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a. Art Modernization to create
Vibrant Society
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Transformation of contemporary art in Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia (42l 4 1)l ASkdl) is huge
government-led project to realize Vibrant Society,
which is one of three pillars of Saudi Vision 2030
(2030 4 gxadl 43,) announced in 2016. This
country, where public music performances and
movie theater operations were once strictly
restricted under conservative religious views,
transformed into one of largest cultural content

hubs in Middle East within just few years.
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Saudi government newly established Ministry of
Culture (2843 5 ) 5) as independent ministry, and
formulated 15 sector-specific sub-strategies
covering visual arts, theater, music, film, fashion,
and culinary arts. This signifies transition from oil-
dependent economy to diversified economy
centered on culture, tourism, and soft power, and

billions of dollars from Public Investment Fund




(Al @l iy (3 51a) are directly injected into

infrastructure development for contemporary art.
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b. Music and Performing Arts
fusing Tradition and Modernity
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In field of music and performing arts, most
symbolic change is rise of Saudi National
Orchestra and Choir (assd) ikl J1 S5 1S ) 591)
formed in 2021. This ensemble is national cultural
delegation that appeared in country where
concept of orchestra did not previously exist. Its
characteristic lies not in merely imitating Western
classical music, but in fusing traditional Arab
instruments such as oud (25=), ganun (0s'9), ney
(¢Y), and rababah (4L._), along with unique Saudi
polyrhythms, into structure of Western orchestral

music.
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They vigorously expanded world tour series titled
Marvels of Saudi Orchestra, visiting Theatre du
Chatelet in Paris (o+.b), Lincoln Center in New
York (£,ss5), and Central Hall Westminster in
London (u2). On November 22, 2024, they held
Tokyo performance at Tokyo (sSsk) Opera City in
Japan. This performance realized collaboration
with Japanese court music called Ryuo by Tennoji
Gakuso Garyokai, joint work with orchestra
academies of Tokyo University of the Arts and
Tokyo College of Music, and also collaboration

with guitarist Tomoyasu Hotei.
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Furthermore, they incorporated Saudi folk dances
including habibati (fws), majrur (Lso><), and
futuwa (55%) from Hijaz (Js=l') region, and
performed music medley from popular animation

works arranged in Arabian style for Japanese




audience, functioning as frontline of cultural

diplomacy.

Following performances in Paris, Mexico City, New York and London, the “Marvels of Saudi Orchestra” will bring its

musical showcase to Tokyo on Nov. 22. (Courtesy of Music Commission) (November 2024, Arab News )



Saudi Orchestra dazzles audiences in Tokyo (Arab News)
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Furthermore, grand opera Zarga Al Yamama
(&l 68, 3), which had its world premiere from
April 25 to May 5, 2024, at King Fahd Cultural
Center (8l xé @lldl < ) in Riyadh (o=bY),
brought great shock to world classical music
community. This is first authentic grand opera
sung entirely in Arabic language commissioned by
Theater and Performing Arts Commission (3
43V o 5dl 5 - eall) under Saudi Ministry of Culture.
Libretto was written by prominent Saudi poet and
theater critic Saleh Zamanan (ot #lla),
depicting within modern framework tragedy of
heroine Zarqa, legendary prophetess with blue
eyes who lived in turbulent pre-Islamic Najd (2x2)
region and was believed to foresee enemy attacks
three days in advance.

Music was composed by Australian (L) i)

composer Lee Bradshaw, who followed classical
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traditions of Mozart, Verdi, and Puccini while
fusing Arabic musical scales called magam (#l-).
Production welcomed Daniele Finzi Pasca from
Switzerland ('~ s+), and costumes by master
designer Giovanna Buzzi reproduced pre-Islamic
attire with stunning visual effects. Ultimate fusion
of local and global elements was realized,
featuring world-renowned British (LU ) mezzo-
soprano Dame Sarah Connolly as Zarqa,
supported by Saudi soprano and tenor singers
such as Rimaz al-Agbi () J) and Sawsan al-
Bahiti (ued) o 5) in key roles, with Dresdner

Sinfoniker performing music.

First grand opera produced in Saudi Arabia and sung exclusively in Arabic

(May 01, 2024, Saudi Press Agency)
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c. Visual Arts evolving from Al
Muftaha Arts Village into a
Biennale
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In field of visual arts, existence of Al Muftaha Arts
Village (A=l 4, 8) in southwestern mountain city,
Abha (), cannot be overlooked. This place was
established long before launch of Saudi Vision

2030, in 1989, by then Governor of Asir (L)
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Province, Prince Khalid bin Faisal (J<as# c» A&),
This village, which restored traditional mud-brick
high-rise buildings and integrated artist studios,
galleries, public theater, and mosque, functioned
as de facto holy place and cradle of contemporary

art in Saudi Arabia.
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Artists like Ahmed Mater (Ll 2esi) and
Abdulnasser Gharem (ple =lll 2c) pushed Saudi
contemporary art scene onto global stage from
this Al Muftaha Arts Village base. Ahmed Mater,
who has medical background, formed artist
collective Shatta (-<) in this village in 2001,

challenging existing conservative art frameworks.
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In 2003, he founded international cultural
diplomacy platform, Edge of Arabia (sl 4dls

4w ll), introducing Saudi contemporary art to
international stage for first time at Venice Biennale
in Italy (WUay). Masterpiece of Mater, Magnetism,
in which countless iron filings surround cubic
magnet, evokes people touring around holy Kaaba
(%=s1) temple in Mecca (4s4), and achieved global
acclaim as perfect crystal of traditional faith and
contemporary conceptual art, housed in
international museums including Guggenheim
Museum (e s <isic) in United States (S: /) and

British Museum (s »ll <eaiall) in London.
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This grass-roots movement scaled up into huge
government-led event today. In in historic Diriyah
(=L, near Riyadh, Diriyah Contemporary Art
Biennale (b=l Gill 4e )3 Jiw) by Diriyah
Biennale Foundation under direct control of
Ministry of Culture is held, gathering top-class
curators and avant-garde artists from all over

world.
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Furthermore, Islamic Arts Biennale (ol i
4a3yY), where Ahmed Mater served as one of
directors, was held at Hajj Terminal of King
Abdulaziz International Airport (J: 2l xe bl jlas
s) in Jeddah (3x). Additionally, Ithra (s!J3),
huge cultural facility constructed by Saudi Aramco
(3252l Sl i) in Dhahran (o)) in Eastern
Province, functions as cutting-edge hub for digital
art, sculpture, photography, and installation art,
strongly backing production of contemporary art

by providing large grants to creators worldwide.

Organised by the Asir Development Authority’s Tourism Destinations Sector, District's Ramadan festivities offer diverse

activities (March 26, 2025, Gulf News)
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d. Pop Culture Development for
Film, Anime, Manga etc.
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In field of film, animation, and comics, reopening
of movie theater operations in 2018 for first time in

about 35 years was historical event. Shortly after
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that, Red Sea International Film Festival (Ots e«
sl Slawdl 5aa¥1 -y came to be held in

historical district, Al-Balad (=l'), in Jeddah.
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This film festival is not merely event to invite
famous foreign actors to red carpet. Through
affiliated Red Sea Film Foundation, it provides
massive financial and technical assistance for film
production by independent filmmakers and
promising directors in Saudi Arabia, Arab (<_=)
world, Africa (W), and Asia (w), serving as
strong platform that continuously produces award-
winning works in competitions of international film

festivals.
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Red Sea International Film Festival announces second edition (February 09, 2022, Arab News)
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In addition, in Saudi Arabia where young
population accounts for nearly 70 percent,

animation and comics are important practice
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forms of contemporary art. Manga Productions,
subsidiary of Misk Foundation (<l 4u34), plays
central role in this field. Manga Productions
cooperated strongly with Toei Animation (s
oéesdl) in Japan to co-produce feature-length
animated films such as Journey (=), which was

based on ancient legends of Arabian Peninsula.
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They expanded both Japanese and Arabic
versions simultaneously worldwide, and
established system for Saudi creators to receive
training at professional sites in Japan. Inspired by
this, young people exploded publication of local
independent comics, graphic novels, and vertical-
scrolling comics in Riyadh and Jeddah, and
unique visual identity fusing traditional Arab
designs with Japanese comic expressions is being

established.
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Manga Arabia, part of the Saudi Research and Media Group (April 15, 2025, Saudi Press Agency )
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Key players and bases of contemporary art in
Saudi Arabia vary widely. In field of music and
stage, Saudi National Orchestra and Choir, which
expands globally based in Riyadh, fused
traditional instruments with Western orchestra and

succeeded in Tokyo performance. Also, opera
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Zarga Al Yamama performed at King Fahd
Cultural Center was produced as international co-
production as first authentic grand opera entirely

in Arabic language.
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In field of visual arts, Al Muftaha Arts Village in
Abha in Asir region serves as cradle of
contemporary art with its studio groups of
traditional mud architecture. Renowned artist
Ahmed Mater, based in Abha and Jeddah,
presented masterpiece Magnetism, becoming

pioneer on international stage.
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Furthermore, Ithra, future-style cultural facility led
by Saudi Aramco in Dhahran in Eastern Province,
functions as leading center for digital art. In field of
film and comics, Red Sea International Film
Festival held in Al-Balad in Jeddah serves as
massive platform backing film production in Middle
East and Africa, and Manga Productions linking
Riyadh and Tokyo promotes co-production with

Japan and training of young comic artists.




