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How does one begin to curate artwork in an ever-changing
landscape, compared with a traditional static gallery?

Maya El Khalil (ME): This is not about a human narrative
projected onto a space, even if it is what one initially atctempts to do.
It’s more about the interface between what you cannot comprehend
and what we deserve to know. Even the most experienced artist
with years of practice, encounters AlUla for the first time. It is with
the idea of learning from within. This is the same when working
with artists from Saudi Arabia, its not about bringing one’s
knowledge and imposing it on a space, it’s learning from that place
and using the knowledge that you have to understand or react. That
reaction is what we hope of the audience as well — they experience
Desert X and AlUla in the same way that the artists have.

‘Was it necessary for you to choose particularly
flexible artists because of the nature of the space?
ME: I think the way that the discussions were being
led with the artists were very much about how you
best overcome the shortcomings of a human-centric
understanding. For us, it is very much about looking
at the desert and moving away from man-made
advantages. So it’s about being ultra-sensitive to the
landscape and to approach it with humility — to
remain respectful and move away from certainty.

What do you think were the biggest challenges
that the artists faced?

Marcello (MD): I dont think that the artists
involved will have similar experiences. There isnt a
track record for something like this, which is why
they were all so overwhelmed by this opportunity. It
extends beyond their common place of work and
going out of their comfort zone — that for some
artists proved impossible. We had artists who came and who
couldn’t respond to the challenge.

What do you believe makes the landscape ripe for such an
exhibition?

MD: I would say that Desert X above all is a platform in itself. So
it is about projects that create a dialogue with the environment. It’s
not true that it’s untouched because the plate has been occupied in
the past but it is still untouched to our imaginations, and everyone
who comes to it without a preconceived idea of what it is. That
creates quite a unique challenge for artists not only to work with,
regarding the scale of the desert, but also that it is so unique, with
so many elements and layers to the site. I think this is what entices
us all to want to change the context completely.

What experience can the audience expect from this year’s open-
to-all exhibition?

MD: The audience that visit the site will not do so casually. They
come with an exploratory attitude towards this place of discovery;
of the feeling of every curve and every dune, and so you certainly
visualise so many new elements that you could not have imagined.

This year’s curators of
Desert X AlUla, Maya
and Marcello, rise to the
challenge of the desert’s
unpredictable landscape
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The desert is often viewed as a vacant place, where do you
think artists will find inspiration for this year’s theme
exploring ‘that which cannot be seen’?

MD: This is not a dead place, it is a place in which there is a lot of
life. There is a lot of movement, there are a lot of things happening
there, and it represents a very radical atmosphere of our times on
this planet. It is also one of the most challenging environments you
can work in — all of that together creates intersections, ideas and
possibilities that extend into one’s artistic practice.

What global significance do you believe the ancient desert
region in Saudi Arabia holds for The AlUla Arts Festival?

ME: I look at it from the perspective of the encounter that the
Saudi population is having with their landscape, at a time when
there are a lot of changes happening at every level of society. The
desert is not unfamiliar to us, but this encounter is a new way of
encountering the desert, and the encounter is also the place to
experience the archaeological and the historical, together with
areas of mythmaking, trade, absence and the disappearance of
history. W Desert X in AlUla launched on February 9th and continues
until March 23rd, 2024
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