC-taped room that
appears black from the outside, but opens to reveal stunning colors
arrayed in Islamic patterns.

The piece signified that people in the West must get closer to Islamic
culture to appreciate it.

Fresh twist
The artist spends much of her time in splendid isolation in her studio in

Jeddah, often working painstaking 15-hour days to produce pieces that
can take weeks to complete. The process, she says, is deeply spiritual.

“When I'm painting, | don’t think,” she tells CNN. “Time flies when
you're painting.”



*There are so many things that can be seen as a form of prayer and
meditation. | feel that my art does that. The process of creating is just
as important as the end result.”

For inspiration, Awartani draws on Islamic geometry in ancient art and
architecture, such as the Koutoubia Mosque, in Marrakesh, and the
Alhambra Palace, in Spain.

She also admires modern variations, such as the form-twisting work of
Iranian artist Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian.

Awartani aims to marry tradition with innovation, experimenting with
forms such as sculpture, installation, and - for an upcoming show in
India - textiles.

“There is a lot of contemporary art out there that is like ‘what is art
anymore?'” she says. “With the traditional art, sometimes it falls into a
trap of being very decorative ... I'm trying to reinvent traditional art in a
way that makes it applicable to now.”



Breaking barriers
The Jeddah art scene does not rival the one in London, Awartani
concedes - in the English capital, after all, talks and exhibitions are

being held seven days a week. But she is confident that art is finding a
foothold in her homeland.

“The art scene here is still really young, but within the past few years
they have developed so much,” says Awartani, peinting to emerging
forces in the field such as the Saudi Arts Council and the Arthr Gallery.

Still, there are still barriers to overcome.

*| do think education needs to be improved,” she continues. “The way
that art is viewed; it's not really seen as a profession here. It's not seen
as a necessity to study. There are a lot of girls | know here that are
unbelievably creative and talented, but they just don't really study art.”

Awartani offers herself as a mentor for aspiring artists, but her future is
unlikely to be confined to one country. She plans to set up a studio in
London, and put on shows across the United States and Europe.

The artist has a burning desire to showcase the beautiful side of Islamic
culture across the world, and has total confidence in the power of art to
build bridges.

“Art is the most important thing for representing a society,” she says.
*Civilizations are not remembered for their bankers!”
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