Katarzyna Dzikowska

Barchan – painterly landscape of the dunes

Summary

Conventionally, the desert is regarded as an empty, monotonous landscape devoid of life and diversity. The experience I acquired from years of living in the Middle East has decisively reshaped my understanding of the local scenery. Time and assimilation into the natural environment allowed me to discover the dune landscape's multifaceted, complex, and changing nature. This aspect of rhythm and repetition of the desert landscape and the bond of local people to their environment is part of the underlying premise of my exploration.

The research in this dissertation and the accompanying body of work is multi-layered. It includes a visual interpretation of the natural landscape with an emphasis on repetition and rhythm, distilling the realistic reference into minimalistic work restrained in the use of visual elements, concentrating on breaking down the homogeneity of repetition of form and translating the mental image of the desert as a symbol into an abstract painting. In that, I am leaning towards my personal fascination with replication, re-rendering and layering in traditional and new media forms of expression, which have been a sturdy foundation of my previous artistic practice. This expresses itself in an analytical approach to the abstraction, with long-term observations of a single subject, to capture repetition, change, and constant parameters in a methodical, almost obsessive way, leading to a holistic and complementary visual form.

The exploration of the bond between the natural landscape and the creatives indigenous to the region of the Gulf is equally essential for me in this project. Often portrayed through the lens of Western scholars and influenced by the Orientalism of nineteenth-century artists and explorers, mainly of British and French origins, it represents the understanding of the topic through the perspective of an outsider, interpreting it through the point of view of a European-trained eye. This does not paint a comprehensive picture of the subject matter, and I am keen to bring to light the voice of Khaleeji (native residents of the Gulf Region, which includes Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates) creatives[footnoteRef:1] and, with that, expand the general understanding of the cultural significance of the desert from their perspective.  [1:   (Hanieh 2010 p.35-76)] 


Based on the natural desert scenery and its undeniable influence on the work of Middle Eastern artists, I am exploring those dimensions in the context of my artworks by merging the theoretical knowledge of the key aspect of Western art education, the viewpoint of Khaleeji artists, and the question of breaking down the homogeneity of repetition of form and translating the mental image of the desert as a symbol into an abstract painting.

The title of the dissertation and accompanying body of work, ‘A barchan dune – the painterly metamorphosis of the desert landscape’ brings together varying aspects of the two interests of the researcher: the limitations of visual elements through the unifying force of repetition and rhythm in the realm of the expanded field of painting, and connection to the natural landscape. The dual meaning of the term barchan, which in the Polish language is a type of sand dune with a crescent profile, formed by a natural force of the wind in a dry climate[footnoteRef:2] or a type of cotton-based, warm textile (named fustian in English), used for aspects of clothing like undergarments or workers’ outfits[footnoteRef:3]. [2:    (Drabik a ]  [3:   (Drabik b ] 


Both meanings are reflected in the work: the ordinary nature of the desert landscape in the UAE, and its influence spiritually and culturally on Khaleeji artists is so common and such an undercurrent like a commonality of everyday clothing; it simply takes place, humbly is. The geographical facet refers to the natural force of the wind, and the rhythm and recurrence associated with it, reflected in the way the artwork was created and arranged. Together, both definitions refer to the changes and constants of a traditional desert country going through a rapid modernization that influences the local creative community.



Throughout the thesis, the idea of exploring the principal meaning of the desert was a leading principle guiding the artistic research. Departure from representation towards a conceptual interpretation of the subject matter was based on the application of rhythm and repetition in the visual form, deriving from my previous bodies of work and, by that, from my interest in its use as a balancing element of the composition. I have conducted a contextual review of how both have been used in the artistic outcome and what their place is in the realm of aesthetics. 

As the artistic scene of the UAE where I reside, is developing rapidly and the official and informal context of creative pursuits is in the state of formalization, it was vital to give a perspective of the environment where the work has been produced, especially to bring to attention the contemporary and conceptual work of local artists that have derived from the connection to the natural environment. At the same time, the spiritual aspect of making and the bond that exists between the artist and their creation was an important part of the consideration, especially looking at the act of creation as a vehicle for reflection and meditation.

The physical work was heavily based on the interpretation of the desert, both as a visual inspiration and a catalyser for looking inward. The key motivation was not to reconnoitre the landscape in a direct and representative way, but to search for an allegory, for a universal connection between a human and a natural environment. The vastness of the scope of open-air panorama in comparison to the scale of a singular human being is in itself contemplative, especially when approached from the perspective of the modern lifestyle of the busy existence of rapid changes and challenges. 

The artwork explored the desert in an abstract way, pivoting around the limitation of formal elements and rhythms and repetition contained in them. The landscape, limited in form and colour, was further consolidated and amplified into the essential elements capable of communicating the visual message to the observer. The thin curvature of the linear approach, the context of colour and transparency imply the desert without directly copying its visual form. 
It wasn’t an easy task to approach this topic in a fresh and authentic way. As a non-Emirati who has not been raised with the desert as an integral part of the national psyche, instead a European for whom the desert has been exoticised and orientalised as a place of barren mystery, I was constantly aware of the danger of surface-level exploration, of the topic. I have minimised this weakness by being forthright with myself in terms of my starting position and by anchoring myself in the Emirati contextual creative diaspora and artistic discourse. This was a guiding approach throughout the project, and what was deficient in terms of written sources, I managed to accumulate through genuine conversations with the Emirati artists, dipping into a tremendous resource of Zayed University alumnae network, which gave me access to contemporary creatives and their points of view. 
The resulting artwork is a complex distillation of the desert as an idea, exploring its essence as a point of start and a grounding force. It equally stands on the fundamental formal elements of visual language as well a local art scene and artistic understanding in a quite new nation where creative pursuit is relatively novel and derived from non-Europe-centric material and visual culture. The work explores the topic threefold: as a visual symbol, in the context of a space and the relation of a human to the space and as an intimate conversation with the space. 

While ‘Barchan’ is a resolved body of work, there are prospects of further research that are possible as a continuation of this endeavour, exploring the theme from different angles and through further exploration of technical applications. The installation part of it holds a lot of promise, and I am hoping to develop it further on a larger scale and with more play on transparency and opacity. Also, the in-person dialogues with local creatives have been very thought-provoking and I am considering exploring this aspect of the research more in-depth in the future.

