Fatiha Zemmouri.
Empreinte carbone 1. 2022.
Raw earth and pigments on
wooden panel. 130 x 98 cm
Image courtesy of the artist

DOWN AND DIRTY
A R T

M E E T S

L A N D

When artists get to work, the starting point for many is what they
encounter in the world around them. Landscape, topography
and geology, composed of the raw elements that form our
environment. Rock, soil and wood, variously carved, chipped,
shaved, sculpted, manipulated and crafted into pieces of art or
installations that express both an innate primeval quality and
the imaginative insight of the creative into whose hands they
have passed. In this special section we look at how artists have
got down and dirty – often literally – to embrace all aspects of
landscape, from microscopic particles of dust to the big picture
of soaring mountains and desert horizons.
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DALA NASSER
Artist Dala Nasser uses her work to cultivate a sense of
discomfort. Through a versatile creative blend and abstract
approaches ranging from patchwork paintings to films, she
highlights political and environmental issues designed to provoke
thought and action.
Words by Jo Lawson-Tancred
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Dala Nasser. Image courtesy of V.O Curations
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Dala Nasser. Anemone. 2022. Image courtesy of V.O Curations

Dala Nasser. Time spent without its flow. 2022. Installation view. Image courtesy of V.O Curations

When Dala Nasser moved to London to start her BFA at the
Slade, she faced a dilemma. “I could really see the gap between
me and my classmates, who had years of training,” she recalls.
“I had no idea what contemporary art was. In class everyone
was dropping names and I just knew the basics.” Growing up
between Beirut and Abu Dhabi during the 1990s and early
2000s, she remembers how “there wasn’t an infrastructure that
introduced me to art”. Instead, she was encouraged by her
father, a photographer, by two uncles who were poets, and by
her aunt, a playwright. It was an artistic family, with art materials
all over the house, and Nasser recalls tracing dry brushes over
her parents’ paintings, pretending to paint
Later, however, during life-drawing classes at the Slade,
she realised that her peers already had hundreds of hours of
previous experience. “I really had to take it upon myself to
bridge that gap and find my own methodology of working,”
she admits. “I kind of worked double time.” She began filling
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stacks of notebooks with artistic inspiration and observations
from exhibitions. “I made myself figure out what I was looking
for in art. What did I want out of it?”
Unburdened by the weight of much technical expertise, which
turned out to be a blessing, Nasser “started to deconstruct
paintings slowly”. At first she would photocopy her paintings
and then began experimenting with image transfer, so that the
final product was increasingly removed from the initial painting.
Uninterested in images, she spent many years “working through
material and turning painting into something more sculptural”.
At this time, she found inspiration in postwar movements like
Arte Povera and Japan’s avant-garde Gutai Art Association,
which she considered “a radical, purist approach to making art
and trying to find meaning”. The catalogue for the exhibition
Formless, which opened at the Centre Pompidou in 1996, is a
book she takes with her everywhere “for good luck”.
Starting from a place of curiosity, Nasser mixed up materials

to see what would happen and then stitched the various pieces
together to make new compositions. “I was always looking
towards a process that would create results that I couldn’t even
control and which surprised me,” she says. “For many years I was
figuring out not only how to get this process to produce what
I wanted but also for it to develop on its own and to continue
developing even after I’d finished working on a particular piece
because I felt that painting was too static.”
Nasser found herself drawn back to Lebanon regularly. She
took one year off her BFA to do the Ashkal Alwan residency
programme in Beirut and would continue to move back and forth
during her MFA at Yale, which was partially remote due to the
pandemic. Between these courses she worked for two years as a
studio assistant to Lawrence Abu Hamdan, helping produce the
works that would eventually win him the Turner Prize in 2019.
Territory, space and access quickly became major themes
for Nasser. In particular she became fascinated by the exercise

of power over the territories and natural environments of the
Middle East. “I feel very strongly about the way in which, for
millennia, people moved freely through these landscapes from
Beirut to Jerusalem to Baghdad, Alexandria and Istanbul and
beyond, and yet for almost a century now this has been blocked
by war and occupation,” she explains. “The lived experience
of my grandparents, who saw this shift towards the restriction of
movement, and the restriction of the experience within the
landscape, are what drive my practice.”
During the summer of 2015, Nasser became involved with
demonstrations calling on the government to take action
against the trash crisis in Lebanon. The protesting crowds
were suppressed with water cannons and tear gas. “It was
exhilarating,” she says. “For the first time ever I felt like I really
wanted to turn this place into a country that I could live in. I
don’t want to keep leaving.” A few weeks later, she watched
from London as Lebanon’s first autumn rainfall threatened to
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Left: Dala Nasse in her studio. Photography by Nabil Harb. Image courtesy of the artist and Deborah Schamoni
Above: Dala Nasser. Photography by Kyna Patel. Image courtesy of V.O Curations
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Dala Nasser. The Dead Shall Be Raised. 2021. Video stills. Images courtesy of the artist

disperse the ever-accumulating piles of rubbish and toxify the
local environment.
At the same time, the media reported on what Nasser considered
an “out-of-this-world disconnected art opening in a very fancy
building, with celebrities having champagne” for the new Aishti
Foundation art space and shopping mall in Beirut. She learnt that
the architects behind the foundation had a studio in London and
so she collected rubbish from outside the building, combining it
with liquid latex, brick pigment, charcoal and tarpaulin, to make
David Adjaye’s Trash (2015). “It was about the crisis and the art
world’s complacency,” says Nasser, who sees this as a turning point
in which she found her voice. “I wanted to say something.”
In 2019, she merged an interest in growing salt crystals with
a political concern over the undrinkable tap water in Lebanon,
a relatively water-rich country by Middle Eastern standards. By
collecting tap water from different neighbourhoods of Beirut
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and using them to grow crystals on fabric, which she later
stitched into a patchwork, she was able to make the hydro map
Mineral Lick, revealing which areas had water that was more or
less acidic. “I had moved past pigment at that point,” she says
of her recourse to materials from the land. “I started making my
own pigment using flowers or spices.”
Preferring to work on site, Nasser doesn’t have a studio and
her practice takes advantage of fabric being easy to transport.
Red in Tooth, started in 2020 for her MFA thesis, is made up
of a draping piece that is reassembled according to whichever
exhibition space it is staged in and a ‘road movie’ tracking a
drive towards the Wazzani River, which winds between Lebanon
and Israel. For her it represents “the natural border rather than
the militarised frontier that we have”. The ongoing work recently
went on display at the Kunstverein Cologne and features a newly
commissioned soundpiece.

Although Nasser’s works are completely abstract, the materials
she uses carry significant and often quite literal meaning. “I like
to think of material as a witness to history that is able to embody
certain events,” she explains. “Every material I use is deliberate. It’s
not about symbolising, it’s about what it actually is.”
An interest in the past and present of her own region has led
Nasser to return to her grandparents’ house in the south of Lebanon,
where she spent summers as a child. “It’s the most constant place
that I’ve known in my life,” she says. “It’s really lush, full of beautiful
valleys. But it’s also a hostile zone. We were never able to go
hiking as kids because there were cluster bombs. You witness the
landscape, but you can’t access it.” She adds, “I was thinking about
how much I care for it and how much it pains me.”
Taking Jamaica Kincaid’s iconic 1999 publication, My Garden
(Book), as her guide, Nasser began working on discarded fabrics
from her grandparents’ house, including curtains and bedsheets.

She coloured them with natural dyes from wildflowers resistant to
the toxified earth. Over these she made charcoal rubbings from the
trunks of olive trees and the flintstone terrace walls, which became
a repetitive process as the elements washed away her markings.
This new body of work was presented as Time spent without its
flow, shown recently at V.O Curations in London. Each piece has the
surprising ability to lay out the artist’s temporal working process, in
partnership with nature, against the gallery wall.
Referring again to how, as a child, she used to run a dry brush
over the paintings in her house, Nasser concludes, “I got into art
through the finished picture.” It was by working backwards that she
was able to instead explore process, and invite the viewer to join
her. “When you look at a final work, 99 per cent of it is all those
decisions, all those slow movements,” she says. “I’m trying to bring
you into that space, into the inner workings. It’s more than just
what you see at the end.”
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