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FAHD AL RASHEED
CEO, KING ABDULLAH ECONOMIC CITY

For many years the world has seen Saudi Arabia through a static lens. Yet today,
there is a cultural renaissance sweeping through the country that is equally
significant to the economic transformation making the headlines. Saudi Arabia
is thriving and it's an exciting time to participate. It’s future is full of possibility,
and art and culture are guiding the way.

In 2018, Saudi Arabia had one of the largest delegations ever sent to the World
Economic Forum in Davos, and the dominant conversation was not about oil or
money, it was about people and culture. In fact, Princess Reema al Saud said,
«Please just don:t look at us as oil. Human capital is the new currency and |
really would encourage you to look at us that way.»

Artistic expression is at the heart of what it means to be human. And indeed,
the Deputy Crown Prince’s Vision 2030 program to reduce dependence on
oil explicitly states, “We consider culture and entertainment indispensable
to our quality of life.” However, art is far more vital than simple quality of life
objectives. Art is the physical manifestation of new ideas and concepts. True
innovation flourishes in an environment that encourages and supports artistic
endeavors, and only through a discourse of ideas can we have a conversation
about progress.

By thinking openly, we can act with courage and conviction. New ideas are
not always popular and not always well received but the fact that they can be
expressed is, in itself, a statement of progress. Art tells us that the world will
never be too full of ideas. There is always room for new perspectives.

Most importantly, art and culture are about opening a dialogue with other
civilizations. People who do not understand other cultures tend to alienate and
even vilify them. This lack of understanding contributes to a global increase in
isolationist thinking — not only in traditional hotspots but also in parts of the
world previously known for their tolerance and liberal thinking.

However, as the world becomes more illiberal, Saudi Arabia is taking the

opposite track, adopting policies that encourage more active participation
in the economic growth of the Kingdom by women, young people, and the
international community. This has resulted in an extraordinary period of change,
creating new opportunities for young Saudis from all walks of life.

Neighborhoods that embrace artistic pursuits are statistically more likely to
be good citizens: to volunteer, to have a sense of civic involvement, to be
responsible and engaged members of society. An economy devoid of art is an
economy doomed to stagnation. Art is also a powerful economic incubator — it
attracts people, it creates opportunities, and it supports livelihoods. This not
only occurs in the business of art itself but in the surrounding businesses that
provide facilities for tourists and visitors, gathering places, and social hotspots.

Artistic endeavor attracts diverse creative classes including writers, poets,
media companies, entertainers, entrepreneurs, and business innovators. These
are the people who bring the city to its full and vibrant potential. It is integral
to the aspirational lifestyle we seek to create. This is what it means to have an
experiential economy, and the experiential economy is the model for the future.

For all of these reasons, an artist like Ahmed Mater is foundationally significant.
His work speaks of the past, the present, and most importantly, the future.
The imagery Mater creates of Saudi Arabia’s urban development is both an
inspiration and a caution to city builders. According to Mater, “Although many
in Saudi regard art education as a luxury, | see it as a necessity... it can foster
true understanding, open thought where fear has no place, and as a result,
promote a culture of awareness and acceptance.” Whether he is capturing the
growth of the Holy city of Makkah or documenting the abandoned, failed desert
projects, Mater forces us to examine the role that we, as citizens, should play in
the nation’s growth, and the scale of responsibility we have taken on.
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MOHAMMED H. HAFIZ
CO-FOUNDER, ATHR

After much anticipation, and some 10 years of knowing and working with him,
we bring you Ahmed Mater’s first solo exhibition in Saudi Arabia.

When | first met Ahmed, he was dreaming of a Saudi contemporary art exhibition
in London. We’ve worked together since and that first|Edge of Arabia show
became a reality, at London’s Brunei gallery in 2008. Though we’ve worked
closely on many projects, it was his monumental Desert of Pharan series that
brought us closer. As | saw it come to life, | witnessed Ahmed’s passion and
analytical depth, approaching the topic from many different angles, so many of
which would not be evident or clear to the observer. Ahmed is not only an artist
but also a medical{doctor — his experience with anatomy gives him the ability
to dissect and observe issues with a unique artistic insight. When the Desert of
Pharan book was published in 2016, it was a monumental step in our journey.
Since then, we have all been waiting for the right moment and location in which
Ahmed could comment on the situation at hand, an opportunity to relook and
consider his work in the context of his recent artistic, personal and professional
journey. After showing in many international institutions, Ahmed decided on
the time and location: a new economic city, born in a moment of fast and rapid
Saudi development.

The exhibition’s timing is essential. Art (gives diverse viewers commentary
and enlightenment. Those who are living the change, as well as those who
are witnessing (it can engage with Ahmed’s work from multiple perspectives
— We are in a rapidly changing and evolving world, Saudi is at the epicentre
of that, Ahmed highlights the issues we are facing. As one of the youngest
populations, the highest users of the internet and social media, we are no doubt
a population and nation(to watch for the future — especially now, with a vision
that is diversifying from our main source of living, in a world that is changing
and evolving, a future hinging on artificial intelligence and many other new
technologies loaded with potential. In this not too distant future, a world where
machines will take over many jobs and professions, human intelligence is the
way forward. It is art that sits at the heart of our unique human capabilities — we

should recognise that in order to promote the growth of our unique capacities.

As a nation, we are aware of the challenges. An artist/ahead has the ability to
leave a mark on this moment in history. Artists and institutional leaders can
reshape and re-frame thinking and ideas for a generation embarking on an era
of emotional and social reform.
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THE ARCHIVE IN PERFORMANCE
BY JUMANA GHOUTH, CURATOR

Saudi Arabia’s recent history has been minimally recorded. Absent an archive,
the past does not enter the present. Missing the link, stories of today fall
away and the moment does not cohere. In this tumult, scenes, characters
and narratives cannot be assimilated, let alone performed. The urban scene
structures the psychological condition, with each space — interior, exterior —
forged through constant cycles of reconfiguration. In the spaces between these
currents, life carries on. On some sites, the shockwaves of mass demolition and
reconstruction are so recent, so regular, that the performance and its effects are
only just starting to be staged.

Day-to-day life continues, the torrents of change around us buffering past and
unfurling through future. We find ourselves in the eye of the storm — this great
swirling narrative picks up its pace only to drop it again, before reorienting its
direction and re-initiating its force some weeks or months later.

Caught as we are, with baited breath, between applause or hiss, how do we
perform? The drumroll, that timeless signifier of anticipation — a nail-biting,
beat-skipping prelude to a performance — is omnipresent. For what comes
next on Saudi’s cultural, social and political landscape? In the midst of what
seems like a perpetual cliff-hanger, how do we delineate the truth from fiction?

The performance plays out around us, but we too are under a spotlight. A rabbit
‘caught in the headlights’ freezes. A human, under the harsh glare of the media
— or caught in the perpetual brightness of a towering construction site — hides.

For Ahmed Mater, this moment in time has led to his own performance: works
created through actions — found, recorded, spontaneous and sometimes
scripted — with his compulsion to document keeping pace with the tempo of
seismic and rapid change. His Desert of Pharan series, grouped into distinct
zones of reflection, brings to the fore Saudi’s main protagonist, Makkah. Here
we have an archive being written and re-written, perhaps the country’s only
archive of what was and is now on the horizon.

The archive, wrote Michel Foucault, is not necessarily "inscribed in an unbroken
linearity", but comprised of events "composed together in accordance with
multiple relations, maintained or blurred in accordance with specific regularities;
that which determines that they do not withdraw at the same pace in time, but
shine, as it were, like stars, some that seem close to us shining brightly from far
off, while others that are in fact close to us are already growing pale.’"

! Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse on
Language (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), p. 129.

Under this premise, the Makkah of old, depicted being slowly dismantled within
Mater’s photographs and films, is the closest star — that which is already
growing pale. In this way, the archive, or the continual process of recording,
is for Mater akin to the process of scripting. A ceremonial drummer sounding
anticipation and the presence of the worker Jabril on both a heavenly ascent
and a bizarre commute, shackled to labour, comprise the prologue. They are
our guides; the installation of old windows (the backdrop that hints at other
times. The photographs are scenes. The play’s climatic spectacle comes
in lightning; Magnetism is a resolute finale. The “distinct figures, composed
together in accordance with multiple relations’” draw on the undercurrents of
Saudi’s present realities.

For Mater, this has been a lifetime of work; for Saudi it is but a brief moment
on a timeline characterised by much change, yet it is a fulcrum between past
and future. Anticipation lodges within the story as we wait, the world waits, to
see what’s next. Although, like any audience, we know this will inevitably tip
towards a future in which the details are yet to be scripted.

Mater's action involves accumulation; pushing the boundaries of Saudi’s own
self-definition through a proliferating nexus of information. Desert of Pharan,
a series of hundreds of works, charts the site of Makkah, with its expansive,
at times destructive or awe-inspiring changes. This conveyance of activity,
a people, a city being folded down only to be resurrected taller, brighter,
more appealing, plays as the opening scene. This performance is hot and
overwhelming in the summer, cold and windy through the winter. Amid this
carousel of changing tableaux, people and their lives seem to stand still.
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Mater employs this diligent and assertive lens to script an idea of Saudi, using its
own cultural, social and political reality to thread the tale. Ashab Al-Lal, or Fault
Mirage, does so through archival slides. Juxtaposed, they pin past to future
through images that both collide and merge — confusing what is real with what
has been fictionalised. Qil pipelines slice through groups of barefooted children,
Sheikhs kneel and pray to a backdrop of an oil mine; holes burn through skies
over European holiday snaps.

Mater’s sculptural works may be spontaneous or scripted, but are most often
improvised. They tap into the propensity for the accidental even within finely
authored plans. Lightning strikes its billion bolts of electricity into the desert,
rendering something spectacular and strange from the expanse of nothing.
So too with these scenes of pre- and post-apocalyptic cityscapes — some
abandoned, some planned, some emerging from the desert. The skyline sits
silent as only glass towers can — pregnant with implications of their fragility,
yet strident in their potential, too.

These controlled experiments point to both the force of nature and man’s
attempts to wield power over it. To harness a desert, build a city where once
there was but sand, requires a storm — a momentous push of energy in one
direction. We wonder daily if this is a climax.

Drum Roll, Please — if now comes the storm, what calm will come after?
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PROLOGUE

Saudi Arabia is navigating seismic change —its shell
constantly rupturing before settling, altering the
face of a site and culture in upturns and plunges,
abrupt and unpredictable.

Ahmed Mater has spent over a decade observing
and recording a society in the midst of profound
transformation. Through his work, Mater gathers
powerful insights into the kingdom and its centrality
to geopolitics. From his birth year of 1979, at
the end of the most unpredictable decade in the
rentier state’s history, radiate narratives of the past,
present and future. Mater has traced these threads
to produce fervent records of a kingdom in constant
flux. Brought together, they appear to generate the
currents of the kingdom’s imagined future.

Drum Roll, Please opens with dual scenes. Though
human in scale, they depict two men beyond the
reaches of what could be anticipated. Each rapt
in his own distinct course, the action is incredible,
almost uncanny. These settings exist far from the
traditional desertscape, beyond urban scenes
where the future is writ large, and removed from the
insulated intimacies of a majlis or cafe where daily
life in the kingdom is composed. These are strange
spaces, from which any number of narratives could
unfold.

First, take the road heading southeast out of
Mecca. Here, we encounter a ceremonial drummer
at a traditional wedding in the flow of a trance-like
state. The drummer beats to a tremulous rhythm

— a motion that rises and falls, his crescendo
pinning a soundscape to the country’s social and
economic shifts. Like the daily change Mater has
charted through photography, film, sculpture and
installation, the rhythm is inconstant and insistent.
This impatient beat propels an anthem; it is a sound
from the past that demands we wait, caught in the
agony of rapid, unrelenting change that will not
settle.

Next, a moment of ascent derives from the film
Leaves Fall in All Seasons, Mater’s vision of Mecca
through the eyes of immigrant construction workers.
A lone figure sits astride the golden crescent that
will crown the clock tower, a beacon of progress.

In Mater’s story, Jabril sits between reality and the
impossible cityscapes of the future — the worker’s
mundane task becomes spectacular, as he glides
through the air like an angel bringing a/warning.
These counterpoint vistas — one heated intensity,
the other majestic awe — present a portrait of a
kingdom in flux: the first entices us back to the
deep desert, the second overwhelms as it impels
us forward. Potential for change is coiled tight,
primed and discharged continually. The anticipation
is palpable — in the tempo, one can hear the force
of tension and curiosity.
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RENTIER ECONOMY

In a kingdom yoked together less than a century ago,
this sense of flux is not new, change is the unsettled
status quo in a place of strident transformation.

Inthe 1970s, thanks to the boon of soaring oil prices,
new nations were flung to the forefront of global
economics. This rapid international reconfiguration
utterly reshaped the social and physical landscape
of Saudi Arabia. The kingdom became a rentier
economy, the most prominent of a handful of states
whose financial strength was predicated not on
wealth-for-industry but rather on fortuitous natural
resources, an income loosed from dependency on
traditional modes of work-reward.

It was an instantaneous and irrevocable windfall,
one that changed everything.

Here is a scene of contrasts. The gas station acts
as protagonist, feted and lit ceremonially. As the
viewer considers the shooting star, the uneasiness
of the country’s recent past lingers — where the
darkness encroaches, so does the sense that this
vivid display may conceal an uncertain future.

A flash of warning in a tumble of empty red
barrels, like artefacts sounding the clarion that
increasingly informs the future of the kingdom.
The stagnancy of beige occludes (The Empty
Land, a series of photographs Mater took from a
helicopter, surveying barren places that had once
teemed with industry before being evacuated of
purpose as populations migrated (to other, newer

designated places of industry and commerce. We
witness aerial perspectives on vacancy. Here, the
sand accumulates, filling up spaces otherwise
evacuated of civilization and devoid of purpose.
These are desertscapes scarred by departure, the
frail lingering spectres of a former way of life. Eerie
stasis halts the Ferris wheel. The regimen of bald
white lines in an unoccupied parking lot floods with
silence — futile devices to control a void. Elsewhere,
tanks and trailers are positioned haphazardly, as if
ignition crunched treads into motion before being
abruptly and permanently cut.

The gas pump appears again, still vivid but
silhouetted as it mutates into a human X-ray, a gun
to its head, before morphing back again. Unlike the
progression of evolution, this foreboding form is
caught in a relentless and destructive cycle without
reprieve. It signals a succinct, urgent warning against
an over-reliance on the petrodollar, a destructive
addiction Mater witnessed in Saudi Arabia as it
embraced its fortunes as a rentier state. These 2010
X-rays read like the insights of a diagnosing doctor
— at that time, yielding an apparently unavoidable
prognosis: that the environment and social risks
of oil were so vast that they threatened to throw
the timeless, irrepressible march of evolution into a
spiral of destruction. This cautionary tale has proven
itself a potent premonition of the changing fate of
the kingdom. As change sweeps in relentlessly, the
future may be charted towards new avenues and
alternative routes, signalling possibilities to step
beyond this closed cycle of destruction.

In Ashab Al Lal, Mater locates fault lines in the past
through archival slides that suggest the fissures
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that wracked the 1970s and 80s. He looks to the
administrative metropolis of Riyadh, the fervent
production of the oil fields in the East and the
obscured and fading stories of life before the
petrodollar flooded the desert with cars, concrete
buildings and the trappings of the West. Like a
mirage, seen clearly from a distance, but always an
evasive ephemerality that is impossible to grasp or
approach, the works and stories shift and mutate
restlessly. These bounded vistas are both escapist
and emancipatory, instigating new memories and
new readings on recent history. Confined in their
boxes, each only viewable by one person; from a
single vantage, the frame becomes a petri dish, a
limited and bounded space, where the past can be
investigated. Within this micro-scale, he samples
from urbanism and religious history to demonstrate
the mutual influence they have on each other and
on life in the kingdom.

The works posit and interrogate how a relentless
march towards development, as made manifest in
strident, hopeful architecture and urban novelty,
can in fact abort and compromise the flourishing
currents of memory and social identity.
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URBAN TRACES

Saudi is the custodian of another, fortuitous
occurrence — within its borders sit the two holiest
sites of Islam. Possessed of their own immense
history, they are nevertheless embroiled in this
ferment of change.

Like few other cities on earth, Mecca seems
to buckle under the weight of its own dramatic
symbolism. Rarely seen as a living city with its own
inhabitants and historical development, Mecca is
instead considered, almost exclusively, as a site
of pilgrimage, a timeless, emblematic city. The
redevelopments of recent years have exacerbated
this tension between the living and the imagined.
The denial of a typical city configuration allows a
circumvention of common urban inconveniences
like traffic, lack of public space and the challenges
of infrastructure. In this feat of signification, those
who preside over the developments are freed from
the burden of such practicalities. In this conceptual
space, they dream wildly, implementing plans for
massive, unfathomable transformation. This grand
vision is proclaimed in neon lights that blaze night
and day around the Ka’aba.

In the shadows of these towering buildings, under
skies that teem with cranes, the unacknowledged
life of the city continues to be played out.
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SOMETHING FROM NOTHING

Away from the religious and economic epicentres,
the expanse of the desert gives way to something
new. Departing from the camera flashes of Desert of
Pharan, we find lightning-struck moments - brilliant,
full of power, haphazard and over instantaneously.
Or so it might appear.

When lightning strikes these inhospitable places,
something dazzling happens. Those thousands of
joules of unpredictable, unplanned energy course
through that point at that moment, and the land
is utterly reconfigured. As if fixed and ossified by
the artist, the lightning here becomes fulgurite —
glass-lined tubes that span magnificently through
the ground, shooting out roots as if the earth had,
in a split-second, caught and harnessed a thrown
lightning bolt.

Here, then, we find ourselves in the aftermath
of a lightning storm, surrounded by unexpected
monuments, like signposts that indicate great
energy and potential. As with these circumstantial
outcrops, Saudi too has been shaped by the quirks
of nature and politics — oil was the first catalyst,
but the future is being imagined and such bursts of
irrepressible energy signal a new course.

Innovative new cities appear like premonitions of
that future, yet their roots penetrate and sprawl
into the past. There are echoes to be found in the
structuring of the modern kingdom, with urban
and social topographies shaped by religion and
economic momentum — namely, the promise of oil

(committed investigations were underway when Ibn
Saud founded the nation in 1932, and oil sprang
from the land just six years later).

In 1975, the cities of Yanbu and Jubail were
designated sites of great modernisation, becoming
two of the greatest industrial success stories of
Saudi’s rapid twentieth century development; these
two cities developed from small towns, populated
via the same process of urban invention.

Today, ambitious future metropolises such as
King Abdullah Economic City are dreamt up and
realised. They are the gateways initiating new trade
routes, opening further connections and channels
of economic and global exchange. They will utterly
reconfigure geopolitics, signalling a shift away from
the furrowed networks that subsist between waning
powerhouses in the West.
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Fulgurite (installation view)


EPILOGUE

The future is conjured and shaped through
happenstance and feverishly dreamt possibilities. It
congregates around neon megaliths, appearing in
chance sites, in iconic moments of rapid ascent, or
as we follow the lives woven around these buildings
and through these tumultuous times.

The movement through these places, within these
borders and across the spaces of a mind navigating
daily transformations produces a noise that might
deafen — but, eventually, everything returns from
where it came: perhaps to silence or to calmness,
with each particle responding to nature’s command.

In Magnetism, iron filings whirl around a black
cube, an emanation of attraction that evokes a
congregation of pilgrims thronging the Ka’aba.
The unseen and immutable pull of Islam’s holiest
site is made manifest in this radiating movement,
a moment of absolute equilibrium. The elusive pull
is (faith- driven, suggestive of the deeply spiritual
force of attraction felt by the millions who pray in its
direction five times a day, as well as those who circle
during tawaf. The crisp clarity of Mater’s miniature
operates within the quantifiable and unwavering
laws of physics; in reality, this highly symbolic place
exists in the unpredictable and unfathomable tumult
of a living city. The contrast is sharp, consisting of
black and white binaries, a brief moment of stability
that is forged despite the extremes of polarity.

The Return is structured by a similar division and
doubling. The white hush of the cemetery is the
silence that lingers over all ends. Though muted,

this frame also abounds with life. The last character
the viewer encounters is the man who documents
births and deaths, the bookends of a lifetime.

Unfurling behind him are stories comprised of
families, names and social connections. Like the
magnificent fulgurite, they span and radiate beyond
the confines of this image, this cemetery, this
moment of tumult.

Despite the cacophony of the times, all returns from
where it came. Yet, even after all has subsided, the
new future, imagined and conjured, will remain.
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Magnetism IV, 2012 The Return, 2015
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In support of our economy and entrepreneurs, most of the works in this
exhibition have been sourced and produced in Saudi Arabia.
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