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art colleges, no art journals, independent curators,  
art fairs, not-for-profit artistic institutions or auctions,  
let alone biennials devoted to contemporary art.  
In every sense, there was no contemporary art scene. 
There was, however, Al-Meftaha, and it was a fifteen-
minute drive from Gharem’s front door.

“Al-Meftaha was heaven,” he says. “For the first 
time I was around others making art who wanted to  
ask questions. I could show them my work and we  
would talk about it and criticise each other. Back then  
I was so happy to hear anything about my work,  
anything at all. For the first time, producing art  
involved a conversation.”

During the mid-1990s Gharem continued working 
as a soldier in and around Khamis Mushait, building 
his collection of books and making art at Al-Meftaha. 
He had enormous reserves of energy so there was 
no danger of his art getting in the way of his military 
career. By this point the rhythm of Gharem’s life was 
established, and it was set to continue at a steady, 
perhaps unremarkable pace but for one breakthrough. 
In the late 1990s Saudi towns and cities got their first 
internet connections.

“The internet changed everything at Al-Meftaha,” 
says Gharem. “Really. It came at just the right time.  
I think for many Saudis in my generation the internet 
broke the effect of the Sahwah. For others it came 
too late. Until then we had no way of engaging with 
the world outside. We had only one voice to follow.  
With the internet, suddenly, there were many voices.”

Gharem’s understanding of the world was transformed. 
By the start of the twenty-first century his perspective 
became more global, “universal” as he puts it. 

Not only did Gharem excel during military training, 
but between the manoeuvres, the exercises, and 
the endless gun drills, he developed an appetite for 
self-improvement. By 1995 2nd Lt. Gharem was a 
compulsive reader. He had taught himself English and 
now spent hours devouring books on fine art, politics 
and philosophy – the very subjects he had not been 
taught at school. Everything he read opened up new 
avenues of enquiry, and now that he had a salary he 
was able to spend it on importing books that were 
unavailable in Saudi Arabia.

But what about his art? Failing to secure a place 
at the local university had not cauterised Gharem’s 
desire to paint. Soon after returning to Khamis 
Mushait, he took a studio in the nearby Al-Meftaha 
Arts Village, part of the King Fahd Cultural Centre.  
It was a decision that would have a pivotal impact on 
his art.

Situated near the heart of Abha, a short drive from 
Khamis Mushait, Al-Meftaha Arts Village is made up of 
a cluster of whitewashed two-storey buildings. It feels 
like a haven, the atmosphere is calm and reflective. 
The artists come and go as they please, and there is 
no formal curriculum. Rather than being an art school, 
Al-Meftaha is a well-funded studio space that hosts 
frequent events.

In a European or American context Al-Meftaha 
might sound unremarkable, but at that time in Saudi 
Arabia it was unique. Here was a country that boasted 
the world’s largest infrastructure for the production of 
petroleum, while its fine art infrastructure, by contrast, 
was miniscule. You could count on one hand the number 
of contemporary art galleries. There were no specialist 


