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Annual Jeddah exhibition nurtures Saudi art scene
Rob L. Wagner

Jeddah

T 

he Saudi government in 
the 1960s had a high re-
gard for its artists. Many 
were sent abroad on uni-
versity scholarships and 

then returned to teach. As bright as 
the art scene had burned, a decade 
later it went into hibernation.

Nearly 50 years later the Saudi 
art scene has re-emerged stronger 
and more vibrant thanks largely 
to an eclectic group of modernist 
and abstract painters, street artists 
and those engaged in multimedia. 

Many of these artisans are flour-
ishing through 21,39 Jeddah Arts, a 
non-profit initiative of the Saudi Art 
Council. 21,39 Jeddah Arts, named 
for the geographical coordinates of 
Jeddah, is hosting its annual Cen-
tral Exhibition at venues through-
out the city through May.

While the exhibits are expected 
to draw considerable attention, the 
core element of the project is its 
education programme.

“The key factor is the school tours 
and more importantly the govern-
ment school tours,” Sarah Alireza, 
who heads an education committee 
at 21,39 Jeddah Arts, said. “We work 
with the Ministry of Education and 
will receive about six schools [per 
day] with each group having about 
30 students for tours.”

Saudi Arts Council members 

Hamza Serafi and Mona Khazindar 
are curating the show. “This popu-
lar event aims at making a mean-
ingful contribution to the develop-
ment of Saudi society,” Serafi said.

Now in its third year, the Central 
Exhibition comes at a time when 
Jeddah is emerging as an important 
cultural and arts centre after a long 
struggle. Saudi artists enjoyed a 
renaissance in the 1960s and 1970s 
with Jeddah’s public art at the city’s 
roundabouts a testament to its bold 
approach. Artists were heavily in-
fluenced by Lebanese and Egyptian 
expatriates who brought a cosmo-
politan sense to the art scene. Art, 

however, took a dramatic turn by 
the early 1980s following the 1979 
Islamic revolution in Iran.

Artistic expression, while taught 
in public schools, was limited to 
students learning to draw inani-
mate objects. Instructors discour-
aged representation of the human 
figure. The movement went dor-
mant as such subjects as engineer-
ing — perceived as a more practical 
occupation — took centre stage in 
education.

“Artists were not highly appre-
ciated when I started,” said Jed-
dah artist Fatima Baazeem, who is 
not participating in 21,39 Jeddah 

Arts. “Many artists were drawing 
for their own leisure and for their 
families. Some took it further and 
went to bazaars to show their work 
on a small scale, especially among 
the middle class.”

Alireza said attitudes are chang-
ing. “We (Jeddah Arts) are playing 
a role in changing those attitudes,” 
she said. “Looking through school 
books I have to say the schools to-
day have quite a good curriculum. 
Now how to promote that is a dif-
ferent question.”

Rima Takieddine, an organiser 
for 21,39 Jeddah Arts, said that it 
was a matter of better exposure for 
artists.

“There is more exposure now for 
artists in the sense that we have 
more serious galleries and show-
ings,” Takieddine said. “Before it 
was more decorative art and how to 
fit it in homes. We are trying with 
an education programme for the 
new generation to see conceptual 
art. There has always been Saudi 
art: Tribal embroidery, geometri-
cal, Islamic calligraphy. It has al-
ways been present.”

Alireza said: “Being an artist no 
longer has the taboos it had in the 
past.”

Baazeem agreed, but noted: 
“Saudi art is maturing but there 
is also a lack of individuality and 
identity. People tend to go after big 
ideas imported from the West.”

To boost Jeddah’s reputation as a 
cultural centre, and perhaps recap-
ture the city’s original artistic bon-
afides, the Ministry of Education 
has given 21,39 Jeddah Arts organ-
isers wide latitude in taking stu-
dents to workshops, Alireza said.

“There have been no problems 
with the government,” Alireza said. 
“Every artwork proposed has been 
viewed by the Ministry of Culture 
and Information and so far we have 
had no problems. At end of the day 

we want to sustain what we are do-
ing.”

Organisers are expecting at least 
5,000 students from 200 schools to 
tour the main exhibition and per-
haps as many as 300 to sign up for 
the nearly two dozen workshops 
and discussion panels. The exhibi-
tion and workshop instructors can 
accommodate up to six schools a 
day but the number of young art-
ists participating in workshops is 
determined by instructors. An ex-
tension programme in March is to 
feature panel discussions that in-
clude filmmakers.

Takieddine said the programme 
is attempting to broaden its range, 
saying: “We have international art-
ists this year and we are looking 
from the perspective of all artists, 
a more universal look. We expect 
more students at the university 
level to participate.”

The programme is employing 
various city venues to showcase 
contemporary art, including show-
ings at the Serafi Mall on Tahlia 
Street.

Among the artists scheduled 
with exhibitions in February are 
designer Ahmad Sami Angawi dis-
playing forgotten Hijazi crafts and 
a solo exhibition by the visual art-
ist Emy Kat at the Nassief House in 
Al-Balad.

In addition, Shaikha Mai bint Mo-
hammed Al-Khalifa, president of 
the Bahrain Authority for Culture 
and Antiquities, and Farouk Hosny, 
an artist and former Egyptian min-
ister of Culture, will participate 
in a panel discussion. Other par-
ticipants include Venetia Porter, 
curator of Islamic and Contempo-
rary Middle East Art for the British 
Museum, and Maha al-Senan, ex-
ecutive director of Saudi Society of 
Preservation of Heritage.

Information and schedules: 
www.21-39.com.
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of the Saudi Art 
Council.

Jerusalem//Home: 
An artistic statement 
about the holy city
Karen Dabrowska

London

W 

hose home is Jeru-
salem?
A group exhibition 
by photographers, 
ceramic and digital 

artwork artists raised the question 
about whose “home” is the holy 
city, which is commonly revered 
and contested by Jews, Christians 
and Muslims.

The exhibition Jerusalem//Home 
at London’s P21 Gallery, brought 
together the works of four Palestin-
ian photographers from Jerusalem, 
ceramic works by two London-
based artists and digital artworks 
by a Palestinian-American artist 
based in the United States.

While the photographs captured 
the beauty of the Dome of the Rock 
of al-Aqsa mosque and the proud 
majestic city without reference to 
the long-protracted Arab-Israeli 
conflict and the harsh political de-
bate surrounding the identity of 
the holy city, the digital artworks 
and ceramics make a political 
statement alluding to the idea of 
home and the Judaisation of Jeru-
salem.

In an introduction to modern Je-
rusalem the exhibition’s catalogue 
states that, following the procla-
mation of the state of Israel in 1948, 
Israelis began converting Palestine, 
including West Jerusalem, into a 
Jewish land. East Jerusalem, in ad-
dition to the West Bank and Gaza 
Strip, was seized by Israel in June 
1967 in what was the six-day war.

The photographs portray the Pal-

estinian territories as a seamless 
amalgam of cultures and religions 
“like members of the same fam-
ily on the same plot of land”. They 
are taken at dusk and the caption 
Spirituality Moment on Obayda Ja-
mal’s photograph of the Dome of 
the Rock could apply to all photo-
graphs in the exhibition.

“Taking photos of the beauty of 
Palestine is my passion; there are a 
lot of amazing spots in our country 
that show how stunning it is,” Ja-
mal said.

His views were echoed by Ab-
dullah Hawash: “What inspired 
me to pursue photography was my 
passion to show the beauty of Pal-
estine to the whole world… What 
photography means to me is the 
ability to freeze a moment of life so 
others can see it.”

Expropriations of land in and 
around Jerusalem has been a sys-
tematic policy of Israeli govern-
ments. Its area has been increased 
and the city has become surround-
ed by Jewish settlements that 
dominate the landscape.

The three digital artworks by Ma-
nal Deeb, a Palestinian-American, 
represent dreams of a reunion with 
the family and the beloved ones in 
the homeland. Digital collages are 
intricately layered with forms and 

digital textures to suggest original-
ity, homeland and belonging.

“The content and narrative be-
hind each piece construct a visual 
metaphor of how Palestinians from 
generation to generation overlaid 
their lives and circumstances,” 
Deeb explained.

Ceramics artist Ranjena Gohel 
explores the meaning of home. By 
using clay to recreate fragments 
of homes, she seeks to capture 
the yearning of people who make 
their own homes against all odds, 
fuelled and energised by hopes for 
a better life.

In Letters, Gohel turns envelopes 
into clay works of art. The visual 
references have much to do with 
loving memories, the romance of 
the receipt of handwritten words 
and the joy of sealing intimate 
thoughts only to be read by one 
other person.

“Should our personal histories, 
the proof of our existence and our 
loving memories reside forever in a 
cloud server or should it reside, as 
it did before, in a physical form?” 
Gohel asks. “The envelopes in this 
work hold the private thoughts 
that were once cherished and loved 
and now have been discarded or 
blown away.”

A small room in the lower gallery 
is devoted solely to a cream-col-
oured football, strategically placed 
on sand by Italian potter Marcella 
Mameli. The colours are different 
shades of brown and cream. An 
overhead projector sheds different 
light on the ball on the background 
sounds of the sea and children’s 
voices.

A major theme of Mameli’s work 
is children affected by displace-

ment and fear. The washed-out 
ball represents the tragedy that 
occurred when four boys play-
ing football by the beach in Gaza 
and were shot by Israeli soldiers. 
Her recurring images of children’s 
shoes are mirrored into clay, with 
focus on Aylan Kurdi, a Syrian mi-
grant boy whose body was found 
washed up on a Turkish beach.

In a statement about her work 
Mameli said that she “admires the 
Palestinians’ love for life amid the 
devastation” and although she 
may not be able to directly make a 
change, she “cannot help but not 
stay silent”.

Exhibition curator Sara Foryame 
said that “the exploration of home 
and displacement ultimately al-
lows for discussion of sensitive and 
intriguing issues for those seeking 
to come together and explore their 
own identity and self.

“It also instinctively enquires 
about the gallery space, itself be-
ing a temporary home for the art-
works… from where the artwork, 
again, will soon be displaced.”

Karen Dabrowska is 
a London-based contributor 
to the Culture and Society section 
of The Arab Weekly.

The photographs 
portray the 
Palestinian 
territories as a 
seamless amalgam 
of cultures and 
religions.
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