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PREFACE

The Syrian poet and philosopher Abu al-Ala> Ahmad ibn
Abdallah al-Ma’arri (973-1057) was born in Ma’arra, south of
Aleppo. Although unconventional he is regarded as one of the
greatest classical Arabic poets of all times and his humanistic
meditations resonate until this day. Contracted by smallpox he
became blind at the age of four, which did not keep him from
studying, nor from becoming a respected and virtuous writer.
Being an ascetic, he was opposed to violence and he openly
criticised religious and political authority. He encouraged de-
bate, and many scholars came to study with him. While his art
is universally praised, his writings have also aroused suspicion
and have been banished in various communities over time.

Had men followed me—confound them!—well had I guided them
To Truth or to some plain track by which they might soon arrive.
For here have I lived until of Time I am tired, and it

Of me; and my heart hath known the cream of experience.

What choice hath a man except seclusion and loneliness,

When Destiny grants him not the gaining of that he craves?
Make peace, if thou wilt, or war: the Days with indifferent hand
Their measure mete out alike to warrior and friend of peace.
Nicholson, Reynold Alleyne. Studies in Islamic poetry. University Press: Cambridge, 1921, p. 76

The artistic and cultural heritage of Syria is undisputed, but
not a lot has been written on the impact of the contemporary
scene in Europe. In the spirit of al-Ma’arri the texts and art-
works gathered in this publication encourage the reader to think
and debate about art and its influence on society. When Dima



Wannous, one of today’s most important young Arab writers,
lets the main character Sahar open her bedroom window, she
invites for another perspective on the reality and the imagina-
tion of a young Muslim woman. The researcher Simon Dubois
focuses on trajectories of a young generation of arts profession-
als from Syria into Beirut and Berlin after the Syrian uprising.
He discusses the process of identification and demarcation as
well as a rather transnational reality. For his work Final Flight
photographer Hrair Sarkissian followed the trajectories of the
Northern Bald Ibis — a migratory bird that has been reappearing
in Palmyra after having been declared extinct. The visual artist
and activist Khaled Barakeh explains how — through his vari-
ous cultural initiatives — he puts artists in conversation with the
local and the international art scene. In his performance instal-
lation Sugar Forever the artist Fadi Al-Hamwi recreates bricks
produced in Syria using sugar instead of cement. The bricks, a
foundation of modern architecture and civil life, are currently
witnessing an easy destruction during the war, like sugar itself.
Academic Hanan Kassab Hassan recreates the development of
the cultural sector in Syria and discusses the confrontation with
the European arts ecosystem. Suleima, an animated documen-
tary created by filmmaker Jalal Maghout, is based on the true
story of a female activist who listens to her inner voice and joins
the revolution. Researcher Brigitte Herremans describes how
artistic practices in Syria stimulate agency, bearing witness
to attempts at crushing humanity and rendering vulnerability
visible. The work Final Flight by photographer Hrair Sarkissian
closes this selection of texts and artworks.



The presence of many of these artists in Europe inspires the
contemporary art scene and their work is presented in galleries,
performance festivals, film festivals and museums, while the
work of the writers mentioned in this publication is being trans-
lated and published around the globe.

When the Goethe-Institut Damascus, established in 1955,
closed in 2012 due to the security situation, it interrupted its
close cooperation with artists and culture professionals on the
ground. Nonetheless it has continued its close dialogue with
artists and cultural actors from Syria and beyond. In 2016 the
Goethe-Institut Berlin created the Goethe-Institut Damascus
in Exile as a temporary place for discussions, workshops, film
series, installations, exhibitions, concerts and performances. In
2018 the Goethe-Institut Brussels opened a temporary art space
inviting artists and thinkers from Syria and beyond to display
their works and thoughts and to enter into discussion with local
art professionals as well as the public.

In this context the present publication summons to a more tan-
gible platform of thoughts on the richness and diversity of the
contemporary art scene in Europe being continuously nurtured
and influenced by newcomers. The title An artist who happens
to be from Syria was borrowed from Khaled Barakeh’s essay
in which he points out ‘the difference between a Syrian artist,
and an artist who happens to be from Syria is a simple ques-
tion of wording’. Through this publication the reader is invited
into the abundance of art forms stemming from very different
backgrounds and offering reflection on the plethora of artistic
expressions.
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Dima Wannous (°1982, Damascus) was born to the major Arab
playwright Saadallah Wannous, and the performing artist Fayza
Shawish. She studied French literature in Damascus and at the
Sorbonne in Paris, before pursuing a specialization in translation
in Lyon. She currently lives in London.

Sahar is part of her short story collection Tafasil (Details, 2007)
which brings together nine consecutively numbered stories that
form a panorama of daily life on the eve of the Syrian revolution.
In 2008, Wannous published her first novel Al-Kursi (The Chair).
Her second novel Al-Kha'ifun (The Frightened Ones, 2017) focus-
es on the notion of fear, its mechanisms, and how central it is to
dictatorship. Al-Kha’ifun was exceptionally well received by the
international publishing scene, and was translated to over ten lan-
guages. It was on the shortlist of the International Prize for Arabic
Fiction (or Arab Man Booker) 2018.

Wannous was selected for Beirut39, an anthology of the most
interesting Arab authors under 40.



sahar

DIMA WANNOUS
translated by Ghenwa Hayek

Following her usual Thursday morning routine, Sahar opens
her bedroom window wide and begins to devour those of her
neighbours. She lets her imagination wander through their cur-
tains, wondering about lives she doesn’t lead, until, transported
by her imagination, she adds new stories to her already well-
stocked store. The view from her window is perhaps the only
corner truly Sahar’s in the house. The house has grown on her,
perhaps more so than her husband Mahmoud even. She knew
its walls and its minuscule details. Even the tiles were imprint-
ed on her memory, a bright marble page somewhat eaten away
at the edges. Sahar can shut her green eyes and see the brown
etchings upon the white marble. She can even describe the mod-
est furniture in clear detail, without missing the couch in the
corner near the window, whose colour has faded after a year of
Mahmoud relaxing on it every evening.

Her passion for accumulating the details of everyday life has
created an anxiety in her spirit that is no less important than any
intellectual or national anxiety. The anxiety courses through her
veins each Thursday morning. She drags her thin, svelte body
soberly to the window, opens it, and pours all her energy into
gazing and pondering until noon. She dedicates all her senses
to entering a world that she knows nothing about, scooping up
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more intricate details. She smells the scent of food sneaking
into her room like a transparent cloud. She breathes in the smell
of sleep chased by women out of their homes with the opening
of windows. She inhales the musk of bodies musty after long
naps. She glimpses their neighbour who passes by every morn-
ing to sell milk, and who disappears on state events to sell post-
ers, banners, flags and bunting. She peeks at him having coffee
with his wife in the morning. His thick hair, white but bearing
traces of red dye, is flattened by the imprint of the pillow. His
flushed face is still crumpled, and his stomach just gets bigger
with each passing day.

Sahar giggles to herself, then worries that God will punish her
by turning Mahmoud into a belly filled out with fat and grease
in a few years. She evokes his body from her mind’s eye, and
forces a belly onto it, just to see whether it will suit him. The
truth of it is that it doesn’t suit him one bit. Mahmoud is not
only short, but his flabby body is also covered by such a layer
of thick black hair that, even naked, he appears to be wearing
a black woolen sweater. He knows very well that she is much
more attractive than he is. Her lithe body is perfectly propor-
tioned, and her tall, graceful figure is breathtaking. Her mouth
is like a cherry, according to Mahmoud’s mother. Her almond
eyes are like raindrops, a sweet clear green. Her white skin is
soft, tight and clear, untainted by darkness or spots.

For all her wide-eyed staring, Sahar has not once been able to
take in her neighbour Sumayya’s body in one go. Her pupils
cannot accommodate the enormous body, only seeing either its
left or its right half. As usual every Thursday, at noon to be
precise, Sumayya ambles by in her long black silk robe which
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envelops a brown body throbbing with stories and folds. She
climbs the long, tiring staircase and rings the doorbell, then
enters Sahar’s home like a whirlwind. Sumayya starts unbut-
toning her robe as soon as she presses the doorbell, and by the
time Sahar opens the door she has often reached the last but-
ton. She strides into the room, liberating her body and letting
her silk robe flutter behind her like a storm carrying dust and
black smoke. Sahar sits back beneath the window preserving
her morning memories, silent because she wants the new scenes
that have penetrated her imagination to sink in. Sumayya quiet-
ens down, tacitly complicit with Sahar, allowing her to organize
her thoughts calmly and carefully.

As usual every Thursday, hajja Maryam comes by to read vers-
es from the Qur’an and drown both women in religious lessons
and lectures. Maryam is described as a hajja in the main be-
cause she has performed the hajj, wears a veil and is devoutly
religious. But when her veil is removed, or her talk strays from
religion and the experience of hajj is removed from her life, the
impression is completely different. These things intrigue Sahar
and Sumayya into listening to her. With a passion for beau-
ty, not religion, they are held fast by her shiny thick hair as
she sneaks gracefully into their imaginations with a movement
of her thin, delicate hands, their senses sated by her confident,
poised words — for three hundred lira each. At first, Mahmoud
refused to pay the fee, but Sahar kept raising the threat of eter-
nal damnation until he relented.

Maryam was a widow who had not remarried after her hus-

band’s passing. The religious lessons she gave ended her loneli-
ness and provided her with food and the means for a modest life.

AN ARTIST WHO HAPPENS TO BE FROM SYRIA 15



The neighbours never hesitated to spin tales about Maryam’s
refusal to marry a second time. In one of the stories, Maryam
was having a secret affair with a rich trader in the Hamidiyyah
market and he refused to marry her because he didn’t want
to ruin his reputation, since his father-in-law was one of the
most successful traders of Oriental trinkets. Another neighbour
claimed that she had seen Maryam accompanying an officer in
Bludan. Sahar always rejected the stories her neighbours told
and constantly dusted off her imagination’s portrait of an un-
blemished Maryam.

As usual, the hajja took three strings of prayer beads, made by
her brother during his stay in prison, from her leather purse.
The women begin to pray to the Almighty. Maryam recites the
appropriate Qur’anic verses that Sahar and Sumayya repeat af-
ter her, ‘sadaqa Allah ul-‘athim’. The water boils and whistles
from the little kitchen. Sahar makes coffee and Sumayya pre-
pares three plates of harissa that Mahmoud had brought back
with him from a trip to Homs. Sahar loves the next part of the
lesson. The women sip coffee, and after struggling with her
guilt, Sahar takes one of Maryam’s cigarettes, then rushes to
the sink to erase what Mahmoud describes as the nasty stink of
smoke. He smokes, but does not like Sahar to, considering it to
be a male habit. After that, Sahar sits near the hajja and shyly
opens up with questions. Halal and Haram. Heaven and Hell.
Good and Evil. And all the contradictions she lives through at
her window, in that one corner of the house that is truly Sahar’s.
The house has grown on her, perhaps more so than her husband
Mahmoud even.



As usual every Thursday evening, Sahar spends a lot of time in
front of the mirror. She puts kohl around her green eyes, and
the green melts into a sea of seduction. Her blonde hair is in-
vaded by a herringbone comb. Her cheeks are rouged scarlet,
and her thick lips coloured a brownish-red. She strips herself
bare of the lessons of the morning and of the haram and halal,
and gets down to business. She puts on her bright red dancing
outfit, studded with tinkling gold ornaments and embroidered
in blue thread, that highlights her feminine curves. The outfit is
finished off with transparent slippers that add nine centimetres
to her height, and increases the authenticity of what is to come.

As usual every Thursday evening, Mahmoud stretches out on
the conjugal bed, his body choking with desire. He smokes one
cigarette after the other, with an excitement tarnished only by
impatience. He chews slices of cucumber and tomato in his de-
siring mouth, anticipating the Thursday routine.

As usual every Thursday, he puts on a cassette tape of trashy
Oriental music. Sahar’s waist gyrates madly with choreo-
graphed movements. Her bosom heaves, flecked with sweat.
She closes her eyes and is transported into a world of strange-
ness and eroticism. She opens them only when her husband’s
patience has worn out and the party is over.

—Is prostitution haram, hajja?
—Not within marriage.
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Simon Dubois (°1987, Paris) is a postdoctoral research fellow in
the ERC Programme Drafting and Enacting the Revolutions in
the Arab Mediterranean (https://dream.hypotheses.org/) at the
Centre d’histoire sociale des mondes contemporains — Université
Paris | Panthéon-Sorbonne (CHS — UMR 8058). He completed
a PhD in Arabic literature at IREMAM (Institute for Research
and Study on the Arab and Muslim Worlds) and Aix-Marseille
Université in 2019. His thesis, De la marge au centre, de Syrie en
exil: itinéraires d'un jeune théatre syrien, focuses on the trajecto-
ries of a young generation of theatre professionals from Syria into
exile after the beginning of the Syrian uprising.

This contribution was first published in French, see: Simon
Dubois, ‘Négocier son identité artistique dans I'exil. Les recompo-
sitions d'un paysage créatif syrien a Berlin’. In: Migrations Société,
174(2018)4, pp. 45-57.



renegotiating

artistic identity in exile:
the making of

a syrian creative
landscape in berlin

SIMON DUBOIS

translated by David Tresilian

On 25 August 2015, Germany suspended its application of the
Dublin Convention to Syrian refugees.” A number of countries
were no longer registering Syrians who had come up via the
so-called ‘migration corridor’ that had seen a great number
of refugees arrive in Austria and Germany using land routes.?
According to figures from November 2015, Europe was then
hosting 700,632 Syrians, or 12.5 per cent of the refugee popula-
tion, a derisory figure when compared to the three states neigh-
bouring Syria — Turkey, Jordan and Lebanon — which were
hosting 3,890,574 (69.9 per cent).® In October 2015, Germany
admitted 200,000 Syrian refugees, or 23 per cent of the refugee
population in Europe. During research carried out in Berlin in

1 Today officially called the Dublin Ill Regulations, the Dublin Convention obliges refugees to seek
asylum in the EU country that first registered them.

2 Sarah Almukhtar, Josh Keller, Derek Watkins, Closing the Back Door to Europe. In: The New
York Times, (2015)9, https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/09/15/world/europe/migrant-bor-
ders-europe.html.

3 Francoise De Bel-Air, Migration Profile: Syria, Policy Briefs, (2016)2, 11 pp.
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May 2016, it was evident how traumatic the journey into exile
by the ‘land’ routes (barr — the usual term in Arabic for arriving
in Germany on foot) from Turkey for many had been. For some
of those interviewed who had taken these routes, the journey
had been more overwhelming than the experience of the war
itself.

The account given by one young Syrian actor was particularly
striking, as he described his journey as having been a time spent
meeting and engaging in non-verbal exchanges with local peo-
ple, making the experience something like a road trip. While
he was the only person met with who described his experiences
in this way, he drew attention to the fact that of the Syrian arts
professionals interviewed — those making up the sample for this
study — many had sought to put a distance between themselves
and any standard picture of a refugee. Those interviewed were
members of a young intellectual elite who had graduated from
the Institut supérieur d’arts dramatiques de Damas (ISAD, the
Damascus Higher Institute of Dramatic Arts) between the late
1990s and the mid 2000s. However, an explanation in terms of
societal distinction is not sufficient, for it is the representation
of the refugee that is at issue here, both in terms of an adminis-
trative definition — not all refugees have this legal status — and
in terms of perceptions of being displaced, with some seeing it
as being akin to membership of a bohemian artistic group.

The artistic milieu examined here experienced two successive
movements into exile. The first, taking place from the end of
2012, was towards Beirut, which became a centre of Syrian ar-
tistic production as a result. There had been a variety of motives
for leaving, including the need to find a way out of the suffo-
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cating atmosphere of Damascus, the desire to put on a show or
stage an exhibition, or the wish to be reunited with friends or
family members. The various episodes of repression that were
taking place in Syria has also caused arts professionals who
were also activists to flee, and the requirement to carry out
military service and the general mobilization declared by the
regime had forced many young men to leave.* While some of
those working in the arts in Syria chose to go to other neigh-
bouring countries, the capital of Lebanon became a necessary
port of call for those producing works of art outside Syria.> The
second phase came at the beginning of 2014 when a new wave
of departures started, with more Syrian arts figures deciding to
leave the country as a result of a perception that the conflict in
the country had settled in for the duration owing to the absence
of reaction by the international community to the chemical at-
tacks carried out by the regime in the summer of 2013 and the
tightening up of immigration regulations in Lebanon. As a re-
sult, Berlin became the chosen destination for many Syrian arts
professionals, including those from the ISAD.

The number of such professionals who had graduated from in-
stitutions in Syria between 2000 and 2010 was noticeable in
Lebanon, and as a result a generational approach was adopted
in the research. For these young people, moving to Lebanon, far
from marking an end to their artistic work, had on the contrary
opened up new perspectives. The place of Beirut in the history

4 Military service is obligatory for men in Syria, standing at 21 months on the eve of the Arab
Spring. While it had been possible to avoid it in various ways, among them the corruption of those
responsible for recruitment, the mobilization and armed confrontations that came with the Arab
Spring meant that it became impossible to escape it. There was a real risk of being killed while taking
part in the repression.

5 Interviews were carried out in the field throughout 2015.
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of Arab culture and the important links that the city has with
the world of contemporary art offered some of them a recog-
nition that they had not enjoyed in Syria.® The links between
them, as well as the Syrian arts figures in relation to who they
defined themselves, meant that it seemed opportune to extend
the scope of the research beyond the strict terms of a focus only
on theatre practitioners to take in arts professionals working in
other disciplines such as the visual arts and literature.

By choosing Beirut and Berlin as their places of residence, the
Syrian arts professionals had also chosen two cities that were
culturally dynamic and very open to international influences.
The Lebanese artistic field is not centrally controlled by the
state, and it is hedged around by a mass of regional and inter-
national actors and institutions that have supported the contem-
porary arts scene financially since the end of the 1990s.” Berlin
is the cultural capital of Germany, with the creative industries
representing one sixth of the city’s GDP.28 The World Cities
Culture Forum Report for 2012 identified Berlin as one of the
hubs of cultural creation in Europe and one that has attracted
huge numbers of international young professionals.’

6 For an account of the development of the contemporary scene, see: Sarah Rogers, Out of
History: Postwar Art in Beirut, The Art Journal, 66(2007)2, pp. 8-20.

7 Hanan Toukan, On Being the Other in Post-Civil War Lebanon: Aid and the Politics of Art in
Processes of Contemporary Cultural Production, The Arab Studies Journal, 18(2010)1, pp. 118-161.
8  Wilfried van der Will and Rob Burns, Germany as Kulturnation: Identity in Diversity?, in: Sarah
Colvin (ed.), The Routledge Handbook of German Politics & Culture, London: Routledge, 2015, pp.
198-217, p. 206.

9 Wilfried van der Will & Rob Burns, Germany as Kulturnation [...1, p. 204.
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The Syrian arts figures interviewed in these two cities as part
of the research had continued to define themselves against one
other, and important links had been kept up with their pre-ex-
isting artistic milieu. It is possible that such links were only
temporary, since the research took place only a short time af-
ter the events mentioned (two years after the first Syrian arts
professionals had arrived in Germany). However, research on
artistic production in exile warns against seeing the integration
of those involved as a goal. Yana Meerzon, for example, in her
analysis of the choices made by arts professionals living in exile,
shows how they achieve a form of equilibrium by refusing any
complete integration into the host society and the community in
exile while also refusing to become mere chroniclers of exile.'

Like the producers of Kurdish literature written in exile, which
has developed as a specific form of production with its own
institutions and possibly also eventually its own impacts on the
literature of origin," the Syrian arts professionals considered
here produced a new creative space that only partially corre-
sponded to the stakes of their original artistic field and repro-
duced its boundaries. A first attempt at a sketch of the structure
of this space can be made by looking at exile not so much as a
physical matter of moving from one place to another and/or as a
particular social and psychological condition, but rather as part
of the Syrian artistic system reconfigured outside the country’s
borders. By comparing the accounts given by the individuals
interviewed with their specific careers, it is possible to shed

10 Yana Meerzon, Theatre in Exile: Defining the Field as Performing Odyssey. In: Critical
Stages/Scénes  Critiques, (2011)5, http://www.criticalstages.org/5/theatre-in-exile-defining-the-
field-as-performing-odyssey/.

11 Clémence Scalbert-Yiicel, Emergence and Equivocal Autonomization of a Kurdish Literary Field
in Turkey, Nationalities Papers, 40(2012)3, pp. 357-372.
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light on the ways in which the condition of exile is translated in
specific terms to the creative domain.

Three mechanisms behind such changes can be identified. First,
exile contributes to the collapse of the barriers preventing en-
try to the artistic milieu as this is constituted within national
boundaries and allows for the arrival of new entrants and thus
for renewed artistic competition. Second, exile becomes a com-
ponent of artistic self-definition, since it is a provider of eco-
nomic and symbolic capital for arts professionals settled outside
the Arab countries. Third and last, the issues surrounding the
status of the artist-as-asylum-seeker suggest the creation of an
artistic hierarchy produced through displacement.

COLLAPSE OF BARRIERS

In order to understand the issues at stake in the arrival and
installation of this young artistic milieu in Berlin, the case of
Aboud Saeed, a Syrian author, can be held out as a case at the
negative end of the spectrum. This writer had no links with
the Syrian cultural milieu before 2011 but was a blacksmith by
training. He explained that he had begun to write in 2012-13
on his Facebook page, also started at that time, while living in
Manbij, a city in the north of Syria. He wrote posts in a straight-
forward and sarcastic language recounting the details of his dai-
ly life in a city that had been liberated from the control of the re-
gime but that was still the site of various battles. These writings,
circulated online to people close to the Syrian cultural milieu,
came to the attention of Sandra Hetzl, a young German transla-
tor who followed developments in Syrian writing in Beirut. She
offered to translate them and then to have them published, the

24



result being that Saeed, still living in Manbij, had his first book
appear in Germany in March 2013."

The book was immediately successful, and a documentary on
the author was broadcast by the German federal television chan-
nel ZDF in May 2013." The maker of the programme had gone
to Manbij to carry out his research and had described the author
as the ‘Syrian Bukowski’ because of the straightforwardness
and crudeness of his style and the success he had had with a
German readership. In 2014 Aboud Saeed accepted a visa from
the German consular services and moved to Berlin, where he
was later awarded a literary prize by the Berlin municipality
for a novel he finished writing in spring 2016. Various articles
were translated and published in German newspapers like Der
Tagesspiegel and Die Tageszeitung, as well as in Vice magazine.
An adaptation of his first book was staged by German theatre
companies in at least three theatres. From an international per-
spective, his book was translated into eight languages, and at
the time of interview he was preparing to go on a promotional
tour of Brazil. He said that he was now able to live off his lit-
erary work.

His German translator had thus contributed to the accumulation
of a new type of artistic capital in a non-Arabic-speaking envi-
ronment that had allowed Aboud Saeed to leave Syria legally
and then to continue to write in Germany. However, his case is
exceptional in the Syrian artistic landscape in exile, since very
few arts figures not linked to a previous artistic milieu have

12 Aboud Saeed, Der kliigste Mensch im Facebook: Statusmeldungen aus Syrien, Berlin: Mikrotext,
2013, 128 p.
13 Aspekte: Aboud Saeed, ZDF, 10/5/2013, reporter: Alexander Buhler.

AN ARTIST WHO HAPPENS TO BE FROM SYRIA 25



been able to do anything like it, even if his career indicates
some of the ways in which exile functions for Syrian arts pro-
fessionals. The international intermediaries, both persons and
structures, present in Lebanon allow them both to reach an au-
dience outside the Arab world and to establish links with other
geographical areas. However, in many cases the foreign con-
sular authorities have not issued visas to arts professionals de-
spite the support of local cultural actors and institutions. Many
Syrian artists settled in Beirut have thus found themselves re-
fused access to countries that they have been invited to as part
of their professional activities.

The literary recognition that Aboud Saeed enjoyed in Germany
proved unacceptable to some. Many Syrian arts professionals
who had settled in Berlin and took part in the present study
saw him as a literary fraud. He had been using his nationality
as a Syrian in order to sell copies of his books, they said. This
allegation also found an echo in the many rumours that swept
this milieu regarding other Syrians who had arrived as refugees
in other German provinces and had then set themselves up as
directors, actors, artists, etc., and had succeeded in obtaining
local grants to support artistic activity by practising a sort of
‘poverty-stricken search for alms.” One of Saeed’s fiercest critics
said that while it was desirable that Syrian texts be translated
into German, this should only take place once the texts in ques-
tion had been examined by an Arab readership. This was a way
of pointing to the appearance of a new audience that was not
able to recognize the older system of artistic values in terms
of which the critic in question defined himself. The collapse
of the boundaries of the field by its transfer to Germany raised
fears among Syrian arts professionals already having artistic
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capital thanks to their experience or training that they were now
witnessing the appearance of unfair competition in the shape of
others who had been consecrated according to rules that were
outside their control. They had seen themselves as members of
a new artistic generation up to this point.

Aboud Saeed responded to these criticisms that denied him
the status of an author by producing a discourse on art and
the meaning of his work that went against the grain of classi-
cal definitions. He praised a rapid form of art without literary
pretensions, a simple form of writing that corresponded to the
practices of social media, and a desire to entertain the read-
er while at the same time amusing himself as an author. His
first book was thus presented as a collection of Facebook posts.
Aboud Saeed’s views were echoed in a more developed form by
Rasha Abbas, a young Syrian author who had settled in Berlin
in September 2014 after obtaining a writing grant. She had also
been translated by Sandra Hetzl, though this time after her ar-
rival in Germany." Though the two authors did not consider
themselves to be close in terms of their writing, Rasha Abbas
also called for changes to the ways in which creative work was
evaluated. She called for abandoning the kind of realism that
had served as a framework for some of the legitimate Syrian
literature in order to detoxify the mental structures imposed by
the regime and interiorized by Syrian authors.

It can thus be seen that the career of Aboud Saeed, and to a
lesser extent also that of Rasha Abbas, was built upon a form of
unorthodox writing that found a new and different readership
as a result of exile. We thus come close to the process of revolu-

14  Rasha Abbas, Die Erfindung der deutschen Grammatik, Berlin: Mikrotext, 2016, 160 pp.
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tion in art analysed by Bourdieu, with these two authors being
associated with illegitimate forms of literature in the eyes of
established writers but nevertheless recognized thanks to the
overthrow of the traditional balance of the field by external
factors."

NEW AUDIENCES AND NEW PRACTICES?

Rasha Abbas said that she had written differently since she
had begun to write with translation in mind. She knew how
her translator worked, she said, and so she had used a language
that would be easier for her to translate. This way of adapt-
ing an artistic practice according to changes in the context of
its reception has also affected the theatre. Problems relating to
the use of Arabic on stage and the appearance of surtitles have
been noted elsewhere, and Arab directors have had difficulty
recognizing the importance of these for non-Arabic-speaking
audiences. However, it is the theme of Abbas’s first book, lit-
erally translated as ‘The Invention of German Grammar’, that
concerns us here. The intended audience for this was German,
and the author commented in an interview that she had had to
go over the text again before it was published in Arabic with
a view to embellishing the language and making situations in
the play that were typically German more familiar to an Arab
readership.'

15 Pierre Bourdieu, Le champ littéraire. In: Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales, (1991)89, pp.
3-46, p. 36.

16  The book was published in 2016 by the 10/11 Collective, founded by Sandra Hetzl, as an
e-book titled Kayfa tamm ihtira al-luga“ al-‘almaniyya with the support of the Lebanese branch of
the Heinrich Béll Stiftung. It can be downloaded for free at https://Ib.boell.org/sites/default/files/
german_grammar_arabic_e_book_2016_08_23.pdf, consulted 13/3/2020.
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In a similar way, Syrian actor Ayham Agha explained during a
public lecture in October 2016 that he had seen his status as an
actor interpreting classic plays such as those by Shakespeare
develop into that of a performer taking part in theatre installa-
tions. It had not only been the language barrier that had brought
about this change, since the German theatre scene that he had
joined in exile employed avant-garde techniques coming from
the theatre scene in the German-speaking world. During a
tour of /ntimacy in Germany, a play produced by playwright
Mohammad Al Attar and director Omar Abusaada in which
Agha was acting, he had decided to move to Paris after a perfor-
mance in Hanover in March 2013 (he was living in Beirut at the
time). He had obtained an ‘artist’ visa, longer than a tourist one,
to take part in the tour, and he then returned to Berlin a year
later where he was hired for the Exile Ensemble, a company
working for the Maxim Gorki Theatre and set up after Shermin
Langhoff joined the theatre’s management in 2013. At this the-
atre, historically situated in East Berlin and one of the five ma-
jor theatres in the city supported by public funding, Langhoff
developed a conception of theatre called ‘postmigrant’ that
drew on the idea of the normality of migration in contempo-
rary German society."” It was also built on the notable absence
of immigrant populations and the descendants of immigrants
in the German theatre of the time. Since the 1980s, German
theatre had been examining issues of exile and migration, and
intense reflection about the inclusion of all sections of what had
become a cosmopolitan society, both on the stage and in the
audience, had emerged.'®

17 Azadeh Sharifi, Theatre and Migration: Documentation, Influences and Perspectives in
European Theatre. In: Manfred Brauneck & ITI Zentrum Deutschland (Eds.), Independent Theatre in

Contemporary Europe: Structures - Aesthetics - Cultural Policy, Bielefeld: Transcript, pp. 321-415, p. 327.
18 Jonas Tinius, Authenticity and Otherness: Reflecting Statelessness in German Postmigrant
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Ayham Agha’s status as an actor in exile thus took on additional
importance at the Gorki Theatre.

This theatre of exile that had developed in Germany made
access to the stage easier for those coming from the world of
Syrian theatre. After the arrival of Ayham Agha, the Gorki
created a company made up of actors living in exile called the
Exile Ensemble in 2016, and this was composed of seven actors,
of who four were Syrian. The company has its own repertoire
written in the languages of its actors, most of them Arabic-
speaking, and in English. This experiment also influenced oth-
er theatres in Germany, which set up companies of this sort
in their turn and recruited refugee actors. The orientation of
the local theatre towards issues of exile did not take place only
on an aesthetic level, however, as attention was also drawn to
activities designed to support the refugees economically and
in other ways through the provision of lodging, theatre therapy,
and so on. By 2016, more than 60 German theatres that had
opened their doors to migrants had been identified,” and this
framework of mutual assistance provided many opportunities
for Syrian theatre professionals.

The very significant number of Syrian refugees in Lebanon
and the apparatus for humanitarian aid that had developed
there along with it had already provided many opportunities
for young Syrian arts professionals. Local, regional and inter-
national organizations had hired members of the young and ed-
ucated section of the Syrian population that had managed to

Theatre, In: Critical Stages/Scénes Critiques, (2016)14, p. 2.
19  Katrin Sieg, Refugees in German Documentary Theatre. In: Critical Stages/Scénes Critiques,
(2016)14, p. 11.
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settle in the Lebanese capital. An artistic aspect to humanitari-
an work also began to develop, with many creative experiments
taking place that evidenced a strong social conscience. Writing
workshops were one such institution in which such activities
could take place, and in February 2015 Mudar Al Haggi, a
Syrian playwright who had arrived in Beirut in 2013, began to
co-direct with the Swiss director Erik Altorfer Future Stages: A
Creative Project For Emerging Syrian Writers, a writing work-
shop directed at ten young Syrian and Syrian-Palestinian refu-
gees aged between 18 and 26 in Lebanon. He was able to move
to Berlin in May 2015 thanks to a cooperation programme
between cultural professionals and artists from the south and
north of the Mediterranean. In Berlin he continued his activ-
ities, dividing them between his own playwriting activities
and writing workshops with refugees. The cooperation with
Erik Altorfer continued with Our Voice/Our Hope, a writing
workshop with young people from the Arab world at the Zurich
Schauspielhaus that was presented in November 2016. At the
same time, the two men worked together at a workshop called
Our Stories at the Schauspiel Graz in Austria. Mudar Al Haggi
also worked in Berlin, where in January 2016 he organized a
workshop at the Schaubude (puppet theatre). Many experiments
with this type of theatre have been carried out with refugees
in Germany.?® While these types of projects have involved a
social or therapeutic component, they have not been pushed to
the margins of the local cultural scene.?' For example, Nicolas
Stemann had professional actors and refugees from Lampedusa
who had been given shelter in a church in the St Pauli area

20 Stephen Wilmer, Performing Statelessness in Europe, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018, 245

pp., p. 85.
21 Jonas Tinius, Rehearsing Detachment: Refugee Theatre and Dialectical Fictio. In: Cadernos de
Arte e Antropologia, 5(2016)1, pp. 21-38, p. 22.
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act in his adaptation of Charges, written in 2013 by the Nobel
Prize-winning Austrian playwright Elfriede Jelinek, that was
put on at the Hamburg Thalia Theatre in September 2014.
The play was put on again at the prestigious Theatertreffen
Festival in Berlin in May 2015.22

The theme of exile has had a special place in the new German
theatre, both as a result of the self-reflection of a cosmopolitan
society that led to the opening of theatres to Syrian profession-
als and as a social and political response to the arrival of ref-
ugees. This section of the German theatre provided many op-
portunities for Syrian theatre professionals, with the capital on
offer being not only economic since work in them had a certain
legitimacy within the world of German culture. The condition
of exile thus brought various symbolic and material resources
for Syrian arts professionals seeking an introduction to the ar-
tistic scene of their host country. Their movement into it led to
new artistic practices that were adopted not only because of the
different language and audience, but also in order to fit in better
with local artistic currents. As a result, there was also a need
to redefine artistic identities, leading to criticism from certain
quarters.

WHERE TO PLACE ONESELF IN EXILE?

During the research, it was noticeable that some of the Syrian
arts professionals interviewed reacted negatively to being de-
scribed as ‘refugee artists’ or ‘Syrian artists-in-exile’. The
terms ‘exile’ and ‘refugee’ were often understood as meaning
the same thing, and the addition of the adjective ‘Syrian’ led

22 Stephen Wilmer, Performing Statelessness [...1, p. 30.
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to further reservations. For them, these categories seemed to
be understood as involving some kind of artistic downgrad-
ing. Mohammad Al Attar refused to take part in any event or
be a member of any group of arts professionals described as
‘Syrian’, for example, describing these as ‘a group or gathering
constructed from an identity or a catastrophe’.?® He did not deny
having a Syrian identity, however, which in any case was per-
fectly clear in his work from the language used and the themes
dealt with that were always related to the political context in
his native country. However, he said that he did not need to
use Syrian networks in order to continue his artistic activities
abroad.

Al Attar’s career is indissociable from that of director Omar
Abusaada, and as a pair whose first collaboration took place in
2006 they achieved worldwide success in 2012 with the play
Could You Please Look into the Camera? written by Al Attar
and directed by Abusaada. This first toured in the form of a
staged reading at the multi-site and multidisciplinary contem-
porary art festival Meeting Points 6, where it was directed by
the late Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor, who had a high rep-
utation on the international arts scene. The play was then ful-
ly staged and presented in Seoul and Beirut, from where, and
more importantly, it was rapidly admitted into the repertoire
of American, Scottish and German directors. The pair then
became much in demand abroad, and their work began auto-
matically to go on international tours. As mentioned above in
the case of Ayham Agha, these functioned as introductions for
those involved to different countries that they might then de-
cide to settle in.

23 Interview with Mohammad Al Attar, Berlin, 5/2016.
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Mohammad Al Attar moved to Berlin in 2015 after being
awarded a writing grant by the Heinrich Boll Stiftung (HBS).
This helped him out of a deadlock situation in which he had
found himself, since because his papers had not been in order,
he had not been able to follow the usual procedure in applying
for a visa. The HBS is a German foundation that is close to the
German Green Party (Die Griinen), and its Lebanese branch
is very active in the cultural sphere, particularly with Syrian
artists. Al Attar’s work is regularly translated by the foundation,
and his play Onlineas well as an essay have been published in
English by the HBS in a work entitled Anywhere but Now.**

While the HBS in Beirut helped Al Attar to transfer his artistic
capital to Europe, the foundation does not itself discover new
talents. Al Attar, trained at ISAD, had already produced sev-
eral works in Syria that had been translated and published in
English. However, it was only during his time in Lebanon (he
had moved there in 2012) that he became visible to the HBS
and other international organizations. It was explained by those
in charge of the HBS grant programmes that previous artistic
experience was reassuring and facilitated the award of financial
aid because the completion of the granted project was a major
concern. Through such processes, the Lebanese branch of the
foundation guarantees the value of artistic capital gathered be-
fore 2011. In the end, for this pair of writer and director, Beirut
was the place where they had become visible and from which
they had gained international recognition.

24 Samar Kanafani, Munira Khayyat, Rasha Salti, Layla Al-Zubaidi (Eds.), Anywhere but Now.
Landscapes of Belonging in the Eastern Mediterranean, Beirut: Heinrich Boll Foundation, Middle East
Office, 2012, 277 pp.
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Mohammad Al Attar said in an interview in May 2016 that he
had already had his work put on in Berlin on many occasions.
Since he had been living there, he had worked in various towns
in Germany and in different countries, but not, he said, in the
German capital itself. The Haus der Kulturen der Welt (HKW,
the House of World Cultures in Berlin), with which he had al-
ready worked on three occasions in 2012, 2013 and 2014, later
approached him to take part in an event in 2017 where he was to
appear with Rabih Mroue, a celebrated figure in the Lebanese
contemporary art world. The event at the HKW, called 700
Years of Now, was to present a century of history, with various
arts figures making contributions as residents of the southern
and eastern coasts of the Mediterranean.?® Al Attar’s entrance
into the Berlin arts scene was therefore not because of his status
as a refugee. Since its foundation in 1989, the HKW has sought
to broaden German tastes by being open to the contemporary
international scene.?® This meant that Al Attar was able to en-
ter the scene from ‘above’, so to speak, using his international
fame in order to work in the city in which he was living at the
time.

Other Syrian arts professionals of Mohammad Al Attar’s gen-
eration were able to achieve similar fame, and the internation-
al career of Liwaa Yazji is eloquent in this regard. She is one
of the few Syrian arts figures to have lived in Berlin before
2011, when she was studying in the city, and she is fluent in
German. She moved to Beirut in 2014, where she put togeth-

25 Why Are We Here Now? at Haus der Kulturen der Welt, 09-10/2017, https://www.hkw.de/
en/programm/projekte/2017/why_are_we_here_now/why_are_we_here_now_start.php, consulted
13/3/2020.

26  Christel Weiler, Theatre and Diversity in the Berlin Republic. In: Sarah Colvin (Ed.), The
Routledge Handbook [...1, pp. 218-229, p. 218.
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er a film from rushes made in Damascus in 2013. This film,
Haunted, a feature of 113 produced by the HBS in Beirut, won
the First Prize at the 2014 FID Festival in Marseilles.?” Yazji
was then selected to be a poet in residence at the Poets House
in New York in autumn 2015, where she translated three of her
poems for publication in English. In Lebanon, she took part
in International Playwright, a writer’s workshop organized by
the British Council. Her play Goats received a staged reading
at the Royal Court Theatre in London in March 2016 and was
then produced at the same theatre in autumn 2017. She was se-
lected to take part in the Birth project in 2016 which looked at
experiences of maternity worldwide. She also wrote the play
O and Q, which was produced at the Royal Exchange Theatre
in Manchester in October 2016. The play continued to be per-
formed into 2018. After her arrival in Berlin in January 2016
(five months before the present interview), Liwaa Yazji said that
she had not had the time to find out about the local scene. Until
then, the German capital was for her a place to live and work
in but not a space in which to seek artistic opportunities. She is
currently writing a TV series set in refugee camps in Germany
with two other authors.

At the time of the interview, Liwaa Yazji was looking for an
administrative solution that would allow her to settle legally in
Berlin over the long term without submitting a request for asy-
lum. In the meantime, she was living a precarious existence, de-
pending on long-term visas extended with the help of a lawyer.
This refusal to apply for asylum was also found among several
of the other Syrian arts professionals interviewed. One said that

27 Haunted. In: Website FIDMarseille, https://fidmarseille.org/film/2014-haunted/, consulted
25/10/2018.
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he preferred to use the term ‘newcomers’ rather than ‘refugee
artists’ since not everyone fitted the latter category. An exam-
ination of Liwaa Yazji’s career also enables one to appreciate
the international dimension that she had been able to acquire in
Berlin, much like Al Attar in Beirut. The latter city acts like a
platform from which it is possible to achieve a recognition that
goes beyond the Arab world for certain Syrian cultural figures.
In the cases of the two writers considered here, the refusal of
the status of refugee, whether for reasons to do with artistic
identity or reasons linked to their respective administrative
situations, also had to do with their insertion in international
artistic networks extending outwards from Lebanon. They had
also dissociated themselves from others seeking to continue
their artistic work in exile by drawing on the local resources
available in Germany.

For the Syrian arts professionals considered here, exile in
Berlin could thus be experienced as an extension of the situ-
ation in Lebanon and an introduction into a globalized artistic
environment. As Meerzon has reminded us, exile can cover a
variety of different scenarios going from banishment to nomad-
ism.?8 In seeing their displacement as an artistic Bohemia or as
a stage in the unfolding of their careers, the Syrian arts profes-
sionals who were close to the international art world differenti-
ated themselves from others who sought to integrate the artistic
field of the host country and accept artistic identities linked to
their origin and/or their status as exiles. However, even so the
latter did not abandon the perspective of an international career,
since they were following a path that itself gave access to an
international artistic environment, one already taken by other

28 Yana Meerzon, Theatre in Exile [...1, p. 2.
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arts figures from the peripheral countries, through the jour-
ney to a major Western city.?? The debates around the social
categorization of artists in exile thus reflect a hierarchy among
the artists themselves that emerges during the first exile step
in Beirut. They are parts of an artistic game that reconfigures
itself in exile.

CONCLUSIONS

Since 2011, the extensive media coverage of the situation in
Syria and the internationalization of the conflict have pro-
pelled the Syrian arts onto the world scene. During their exile
in Beirut, the young Syrian arts professionals considered here,
graduating at the turn of the millennium, took advantage of
the collapse of the pre-existing barriers preventing entry to the
Syrian creative scene in order to place themselves firmly at the
forefront of a cultural scene that had now entered the limelight.
At the same time, the situation also favoured the emergence of
new arts professionals and new arts practices that entered into
competition with these young artists. The second movement
into exile, this time to Berlin, draws attention to the division of
the Syrian creative space that had reconstituted itself in exile.
The German capital provided a particularly lively cultural mi-
lieu traversed by various artistic currents that raised questions
about issues of identity and were looking for new definitions of
a post-national society. The inclusion of artists-in-exile in this
milieu was one aspect of this dynamic. Many local institutions
in Berlin also offered Syrian arts professionals opportunities to
continue their work.

29  Catherine Choron-Baix, Le vrai voyage. Lart de Dinh Q. Lé entre exil et retour. In: Revue
européenne des migrations internationales, 25(2009)2, pp. 51-68, p. 63.
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However, in contrast to this group, which was in step with the
host society and responded to the need to rethink questions of
integration at a time when the society itself was seeing an influx
of refugees, there was another group of Syrian arts profession-
als who refused to get involved in the local field. When they
arrived in Berlin, these figures had already gained internation-
al recognition, and this enabled them to be dispensed with the
strategies needed to enter the local scene.

Exile is reflected in three ways in the Syrian artistic field that
has reconstituted itself outside the country’s national bound-
aries since 2013. First, exile upsets pre-existing criteria of le-
gitimacy by allowing the entry of creative currents into the
field that could not have been considered under former criteria.
Second, it leads to a redefinition of artistic practices as a result
of the new and different audience as well as the different dy-
namics at work in the host milieu. Third, it operates as a way of
deciding where individuals are to be located in a transnational
artistic space whose divisions are still uncertain. This was par-
ticularly the case for the Syrian arts professionals considered
here because of the newness of the situation.
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Khaled Barakeh (°1976, Damascus) is a Berlin-based conceptual
artist and cultural activist. He graduated from the Faculty of Fine
Arts in Damascus, Syria, in 2005, completed his MFA in 2010 at
Funen Art Academy in Odense, Denmark, and a Meisterschuler
study in 2013 at the Stddelschule Art Academy in Frankfurt,
Germany. Driven by his observations of longstanding social in-
justice, Barakeh approaches creative practice as a tool for societal
change; manipulating commonplace visual and cultural touch-
stones to expose and undermine stagnant power structures. In
a recent major shift in his practice, Barakeh developed coculture
in 2017 — a non-for-profit umbrella organization with a suite of
initiatives that leverage artistic thinking to directly address issues
of contemporary mass migration. Among these projects is the
SYRIA Cultural Index and the Syrian Biennale.

Among many other institutions and venues around the world,
Barakeh has exhibited at the Museum fir Kunst und Gewerbe,
Hamburg; Salt, Istanbul; The Shanghai Biennale; Centre d'art
contemporain de Malakoff, Paris; The Busan Biennale; Institute
of Modern Art, Middlesbrough; Frankfurter Kunstverein and
Hamburger Kunsthalle.



coculture:

preserving cultural heritage
and sustaining contemporary
cultural production

In the diaspora

KHALED BARAKEH

‘Very few individuals have the strength to conserve their own
integrity if their social, political, and legal status is completely
confused. Lacking the courage to fight for a change of our
social and legal status, we have decided instead, so many of us,
to try a change of identity.’’

The formative experiences of my youth imparted on me a sense
of the entangled paths of conflict and culture. I grew up in a
Damascus suburb, but originally I am from the Golan Heights
region of Syria, the majority of which is occupied by Israel and
has been almost continuously embroiled in conflict since the
Six-Day War in 1967. 1 witnessed neighbourhoods split and
families scattered along with the rich cultural heritage that was
formerly present within these communities. Later in life, dur-
ing my compulsory military service, I was one of the ‘lucky’
few assigned to a ‘visual communication’ (i.e. propaganda)
department. My first encounter with art was through spending

1 Hannah Arendt, We Refugees. In: Menorah Journal, 31(1943)1, pp. 69-77.
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three years painting portraits of Hafez al-Assad, the president
of Syria at the time, on the walls of the military base. Through
this experience, I developed a clear grasp of how art can be lev-
eraged in structuring cultural perceptions. Having been forced
for years to tell the stories of the oppressors, I have since dedi-
cated my practice to telling the story of the oppressed, to struc-
turing the unseen narrative of the victims.

BETWEEN A ROCK AND A HARD PLACE

ince the onset of the Assad regime’s violent backlash against
the revolution in 2011, Syrian culture has found itself under
constant threat. A majority of the country’s artists, musicians,
intellectuals and other cultural producers have fled as part of
the estimated 6.6 million internally displaced Syrians, or the
estimated 5.6 million seeking refuge externally.1? This is not
to mention those among the hundreds of thousands of individ-
uals imprisoned, tortured and murdered. The world is bearing
witness to a catastrophe both humanitarian and cultural in na-
ture. What was once a vibrant, diverse cultural tapestry is being
shredded from within. Externally, it is being whitewashed and
trafficked on the markets of digestible statistics, sensationalist
imagery and solidarity shares.

n 2013 I suddenly became part of the statistics, albeit via a dif-
ferent path than most of my fellow Syrians. After living, work-
ing and studying in Europe for several years, my student visa
had run out, my Syrian passport had expired, and returning to
Syria had long since ceased to be an option. My public stance

2 Syria emergency. In: Website UNHCR, https://www.unhcr.org/syria-emergency.html,
visited 19/3/2020.
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as an artist decrying the regime and its brutality would mean
a prison sentence at least, and quite possibly worse. I had no
other legal option than to apply for asylum, officially becoming
a refugee, an often pejorative legal status used to stigmatize
certain groups of people. Previously I had not considered my-
self a refugee in the usual sense of the word; my emigration to
Europe in 2008 was not forced, and I had lived in Germany for
many years. Yet [ realized that, in fact, I had suddenly become
one. Unable to return home or to apply for any legal status other
than the refugee status, I found myself in a confusing state of
being in-between. I began to think about how we could work
past these exclusionary labels and bring the political element
back into the equation.

BERLIN IS THE NEW DAMASCUS

Soon after, I moved to Berlin and found myself in the midst
of an extensive community of creative Syrians. Comprised of
displaced cultural producers facing the exact same challenges
I was intimately familiar with, this city within a city became
a meeting ground for a community of Syrian cultural produc-
ers who shared common hopes and experiences. Prior to the
war, Damascus was the cultural capital of Syria. Today the new
representative centres of Syrian culture are considered to be cit-
ies such as Beirut, Istanbul and Berlin. Some of those who fled
Syria reached Central and Northern Europe, but due to political
limitations, many now find themselves scattered and relative-
ly unseen along the ‘refugee route’ through Lebanon, Turkey,
Greece and into Northern Europe. With this fragmentation of
our culture, I saw that it was crucial to find new, temporary
capital cities of Syrian culture elsewhere in the world. Indeed,
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Berlin felt almost like a mini Damascus — not only could I find
familiar faces in a city of strangers, but new artistic initiatives,
cultural events and exhibitions focused on the Syrian artistic
community were taking place across the city. A creative net-
work was growing and ‘newcomers were welcomed’.

The Untitled Images, Khaled Barakeh, 2014, digital print on paper, 21 x 30 cm,
original photo by Bassam Al Hakeem

A critical artistic practice that reflects and comments on our po-
litical reality, which I have maintained for more than a decade,
cando much in terms of generating awareness. However, to enact
true change it is necessary to apply this artistic skill set outside
the bubble of the contemporary art world. The creative thinking,
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network building and cultural hacking skills that are vital to our
survival as cultural practitioners must be leveraged within the
very infrastructures of society. In 2017, together with a small
team of professionals, I established coculture, a Berlin-based
non-profit cultural organization working at the intersection of
art, activism and community-building.? It aims to address the
challenges faced by displaced culture creatives through various
artistic and social initiatives that aim to map, showcase, support
and empower these cultural producers in the diaspora. In the
following sections I will unfold the different initiatives under
the coculture umbrella. It concerns the SYRIA Cultural Index
(SCI), the Syrian Biennale, the coculture space (in Berlin) and
the Support the Supporters programme. coculture engages dis-
placed creatives and wider arts audiences through an ecosystem
of connected on- and offline projects. These projects counter
the geographical and social fracturing of Syrian culture on two
basic levels. The first is through the development of online and
real-life platform-networks for cultural producers and institu-
tions, which create visibility and grant access to resources and
new technologies that shift artist-audience dynamics. The sec-
ond level is a collection of sustainable, artistic design projects,
which employ local refugees at the coculture space, providing
income, community and dignified employment. Although these
projects are independent, they are also interconnected, often
working in tandem, sharing resources and networks for creative
ideas and rich outcomes.

3 See: http://www.coculture.de, visited 19/3/2020.
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SYRIA CULTURAL INDEX — CREATIVE DATABASE

oremost among these initiatives is the SCI, an online platform
that remaps the diasporic reality of Syrian cultural producers. I
first recognized the power of virtual networks to rebuild civil
society early on in the Syrian Revolution. After 2011, once the
government recognized the scope of the protests, our oppor-
tunities for gathering in public were essentially restricted to
weddings, funerals and Friday prayer. Facebook, which ironi-
cally had just been unblocked by the government to facilitate
its monitoring of citizens, provided a forum through which we
could meet, discuss and organize ourselves in our parallel vir-
tual republic. I soon joined a Facebook group called Amargi (a
Sumerian word meaning both freedom and ‘return to mother’),
which included some 400 artists and cultural producers, and I
was eventually elected to its leadership. This virtual commu-
nity that organized and facilitated real-world events and op-
portunities for Syria’s cultural producers, laid the conceptual
groundwork for SCI’s structure and impact today. Formerly
united through geographical proximity, the richness and diver-
sity of the post-fragmentation Syrian identity now require a vir-
tual network to retain its integrity and sustain itself.

The fact is that Syrian culture is constantly under threat: the ar-
tistic output is overshadowed by dispersion across nations and
regions as well as often harsh economic, social or psychological
situations. It is extremely important to realize the difficulties
and challenges Syrian producers face every day, both inside
and outside their country. Artists still living and producing in
Syria face not only the symptoms of conflict, the constant de-
struction of heritage and human lives, but must also contend
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with censorship and a severely underdeveloped cultural infra-
structure. Diverse factors have played a role in the process of
creating Syrian art infrastructure, but sadly, it has remained
stagnant. The conversation in Syria around modern visual art
began about 120 years ago, but it simply has not progressed in
parallel with the arts in the West. On the one hand, commercial
galleries were locally focused without many international per-
spectives, while on the other hand, official institutions, which
offer limited opportunities as well, were often corrupt. During
my first trip to Europe, upon setting foot in the Palais de Tokyo
in Paris, this disparity was immediately, painfully clear to me. I
simply felt as if the world was speaking a different artistic lan-
guage and, try as I might, I could not squeeze a drop of meaning
from the work I saw. That trip made me realize how disconnect-
ed from the contemporary art flow we, as Syrian artists, were
and how much more there was to be seen and done to develop
our cultural scene further.

Syrian cultural producers living abroad, despite new-found op-
portunities for unrestrained creation, face new challenges. As
they shift and integrate into new societies and communities,
so does their art. Their artistic and personal identities become
blurred, melting into their new surroundings, caught between
what is perceived as Syrian and what is not. Artists from this
background, unfortunately, must contend with a contemporary
form of orientalism. The media dynamics between the MENA
region and the West have created a big space for those who
come from that region and are dealing with Western-centric
topics in their art practices (such as migration, the refugee cri-
sis, religion, sex, war, etc.). It seems that the road to interna-
tional visibility is paved with this kind of artwork, and it seems
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nearly impossible to envision another route. On paper, the dif-
ference between a Syrian artist and an artist who happens to be
from Syria is a simple question of wording. Making this shift
in the eyes of the Western media and institutions, however, re-
quires the navigation of a complex web of influences and a deep
interrogation of the interconnected nature of one’s identity as a
person and identity as an artist.

Therefore, it is crucial to provide Syrian producers with means
enabling their uniqueness to remain present because of the
complex narrative of their situation. The SCI aims to address
these issues and needs by creating an online space for all Syrian
cultural practitioners (individuals and institutions), both inside
and outside their country of origin. As such, SCI not only func-
tions as an online portfolio for cultural producers working in
all artistic genres, but also provides an avenue for institutions
and individuals to connect for the development of specific pro-
jects, access to funding or academic opportunities, and other
resources such as professional workshops and residencies. This
further narrows the gap between Syrian cultural producers
and their European/international counterparts who developed
their careers with an innate sense of gallery and institutional
infrastructures.

The SCI has the intention to become a necessary analytical tool
to understand the Syrian cultural scene and an important plat-
form in extending the reach of its artists to international audi-
ences. Professionals such as curators, collectors, journalists and
researchers can explore the evolving gallery, ultimately result-
ing in SCI artists having increased participation on the global
art stage. The SCI will initially launch with Syrian visual artists
and art professionals, and in the future, it will branch out to oth-
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er artistic disciplines, as well as rolling out to other countries in
the conflict zones of the MENA region and globally.

Working against geographical, religious and political divisions
that are strongly present in the cultural scene in Syria, the SCI
wants to reflect a wide cultural diversity on all levels. It serves
to reconnect the cultural fabric by bringing together artists who
were forcefully displaced with those who remained in their
countries. It aims to counteract the defragmentation of identity
as a nation and to represent and preserve the cultural heritage
and its shape beyond national borders.

SYRIAN BIENNALE — ROOTS EN ROUTE

The Syrian Biennale, another main project within coculture,
addresses the reality faced by Syrian cultural producers around
the world in the same way as the SCI. It speaks to the need to
create a sense of belonging, to remap the fragmented Syrian
identity in its new locations, and ultimately to foster exchange
and understanding. With the entire world now somehow in-
volved in the Syrian conflict, it is critical to give Syrian cul-
tural producers an opportunity to engage with the global art
scene in brick-and-mortar spaces as well. Beginning with the
new hubs of Syrian culture that are Beirut, Istanbul and Berlin,
the Biennale will trace the paths of the Syrian diaspora, taking
place in a new city every second year.

Through supporting, empowering and connecting Syrian cul-
tural producers around the world, the Biennale represents and
preserves Syria’s cultural heritage beyond national borders.
Experiencing Syria through its rich culture will help to shift
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from common stereotypes, fears or ignorance caused by war
and immigration problems to open-mindedness and under-
standing towards the Syrian people. Providing the opportunity
to discover Syria through the perspective of art, the Biennale
will provoke a necessary questioning of the image of Syria
created by the mainstream media. In this way it serves as a
contribution to a much-needed conversation around Syria’s me-
dia-generated image, hoping to counteract the fragmentation
and displacement of Syrian identity(ies).

The Untitled Images, Khaled Barakeh, 2014, digital print on paper, 21 x 30 cm,
original photo by Abd Doumany
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The work of Syrian cultural producers will be placed in con-
versation with local and internationally renowned artists with-
in the context of the host city. Mirroring the delocalization of
Syrian cultural identity, this travelling format will divorce the
biennale from its general association with a singular geograph-
ical and political identity. The Biennale and the SCI function
synergistically. The SCI provides a preliminary snapshot of
which displaced artists are active within the host city, laying
the groundwork for the Biennale’s development. Through the
realization of the Biennale we, in turn, gain invaluable insight
into the dynamics of the refugee community, enabling us to
further tailor the content and structure of SCI to better serve
their needs.

COCULTURE SPACE — A SAFE SPACE

Located in the diverse Berlin neighbourhood of Wedding, the
coculture space is the third main project of coculture. It is the or-
ganization’s dedicated offline project space that offers cultural
events to local and translocal communities. First and foremost,
it is a ‘safe space’ for diasporic producers and communities to
engage in activism, express opinions and meet without judge-
ment or the need to explain themselves. The coculture space is
housed on the ground floor of Lobe Block, an impressive, flex-
ible, multipurpose raw concrete structure with integration of
local gardens and large terraces, designed by the famous archi-
tects Brandlhuber + Emde, Burlon / Muck Petzet. In addition to
acting as a vital meeting point, the space will play host to a di-
verse artistic programme that will also attract Berlin’s dynamic
cultural scene. Partnerships with key local organizations aim
to further engage with wider international arts audiences, mu-
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seums, institutions and stakeholders. The Space’s programme
will support and empower displaced cultural producers and
underrepresented minorities, in Berlin and further afield, by of-
fering a place for new artistic activity, driven by dialogues and
conversations of the ‘safe space’. The organization’s main office
is located above the project space; this proximity is integral for
the collective processes of the organization and collaboration
with the local audiences on programming and designing events.

SUPPORT THE SUPPORTERS PROGRAMME

Parallel to these projects, Support the Supporters programme
was initiated to enable displaced practitioners who have left
their countries (whether due to social pressure or to threats
from their governments) to develop skills, acquire knowledge
and find solutions to various challenges they have faced in their
new communities. The project assists artists who already have
ideas for communal projects, but require skills, support, fund-
ing and resources in order to realize them.

Four key strands comprise Support the Supporters programme:
Safe Haven Fellowship, Mentorship, Residency Exchange and
Financial Support (funds). Support the Supporters works close-
ly with artists on the programme to mentor and assist them in
the development of ideas and projects. The initiative also con-
nects artists with funded residency programmes and opportuni-
ties for cultural exchange. coculture’s contacts and connections
with key cultural funders are also accessed in order to provide
financial support directly to these creatives, providing them
with the capacity to develop the projects they have conceived as
part of the programme. The first Safe Haven Fellowship hosts
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Libyan artist, curator and cultural manager, Tewa Barnosa, for
one year and a half with the support of Martin Roth initiative.

Looking back to my earliest experiences with art and conflict
in Syria, I am convinced of the power of artistic thinking to
impact our societal reality. As I continue to define my place and
identity(ies) in Europe, just like any other refugee, I am trying
to find a balance between roots in Syria to which I cannot return
and a new home in Europe. This balance is not a static position
which we reach one day. It exists in the dialectic between the
simultaneous truths of our two homes, an internal teeter-totter-
ing. The structure and goals of the coculture initiatives are born
out of this reality. I personally feel closest to the fulcrum of this
balancing act when I am able to reach out to others; support-
ing them, in turn, supports me and supports a positive vision
of Syria as it exists in the minds of millions around the globe.
Although the exact location of home remains an unanswered
question, by taking advantage of the possibilities provided by
our increasingly virtual world, we can build platforms that sus-
tain our identities, culture and heritage in a borderless reality.
teeter-tottering. The structure and goals of the CoCulture ini-
tiatives are born out of this reality. I personally feel closest to
the fulcrum of this balancing act when I am able to reach out
to others; supporting them, in turn, supports me and supports
a positive vision of Syria as it exists in the minds of millions
around the globe. Although the exact location of home remains
an unanswered question, by taking advantage of the possibili-
ties provided by our increasingly virtual world, we can build
platforms that sustain our identities, culture and heritage in a
borderless reality.



Fadi Al-Hamwi (°1986, Damascus) lives and works in Berlin. He
studied oil and mural paintings at the Damascus Academy of Fine
Arts (2006-2010). Fadi Al-Hamwi’s practice extends across paint-
ing, sculpture, installation and performance.

Al-Hamwi has exhibited widely in the Middle East, Europe and
Canada. Selected exhibitions include: Sugar Forever (2019), per-
formance installation, De Warande Expo, Turnhout, Belgium, and
CAA Gallery, Berlin, Germany; While you are sleeping (2018),
curated by East of Elsewhere, Contemporary Art Platform
CAP, Kuwait, and London, UK; 700 Masterpieces of Modern
and Contemporary Arab Art (2017), Institut du Monde Arabe,
Paris, France; Walls and Margins (2015), Barjeel Art Foundation,
Sharjah, UAE (2016); Syria Off Frame (2015), Venice Biennale,
Venice, ltaly.



sugar forever
FADI AL-HAMWI

Visual artist Fadi Al-Hamwi focuses on lending physical shape
to the human experience of war, though the human figure re-
mains obscured in his multimedia practice. Instead, domestic
furnishings, a cow carcass and cowhides or toy soldiers offer
traces of the lack of humanity in the everyday experience of
conflict. His practice began as an investigation of the latent vi-
olence in societal constructs and evolved as actual violence be-
gan to take place around him in Damascus in 2011. He explores
the relationship between dormant and actualized expressions of
violence and desire, as well as the dialogue between construc-
tion and destruction while revealing a deeply personal process
of reckoning.

Sugar Forever is a performance installation-based art project.
It is a re-creation, in sugar instead of cement, of the concrete
bricks produced in Syria. The bricks are manufactured in the
same dimensions and following the same manual procedure.

The production of these sugar bricks carries several meanings,
ranging from the war in Syria to European migration. The man-
ufacturing process reflects the psychological, moral and mate-
rial reconstruction faced by many Syrians in their country of
asylum. “White Gold’ relates to the organic formation of the
human body, so often exploited by a capitalist system and its
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industrial states. In the same way a grain of sugar is consumed
by the human body, so the human body is subsumed within the
political structure of asylum countries: the strange human mass
becomes the fuel of the cultural and economic engine. The sug-
ar used in the construction of the artwork comprises aesthetic
contradictions. Although solid in form, there is a sweetness to
its organic solubility. Bricks, a foundation of modern architec-
ture and civil life, are so easily destroyed, like sugar itself. The
continually morphing work mimics sugar’s ability to destroy
the human body and our predisposition to self-poison.

Sugar Forever

Fadi Al-Hamwi

performance installation

2 tons of sugar, metal compressor, fire gun and water
De Warande Expo, Turnhout, Belgium, 2019, 2020
photos credit: © De Warande Expo
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In its structure, the entire process reflects the contradictions
of displaced and torn people. Forced into a mould, those try-
ing to rebuild their lives are compelled to integrate. They are
asked to behave like polished sugar cubes, to become part of the
European construction based on ethnic homogeneity. But this
sweetness carries a bitter poison. Deep in the roots of the plant
itself, sugar has changed the course of human history: impacting
on the formation of colonies, the maintenance of slavery, world
migration, global trade wars, and the ethnic and political stria-
tion of the New World.

Sugar Forever is an ongoing project, with different structures
surrounding its concept and showcase.



Hanan Kassab Hassan (°1952, Damascus) is a university pro-
fessor and culture professional. She has taught theatre at the
University of Damascus and the Institut des Etudes Scéniques,
Audiovisuelles et Cinématographiques (IESAV) of the Université
Saint Joseph in Beirut.

She has held the positions of dean of the Higher Institute of
Dramatic Arts in Damascus, general manager of the Damascus
Opera, and general secretary of Damascus, Arab Capital of
Culture 2008. She was also a member of the Cultural Council of
the Union pour la Méditerranée in France. She is a member of the
administrative board of the Fonds Roberto Cimetta (France) and
of evaluation committees for cultural projects at various organi-
zations, among them the International Fund for the Promotion of
Culture at UNESCO.

She has published widely in the areas of theatre and culture, in-
cluding a Dictionary of Theatre: Terms and Concepts of Theatre
and Performing Arts. She has also translated critical essays and
plays by Genet, Koltés, Beckett and Wannous.



syrian refugee artists in europe:
challenges and achievements

HANAN KASSAB HASSAN

The terrible war that broke out in Syria in 2011 forced many
Syrians to flee either to neighbouring countries or sometimes
to Europe. Because of the destruction of entire towns and cit-
ies carried out by the Syrian Army, the number of Syrian refu-
gees abroad increased dramatically, causing the Jordanian and
Lebanese governments to put in place tougher administrative
measures regarding the flow of Syrian refugees. This caused
a massive wave of Syrian migration to Europe. In Europe
too, however, the assistance rendered to the refugees could
vary, with some countries adopting very strict regulations to
limit illegal migration from Syria. Other countries, by con-
trast, such as Sweden, France and Germany, facilitated the
entry of the refugees and helped them to settle and find work.

Syrian intellectuals enjoyed certain advantages compared to
other asylum seekers arriving in these countries. They were
welcomed with open arms by European artistic communities
and were supported by European public opinion, eager to know
more about what was happening in Syria and sympathetic to the
plight of the Syrian people. Major European cultural and donor
organizations were ready to finance the talented Syrian artists
who applied to them.
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It should be mentioned that compassion and sympathy for the
victims of the war played a role in the warm welcome extend-
ed to the Syrian artworks produced in Europe. However, this
would not have lasted if the works and artists had been without
artistic merit. The many major prizes that Syrian art profession-
als have been awarded in Europe bears witness to their talent,
and from 2012 to the present they have been invited to stage
works in the most prestigious European theatres and to take
part in the world’s most important arts festivals.’

1 To cite just a few, Silvered Water (Eau Argentée), a film produced by Oussama Mohamed and
Wiam Simav Bedrixan in 2014, was part of the official selection for the Cannes and Toronto (TIFF)
Film Festivals. It was awarded the Grierson Prize for Best Documentary at the London Film Festival.
For Sama, a film by Waed Khatib and Edward Watts (2019), was on general release in France and the
US, among other countries. It received the Oeil d’Or Prize for Best Documentary at the 2019 Cannes
Film Festival, the Jury Award for Best Documentary at the SXSWFILM Festival, and the International
Documentary Award at the Hot Docs Festival. It was nominated for four prizes at the British Academy
of Film and Television Arts (BAFTA) Festival in 2019 and was shortlisted for the Best Documentary
Film Award at this year’s Oscars (2020) alongside another Syrian film, The Cave by Firas Fayyad,
which received the People’s Choice Award for Best Documentary at the 2019 Toronto Film Festival.
Of Fathers and Sons, a documentary by Talal Derki, was nominated for the Best Documentary Prize at
the 2019 Oscars, and the same director’s Return to Homs won the Grand Jury Prize for Documentary
at the 2013 Sundance Festival. The Day I Lost My Shadow by Soudade Kaadan won the Lion of the
Future Award for Best First Feature at the Venice Film Festival and was featured in the Discovery
Section at the Toronto Film Festival. It was also in competition at the BFI in London.

In the area of theatre, Goats, a play by Liwaa Yazigi, was directed by Hamish Pirie at the Royal
Court Theatre in London in 2017. Alors que j‘attendais (While | Was Waiting) by Mohammad Al Attar
was directed by Omar Abusaada at the Kunstenfestivaldesarts in Brussels in 2016 and was selected for
the 70™ Avignon Festival in France. The two men’s other plays, performed by Syrian women refugees,
have been widely acclaimed. [phigenia was staged at the Tempelhof Theatre in Berlin and in the main
theatre of the Volksbuhne during the 2017/2018 season. The Trojans was staged at the Young Vic
Theatre in Liverpool and at the Edinburgh Festival in 2013. We Are Not Going Back by choreographer
Mithkal Alzhgair was presented at the Théatre de la Ville in Paris in 2019, and his work Déplacement
(Displacement) obtained first prize in the Danse Elargie choreography competition in 2016.

In the area of the novel, the work of Syrian novelist Samar Yazbeck has been translated into
several European languages. She shared the 2012 PEN Pinter Prize with poet Carol Ann Duffy for
her novel A Woman in the Crossfire, and she was a finalist in the third and final selection for the Prix
Femina for best foreign novel in 2018 for La Marcheuse (The Walker). Falling Down Politely by novelist
Rasha Abbas was selected for Words Without Borders in 2014.

60



This does not mean, however, that such achievements have
not come without important challenges. While the Syrian arts
professionals concerned have had their horizons extended by
the experience of living and working in Europe, and while
their perspectives have been enriched by the contacts this has
brought with cosmopolitan and culturally rich societies, once
the immediate feeling of joy at arriving in the European haven
of security had ended, they quickly found themselves living in
European countries with complicated administrative systems as
well as lifestyles and artistic production methods that differed
substantially from theirs. This discovery at first hindered their
creativity and set back their integration in the larger European
cultural landscape.

Such challenges can be summarized as follows.

ADMINISTRATIVE DIFFICULTIES

On their arrival in Europe, the Syrian refugees were obliged
to begin complicated administrative procedures in order to
legalize their presence in the new host society. They had to
overcome rapidly the trauma of the dangerous journey that had
brought them to Europe and the separation from their families
this had entailed, and they had to plunge themselves into a race
against the clock to register with the host society’s authorities.
There was also the need to find a place to live and schools for
children, as well as to understand the new legal status entailed
by their registration as asylum seekers? and to wait to be given

2 In France, a registered refugee can receive ‘conventional and constitutional protection” and is
entitled to a ‘ten-year renewable residence permit’. If the ‘criteria for the recognition of refugee status
are not met’, it is possible to receive a ‘temporary one-year card that can be renewed for two years'.
See: Le Guide du Réfugié, https://lequidedurefugie.com/, updated 11/2019. In Germany, changes in
the law in 2015 ended the distinction between refugees and those benefiting from alternative subsid-
iary protection. See: Gesetz zur Neubestimmung des Bleiberechts und der Aufenthaltsbeendigung
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a residence permit and all the other papers necessary to register
for family, medical and social benefits. Sometimes, individuals
might want to find work, not wanting to remain idle and live off
state benefits. However, in this case they might need to declare
any revenues or changes to their administrative situation every
three months.?

It goes without saying that these administrative procedures
could take at least a year to complete, sometimes more. They
could be exhausting for those concerned, as well as difficult to
understand and complicated to go through given the range of
different situations.

CULTURAL DIFFICULTIES

The language barrier for Syrian asylum seekers in Europe who
had not previously mastered a European language made com-
munication difficult and could intimidate those concerned, plac-
ing them in a position of perceived inferiority and setting back
their integration in the host society. French, German, Swedish
and Dutch, being the languages most used by refugees, are not
easy to learn, and taking language classes can require a degree
of mental availability that refugees cannot be expected to have
on their arrival in Europe.

Moreover, despite the overall openness of the Syrian refugees,
some of them have found themselves facing very different habits
and customs in Europe than those to which they are accustomed
at home. Relations with others living in the same neighbour-
hood, ways of behaving in public space, environmental issues,
ideas about gender and sexual identity, the question of homo-

vom 27. Juli 2015. In: Bundesgesetzblatt, (2015)32, pp. 1386-1399.
3 If a refugee artist finds a job in France, his or her benefits will continue to be paid, but they may
be reduced.
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sexuality, and even relations between men and women — all of
these things are not dealt with in the same way on the northern
and southern shores of the Mediterranean, and the reactions of
newcomers to Europe can lead to misunderstandings or even
problems that can make for broader disagreements.

STRUCTURAL DIFFICULTIES

This category of difficulties covers the most challenging for the
Syrian refugee arts professionals, since they come from Syria
where the cultural field is managed in a very different way to
what is the case in Europe. In order to understand the nature of
these challenges, it is helpful to have a clearer sense, in sum-
mary form, of the way in which the cultural field is managed
in Syria.

THE SOCIALIST MODEL OF CULTURE FOR ALL

The Ministry of Culture was established in Syria in 1959. It was
inspired by and organized along the lines of the Soviet mod-
el, in which culture was made freely available and artists were
supported (and also controlled) by the state. This model was
successfully applied in Syria thanks to good local cultural pol-
icies that were well adapted to the needs of the country. Grants
were made available to young Syrians so that they could receive
training in new artistic fields, and foreign experts were invit-
ed to train Syrian personnel inside Syria. The ministry proved
very effective in carrying out such policies, and its work was
approved by a demanding and conscious Syrian public that was
open to the experiments in modernism going on in the rest of
the world.
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In this newly dynamic cultural climate, all trends and gen-
res were exhibited. Films by Godard, Pasolini, Fellini and
Bergman were shown in cinema clubs alongside those by
Wajda, Tarkovsky, Parajanov and Kozintsev. In the artists’ stu-
dios, problems of realism and abstraction were discussed. A
translation policy gave Syrian readers access to world master-
pieces of philosophy, literature and art. Travelling theatre buses
crossed the country, presenting shows in rural areas, and on the
stage of the National Theatre, works by Ibsen, Miller, Moliére,
and Brecht were acclaimed by a cultivated and demanding
audience.

In the 1980s, higher education institutes of theatre and then of
music were established. Their curricula, designed and imple-
mented by a committee of professors trained in Russia, Eastern
Europe, France, and Germany, provided a solid training, and
graduates had and still have a very good reputation in Arab and
European artistic circles. This will be evident to anyone attend-
ing concerts at the prestigious Opera House in Damascus or
plays or dance performances given in the major Syrian cities.
These elements contributed to making this period a golden age
of Syrian culture.

BUREAUCRACY AND ROUTINE

Unfortunately, it was not long before this marvellous cultural
landscape was ruined by the bureaucracy. At the same time,
quantity had become more important than quality; the artists
were selected on the basis, not of merit, but of their political
loyalties instead. The ideology of the single party was imposed
by an iron fist. A paralysing routine took over the ministry, and
its badly paid employees drifted into an exasperating lethargy.

64



CENSORSHIP AND SELF-CENSORSHIP

There was also more and more censorship. The arts profession-
als working for the Ministry of Culture knew what the red lines
were, and they practised a form of self-censorship in order to
ensure that their works were not banned. The use of history
and the taking of inspiration from the major works of the past
allowed implicit criticisms to be made of the present. However,
despite such ways of circumventing the censors, many arts pro-
fessionals were banned from publishing or were imprisoned
because of their political ideas. Public opinion was mute in this
climate of fear, and the opposition was condemned to silence.

GRANTS AND PRODUCTION SYSTEM

The production process of an artistic work is not complicated
in Syria. A request must be sent to the relevant department of
the ministry with a preliminary budget. This request will very
often be approved by the Censorship Committee, as long as the
proposal is coherent and has a reasonable budget and does not
contain anything that might be thought damaging to the politi-
cal orientation of the country. Scenery, costumes and technical
equipment can be made or loaned by the National Theatre or
the National Cinema Organization. Rehearsal and performance
venues can be provided at no cost, which further reduces pro-
duction costs.

SUPPORT FOR ARTISTS

Things are significantly different in the fine arts, where there
is no production budget. The state does not officially commis-
sion works of art in Syria, but the Ministry of Culture does buy
a large number of the works shown in the Spring and Winter
Salons as a way of supporting the artists. However, it goes with-
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out saying that the selection of artists and the acquisition of the
works do not always happen on the basis of artistic merit.

THE ARTISTS AS PAID EMPLOYEES

From the time that it was set up in the late 1950s, the Ministry of
Culture has employed actors, musicians and dancers as paid em-
ployees in order to encourage the performing arts. Strange as this
may seem, this system injected tremendous energy into the arts
scene in Syria. At the time the system was set up, it guaranteed the
welfare of the young people concerned and took care of their social
benefits. It also improved the social standing of the performers.
However, over time this system of employing performers di-
rectly — one that ate up a considerable portion of the ministry’s
budget — led to them losing their motivation. They received
their salaries at the end of each month, regardless of whether
they produced anything on stage.

NO TAXES ON CULTURE

No taxes are levied on artistic productions in Syria, and none
are paid on the sale of artworks. Even when the Syrian art mar-
ket took off in an unprecedented fashion in the first decade of
the present century, thanks to strong demand from Arab and
European collectors, Syrian painters and sculptors were not
obliged to pay anything at all in tax to the government.* Even
more generously, the ministry also offered artists free exhibi-
tion spaces where they could show their work, a significant ben-
efit since private galleries in Syria charge a percentage of the
sale price of artworks that varies between 30 and 50 per cent.

4 In Europe, such taxes can reach seven per cent of the amount of the sale, to which are added the
income tax that the artist pays on his or her income. Compared with other countries, Syria can thus

seem to be a kind of tax haven, as tax rates are very low or non-existent, except for civil servants, who
are highly taxed despite their low salaries.
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NO PRIVATE SPONSORSHIP

It is very rare in Syria for an artist to ask for financial support
from a private sponsor. There is practically no system by which
this can take place, and the few examples of such sponsorship
remain very much the exception. Moreover, there are very few
private-sector businesses that could sponsor the arts, with the
banks, for example, being owned by the state.> The system of
tax breaks that in other countries encourages business to spon-
sor the arts does not exist in Syria.

ABSENCE OF CONTRACTS

There is no system of contracts setting out the relationship
between a production and the artistic and technical team em-
ployed to carry it out. Moreover, in Syria such agreements and
working relationships are often based on relations of trust or
verbal promises, even sometimes in traditional trade transac-
tions. Syrian arts professionals are most often persuaded that
they play a special role as agents of political and social change,
considering their work to be a kind of mission. They will thus
accept to carry out their work under precarious conditions if
they think it will have the desired impact on the public.
However, this image of the artist as someone who sacrifices his
or her own personal interests for their art is no longer so wide-
spread today. The television soap-opera production companies
will pay very attractive sums to the artists, who also become
very famous stars. This has meant that many actors have aban-
doned theatre and film productions financed by the Ministry of
Culture in order to work in television instead.

5 This is no longer the case today.
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EUROPEAN SUPPORT

From this brief summary of the cultural sector in Syria, it will
be clear that before the civil war broke out, arts professionals
in the country were not very familiar with the system of grants
made available by European NGOs in Syria from the 1990s on-
wards. Even when news of projects supported by funds from
the European Union reached them, they were not able to apply
for such funding themselves because of the vast amount of pa-
perwork such projects entailed and because the banking system
in Syria did not allow for the financial requirements set by the
EU to be met. These things were significant obstacles for Syrian
arts professionals wishing to benefit from the opportunities of-
fered by European funding. However, they could still benefit
from collaborative projects in the Mediterranean region with
European partners since the latter were much more experienced
in accessing funding and could complete the 40-page applica-
tion dossiers demanded by the EU.

In the light of the above, it is understandable that Syrian refugee
arts professionals should have found themselves disoriented by
the complexity of the European arts production system. While
it is true that some of them, above all those who already spoke
a foreign language, were able to familiarize themselves rapidly
with this new system, the majority remained confused, disori-
ented and unable to continue their work. They were not aware
of the possibilities for support that existed, and they lost the
opportunity to take part in biennales, festivals and residences
as a result.
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However, thanks to the efforts of some European and Arab cul-
tural agencies to support the work of Syrian arts professionals
living in the diaspora, such problems have been almost entire-
ly solved as time has passed. It is to be hoped that the quality
and originality of the work of Syrian artists will enable them to
carve out a deserved place abroad and be able to compete with
artists from the rest of the world in the international art market.
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Jalal Maghout (°1987, Damascus) is an independent film-maker
from Syria who began his film career in 2010 after receiving his
bachelor’s degree in visual communication from the University of
Damascus. He has made several animated short films that have
been shown at festivals around the world. He has also sat on the
juries of international film festivals (e.g. Stuttgart and Annecy).
Jalal completed his master's degree in animation direction at the
Film University Babelsberg in 2019 with his film Have a Nice Dog!.




suleima

JALAL MAGHOUT

Suleima is a short, interview-based, animated documentary
made in 2014 by film-maker Jalal Maghout. It draws the portrait
of a woman who acts as an example of the many people who ded-
icate themselves and work in silence on the sidelines of events.
Suleima listens to her inner voice. She is a woman in her late
forties who joined the revolution at the beginning. She decides
to separate from her husband — who is also in the opposition but
who disapproves of her activism — and is rejected by her son and
daughter when she asks for a divorce. She is not a famous mem-
ber of the Syrian opposition, but an ordinary opposition activist
from the Damascus suburbs who has chosen to make sacrifices
for others. Twice detained, she says: ‘I’d rather die than see some-
one arrested without trying to help.” Furthermore, for her the rev-
olution was not only against the political regime, but a constant
resistance against the structure of a male-dominated society and
all kinds of repression.
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‘Watching us stuck in ignorance, injustice and pain gave me a push
to do something to raise my voice. And storytelling through anima-
tion is my medium. It is the way [ react to life. For me, animation is
an effective medium to depict an unattainable situation, for exam-
ple, our memories, fantasies and dreams — the people we cannot
meet in person and the places we cannot visit, and of course, in
this case, to protect the persons who are involved in the film.

1 was so touched by the story of this lady, and animation offers
more space for me to express myself in relation to the feelings and
thoughts shared between her and me.

Animadoc is a genre [ like to experiment with. The most fascinat-
ing part about it is that you can be less loyal to the documentary
material you have. You are free to add and create from the per-
spective of your artistic view.’
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interview based, classic 2D animation, pencils and mixed media on paper
2014, 15 minutes, Syria
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words and worlds in syria:
countering
narrative silence

BRIGITTE HERREMANS

Syria has a long tradition of dissent and of artistic practices that
challenge the state’s monopoly on politics and culture in sym-
bolic and indirect ways. That tradition flared up after the protest
movement started in 2011, culminating in a surge in civil-soci-
ety activism and creative production. However, the regime’s vi-
olent repression of the protests and its persecution of dissidents

forced most artists to flee the country. The creative outburst did

not go unnoticed in the outside world: interest in Syrian novels,
films and plays grew significantly. Artistic creations have in

common is that they render vulnerability visible. In this article

I will foreground how artistic practices, in particular in the lit-
erary domain, signal that humanity cannot be crushed and bear
witness to the traumas and hopes of Syrians.

REBELLING IN THE KINGDOM OF SILENCE

Since coming to power in 1970, the Assad regime has prevented
the establishment of public spaces of contestation and expected
its citizens to fit in the official narrative of the state-led revolu-
tion, promoting the well-being of its citizens. This has led to a
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situation that anthropologist Lisa Wedeen described as follows:

‘Every Syrian is versed in the fictitious representation of reality,
this symbolic language, if only because all are subjected to a
constant barrage of its rhetorical iterations.’! In response to the
ever-present official narrative, Syrian artists tested the limits
of what can be said and developed through aesthetic creations.?
By relying on metaphor and code, artists created spaces where
there was room for diversity and contestation. They managed
to develop a hard-to-suppress counterculture in which different
perspectives could exist alongside each other.

Long before the outbreak of the popular uprising, there was
resistance against the dictatorial state. This resistance was re-
flected in a variety of artistic disciplines, with among others
cartoonists, writers and film-makers denouncing authoritarian-
ism in covert ways. Syrian documentary film has been political
and dissident since the early 1970s, opening the path to the use
of the camera to document the uprising that many film-makers
had predicted, as they felt that popular resentment was grow-
ing.® Syrian cinema has touched upon thwarted national aspira-
tions and citizenship with film-makers like Usama Muhammad,
Nabil al-Malih, ’'Umar Amiralay and Hala Abdallah. In his doc-
umentary Al-Hayat al-Yawmiyyah fi Qariya Suriyya (Everyday
Life in a Syrian Village, 1974), Amiralay criticized the govern-
ment’s failure to provide basic amenities to the poor. Despite
the ban imposed by the regime on his film, the film-maker con-
tinued in the same critical vein.

1 Lisa Wedeen, Acting ‘as If". In: Comparative Studies in Society and History, 40(1998)3, pp. 503-523.
2 Sune Haughbolle, Imprisonment, Truth Telling and Historical Memory in Syria. In: Mediterranean
Politics, 13(2008)2, pp. 261-276.

3 Joshka Wessels, Documenting Syria: Film-making, Video Activism and Revolution, London: |.B.
Tauris, 2019, Kindle location 221.
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Dissident artists refuse the silence that was imposed and that
rendered them voiceless. As American philosopher Rebeca
Solnit argues: ‘Silence is what allows people to suffer without
recourse, what allows hypocrisies and lies to grow and flourish,
crimes to go unpunished. If our voices are essential aspects of
our humanity, to be rendered voiceless is to be dehumanized or
excluded from one’s humanity.* In the documentary Journey
into Memory (2006), Hala Mohammed travelled to the ancient
site of Palmyra along with writers Yassin al-Hajj Saleh, Faraj
Bera‘qdar and Ghassan Jba‘i. Between them, the three men had
spent 40 years near the site, yet they had never seen it as they
were taken blindfolded to the prison of Tadmur. In the docu-
mentary they rendered visible how they survived torture and
ill-treatment through their steadfastness. In 2011 Yassin al-Haj
Saleh became one of the leading voices of the Syrian revolution,
and he would feature in another documentary Our Terrible
Country (2014), testifying about the dashed hopes of the revolu-
tion that would ultimately lead him into exile in Turkey.

Another striking example of artistic dissidence are the musal-
salat (miniseries) that air during Ramadan, offering entertain-
ment while criticizing issues such as corruption under the guise
of humour. The ability to use humour to distance oneself from
reality and reject submission is reminiscent of how French phi-
losopher Albert Camus defined a rebel. “What is a rebel? A man
who says no, but whose refusal does not imply a renunciation.
He is also a man who says yes, from the moment he makes
his first gesture of rebellion. A slave who has taken orders all

4 Rebecca Solnit, Silence and Powerlessness Go Hand in Hand: Women'’s Voices must Be Heard.
In: The Guardian, 8/3/2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/mar/08/silence-
powerlessness-womens-voices-rebecca-solnit.
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his life suddenly decides that he cannot obey some new com-
mand.” Series, drama and comedy have provided some relief
in dark times and reflected the rebellious spirit of Syrians.
Lisa Wedeen evokes popular dramas such as Di‘ah dai‘ah (4
Forgotten Village, 2008-2010), which used parody to make fun
of the Assad regime and of circumstances in Syria.®

REVISITING TRAUMA, NURTURING RESISTANCE
AND EVOKING EMPATHY

For decades, tenacious authoritarianism shaped Syrian writing,
as Syrian American poet and scholar Mohja Kahf observed.
‘Syrian literature today is jittery with what it cannot say and that
is its genius.”” Syrian literature became increasingly diverse in
terms of content, orientation, technique and formal styles of
expression.® Even before 2011, novelists such as Rosa Hassan
Yassin and Samar Yazbek explored the taboos of the hegemonic
state and openly challenged the violence and arbitrariness of
the mukhabarat, the notorious security services.

Writers of so-called ‘prison literature’ have addressed the trau-
mas of imprisonment and torture since the 1990s. They con-
veyed traumatic events, ‘memories of a terrorized life under the
rule of the Assad clan, when a wrong word might send one to
prison or to the gallows’, as Syria scholar miriam cooke noted in

5 Albert Camus, The Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, New York: Vintage, 1991, p. 9.

6 Lisa Wedeen, Ideology and Humor in Dark Times: Notes from Syria. In: Critical Inquiry,
39(2013)4, pp. 841-873.

7 Mohja Kahf, The Silences of Contemporary Syrian Literature. In: World Literature Today,
75(2001)2, pp. 224-236.

8 Max Weiss, Who Laughs Last: Literary Transformations of Syrian Authoritarianism. In: Steven
Heydemann & Reinoud Leenders (Eds.), Middle East Authoritarianisms: Governance, Contestation
and Regime Resilience in Syria and Iran, Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2013, pp. 143-165.
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her seminal book Dancing in Damascus: Creativity, Resilience
and the Syrian Revolution.’ Bashar al-Assad’s accession to
power in 2000 led to an increase in the production of fiction
and films on imprisonment as his presidency rekindled hopes
of political liberalization.'® However, many of these works were
banned as they fundamentally undermined the legitimacy of
the regime and established a link between past and present state
violence.

A striking example of the pervasive impact of prison literature
is Mustafa Khalifa’s novel The Shell. Khalifa was imprisoned
from 1982 to 1994 for his political activities as a member of
the leftist opposition and was held without trial at various state
security prisons, including the notorious Tadmur Prison. The
protagonist in The Shell is a political prisoner, Musa, an athe-
ist Christian mistaken for a radical Islamist. Musa is shunned
by his fellow inmates and remains silent during his 12 years
of incarceration. Before being published in Arabic, the novel
came out in French in 2009 as Arabic-language publishers were
afraid to print it. The novel remains a reference for Syrian activ-
ists and artists who relate to the experiences of the inmate who
at times was tortured so badly that his only desire was to die.
‘It was now death I hoped for! I wanted only death ... but even
death was beyond my grasp.”™

Through their testimonies, writers such as Mustafa Khalifa,

9  miriam cooke, Dancing in Damascus: Creativity, Resilience and the Syrian Revolution, London:
Routledge, 2017.

10 miriam cooke, The Cell Story: Syrian Prison Stories after Hafiz Asad. In: Middle East Critique,
20(2011)2, pp. 169-187.

11 Mustafa Khalifa, The Shell, 2008. Excerpt on: Asymptote, https://www.asymptotejournal.com/
nonfiction/mustafa-khalifa-the-shell/, visited 18/3/2020.
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Hasiba ‘Abd al-Rahman and Faraj Bera‘qdar inspired other
victims to document their experiences and collect evidence
of the state’s human-rights violations. Consequently, sharing
memories of widespread suffering empowered many dissidents
to write, paint and make moving images to transform trauma
into resistance.'? Resistance against the imposed silence also
occurred in the field of (suppressed) commemoration. Despite
the regime’s suppression of debates on the so-called ahdath
(events) in Hama in 1982, the massacre by the Syrian Army
quelling an uprising by Islamist militants, many writers have
addressed the massacre.

In his novel In Praise of Hatred, Damascus-based writer Khaled
Khalifa invites his readers to revisit the trauma that continues
to haunt Syrian society and to examine the sectarianism rav-
aging society. He had the audacity to publicly challenge the of-
ficial narrative, testing the limits of his freedom of expression.
A couple of months after its publication in 2006, the book was
banned in Syria and it had to be reissued in Beirut.

It is notable that Khalifa gave a human face to extremism, call-
ing on his readers to demonstrate empathy. He upholds that the
goal of literature is ‘to awaken tolerance when others are think-
ing of revenge or trading in the clichés used by warmongers’.'®
Khalifa made radicalization tangible by rendering the narrator’s
radicalization process, her imprisonment and final foregoing of
sectarian hatred. ‘By the end of that summer, hatred had taken

possession of me. I was enthused by it; I felt that it was saving

12 Sune Haughbolle, Imprisonment, Truth Telling [...1, pp. 261-276.
13 Khaled Khalifa, quoted in the interview: A Conversation with Khaled Khalifa, 18/7/2011, Rayya
Agency, http://www.rayaagency.org/2011/07/a-conversation-with-khaled-khlifa/.
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me. Hatred gave me the feeling of superiority I was searching
for. I carefully read the pamphlets distributed at every meeting
with the other girls and memorized whole sections of them, par-
ticularly the fatwas charging other sects with heresy.”™

Writer Rosa Yassin Hassan also had the courage to address
the regime’s terror, in crushing dissent and preventing its
subordinates from starting afresh. Her novel Hurras al-hawa
(Guardians of the Air, 2009) concentrates on imprisonment
while at the same time turning to the taboo subject of female
sexuality.” The main character Anat is an interpreter in the
Canadian embassy in Damascus, translating the testimonies
of refugees seeking protection from persecution. She is three
months pregnant and decides to quit her job as she can no longer
bear their excruciating stories. She waits for her fiancé Jawad,
who is imprisoned on account of his left-wing activism. But
Anat is no modern Penelope and so she slowly detaches herself
from Jawad; she wants to be free. Reflecting on her prescient
novel, Yassin Hassan describes how ‘when one is trapped in
life’s humdrum, the slightest breeze of freedom can provoke
changes. Decades of accumulated frustrations have allowed the
flame buried inside people to liberate themselves from the fear
of the security services. The words horya (freedom) and harara
(heat) have the same root in Arabic.”'®

14 Khaled Khalifa, /n Praise of Hatred, Oxford: Blackwells, 2012, Kindle location 1534.

15  Rosa Yassin Hassan, Hurras al-hawa (Guardians of the Air), Beirut: Riyad al-Rayyis, 2009.

16 Rosa Yassin Hassan, Ah, vous voulez encore la liberté ? In: Courrier International, 21/9/2011,
https://www.courrierinternational.com/article/2011/09/22/ah-vous-voulez-encore-la-liberte.

AN ARTIST WHO HAPPENS TO BE FROM SYRIA 81



A SHORT-LIVED CREATIVE REVOLUTION

The artists of the pre-2011 era paved the way for the develop-
ment of open public spaces and the reinvigoration of the arts
scene that followed the eruption of the protest movement. The
start of the Arab revolutions in 2011 rekindled the hope that
Syrians would not be condemned once more to collective si-
lence. Tragically the regime’s violent response and the rise of
extremist groups forced most artists to leave the country. From
2011 onwards, the regime stepped up its repression, persecuting
artists and destroying their artistic production. It framed the
conflict as a fight against terrorism and jihadism, imposing its
narrative in the outside world and silencing its victims once
more. Furthermore, the rapid transformation of a popular rev-
olution into a civil war and the emergence of ISIS have altered
the outside framing of the conflict, shifting the focus from the
struggle against authoritarianism to that against extremism.

This evolution has marginalized the attention for victims,
shrinking the space for the nascent civil society and artis-
tic scene. Activists and artists were increasingly confronted
with what Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak called ‘epistemic vio-
lence’, the marginalization of a group through discourse, in her
groundbreaking article Can the Subaltern Speak?."” Aside from
the physical violence, artists struggle to counter this violence
that risks obliterating their history and experiences and that
erases their arts. Aesthetic representations enable them to gain
agency, move away from the margins and shape the narrative of
Syria’s transformation and make other people listen.

17  Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak? In: Carry Nelson & Lawrence Grossberg
(Eds.), Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, New York: Macmillan, 1988.
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Yet, even if it came at a terrible price, the discovery of a voice
of one’s own stands out as one of the main changes within the
artistic field. ‘The Syrian Revolution caused so many chang-
es, taking us out of this tiny space where we are all the same,
where we are very limited also inside of ourselves. Suddenly we
were completely free to express ourselves’, argues poet Ahmad
Katlish.™® As sculptor and art historian Nour Assalia notes:
‘Artists liberated themselves from anything that could inhibit
their artistic freedom. They found new ways to express them-
selves through social media and different new channels that the
Internet opened up for them."?

The ability to speak truth to power resulted from the evapora-
tion of the fear that had pervaded people’s lives for decades.?°
Novelist Dima Wannous turned this fear, and the fear of the fear,
into a central theme in her book A/-Kha’ifun (The Frightened
Ones).?" She deems that the revolution ‘broke the wall of fear,
although maybe it didn’t destroy it totally. The fear was from
everything—the regime, power, military, and even people—they
used to be afraid of each other, suspicious of each other. The
revolution isn’t only against the regime, but against anything
that creates fear. I grew up on fear, and my generation was a
scared generation. My generation has memories of the Homs
massacres, and around 50,000 to 100,000 people were dead or
missing. Some are missing still today, and their families are
still looking for them.’??

18  Skype interview with Ahmad Katlish, based in Cologne, 28/1/2020.

19  Skype interview with Nour Asalia, based in Paris, 11/2/2020.

20 Wendy Pearlman, Narratives of Fear in Syria. In: Perspectives on Politics, 14(2016)1, pp. 21-37.
21 Dima Wannous, Al-Kha'ifun (The Frightened Ones), Beirut: Dar Al Adab, 2017.

22 IPAF-shortlisted Novelist Dima Wannous on ‘The Condition That Precedes Fear’. In: Arablit, 5/4/2018,
https://arablit.org/2018/04/05/ipaf-shortlisted-novelist-dima-wannous-on-the-condition-that-precedes-fear/.
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Writers expressed their views in novels, short stories, testimo-
nials, poems and theatre plays, experimenting with new forms,
such as literary Facebook posts. Writer Mustafa Taj Aldeen
Almosa confirms that the revolution completely opened the
windows of the literary scene, transforming him as an author.
‘Before the revolution, there was freedom hidden in my mind,
and after the revolution it became a reality. Before the revo-
Iution T would not write about my religious convictions but
afterwards and all the bloodshed, I became more courageous
to talk about it. I had written critical texts against the regime
but I did not publish them because I was young and unknown.
All of that changed. I found the courage to write openly about
these issues.’? In his essay Smuggling Dostoevsky’s Heroes out
of Idlib, he addresses the reader. ‘Every Syrian who has fled
Syria during the war has their own story, their own fantasies
too, and I am one of them. Due to the magnitude of the tragedy
I can no longer distinguish between fiction and reality. However,
before you read my story, dear reader, I would like to ask you,
are you a believer? You will answer yes, so I hope you do not
die to save me, the infidel.’* Taj Aldeen Almosa, who came
from Idlib, was forced to leave Syria but cannot separate him-
self from Idlib. Confronted with the destruction of his familiar
environment, he feels the urge to narrate people’s experiences,
transforming them from statistics into real people.

Cinema and photography occupied a central space in this cre-
ative revolution because of their visual impact. Furthermore,

23 Skype interview with Mustafa Taj Aldeen Almosa, based in Istanbul, 12/2/2020.

24 Mustafa Taj Aldeen Almosa, Tarhib Abtal Dostoevsky min Idlib (Smuggling Dostoevsky’s
Heroes out of Idlib. In: Sa’aduna ‘ala takhallus min ash-sh’ura (Help Us to Get Rid of the Poets), Dar
Nun, 2019, pp. 155-173.
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these disciplines crossed the boundaries of art and documen-
tation. Citizens engaged in artistic expressions took control
of the imagery, creating their own images that they shared
with the world mainly through Facebook groups and YouTube.
Citizen activists and film-makers emerged all over the coun-
try, cooperating and establishing collectives such as the video
art collective Abounaddara and the non-profit Bidayyat for
Audiovisual Arts, supporting and producing documentaries
and short films. They aimed to counter the war of images and
humanize the conflict by telling stories of ordinary Syrians.
Video art collective Abbounadara sees itself involved in a
twofold fight, against the regime propaganda and against the
outside framing of the situation as a conflict between the re-
gime and extremist groups: ‘The people of Syria are thus de-
nied there diversity, reduced to playing extras in television re-
ports, victims without names or voices.’® Artistic expression
also helped to document international law violations, to fore-
ground victims and challenge the failing international response.

The revolution and the ensuing civil war gave unprecedented
impetus to Syrian independent video content and cinematog-
raphy. According to visual anthropologist and Syria scholar
Joshka Wessels, ‘the arrival of Syrian-made documentary films
on the world markets and festivals, and the enormous number
of YouTube videos from Syria since the outbreak of the upris-
ings, have constituted a revolution in themselves. The inspired
creative resistance transformed the way in which contemporary
wars are observed and documented. Suddenly, war became an
immersive experience. YouTube served long as the primary

25 Dork Zabunyan, Abbounadara. In: Documenta 14, https://www.documental4.de/en/artists/
949/abounaddara, consulted 18/3/2020.
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platform for user-generated content.’?

Syrian feature documentary films firmly arrived on the in-
ternational stage in 2014 and since then have blazed a trail at
the international film festivals, culminating with three Oscar
nominations for feature documentary for Last Men in Aleppo
(2018) and The Cave (2020) by Firas Fayyad and For Sama by
Waad Al-Kataeb (2020). Most of these documentaries focused
on increasingly sidelined stories of the victims of the war, coun-
tering simplistic narratives of a failed revolution. This desire
to tell the tale of the impossible revolution is poignantly clear
in the documentary Our Terrible Country (2013), produced by
Mohammed Ali Atassi and Ziad al-Homsi. Homsi followed the
iconic dissident Yassin al-Haj Saleh, firstly during a dangerous
trip to Raqqa, under control of ISIS, and later into a painful
exile in Istanbul. The film shows al-Haj Saleh in the Damascus
suburb of Douma, under siege by the regime. “What we see is
the torture of a society, the generalization of torture over the
whole Syrian society’, Saleh comments while walking in de-
stroyed areas. ‘Is this the freedom you want? If we were able
to choose, no. We would want a freedom that is chicer and less
costly. But it seems that this is the price that was imposed on us.’

TRUTH-TELLING THROUGH NARRATIVES

‘Since 2011 there has been a growing interest in publishing
Syrian literature’, acknowledges poet Rasha Omran, who has
lived in Egypt since 2011, after the regime forced her to leave
Syria.?” She has published several poetry collections, among

26 Joshka Wessels, Documenting Syria [...1, Kindle location 5425.
27 Skype interview with Rasha Omran, based in Cairo, 11/2/2020.
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which Defy the Silence, a trilingual Arabic-Italian-English edi-
tion that can be defined as an act of resistance, defying fear and
incomprehension.?® Omran sees art and literature as the sole
memory of these events that will last in the future. ‘In the end,
we as writers, painters, film-makers work in the artistic domain
first and foremost to counter the attempts to erase us as persons,
as Syrians from Syria, and in particular to counter the elimina-
tion of our “Syrianness”, our Syrian presence. It is an attempt
to hold on, to devote ourselves to the memory.”?

Writers aspire to resist amnesia, signalling that humanity can-
not be crushed. Syrian writer and academic Hassan Abbas
argued that an important function of literature is to prevent
forgetting. He depicts Rosa Hassan Yassin, Samar Yazbek and
Manbhal al-Sarraj as modern Scheherazades, rendering the un-
censored history of people. But contrary to Scheherazade, who
told stories to forget in One Thousand and One Nights, these
writers tell stories in order not to forget.>® Syrian writers en-
gage in truth-telling as they produce a narrative memory. They
contribute to a potential archive, encouraging public commem-
oration and articulating the possibility of a future.®'

When the revolution started, Syrian novelist Samar Yazbek
travelled through the country, collecting testimonies published
in A Woman in the Crossfire: Diaries of the Syrian Revolution.

28 Rasha Omran, Defy the Silence, Hamilton: Hamilton Arts & Letters, 2018, https://samizdat-
press.typepad.com/hal_book_rasha_omran/hal-book-defy-the-silence-poetry-by-rasha-omran.html,
visited 18/3/2020.

29 Skype interview with Rasha Omran [...1.

30 Hassan Abbas, di)sw (& eabaall (5 )zl (any 336l 8 :olawill aa HUSS (Stories Against Forgetting:
Reading Some Contemporary Narrative Production in Syria). In: Alawan.org, 8/12/2013.

31 Roger Bromley, ‘Giving Memory a Future”: Women, Writing, Revolution. In: Journal for Cultural
Research, 19(2015)2, pp. 1-12.
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Yazbek became what South African writer Nadine Gordimer
calls the ‘witness writer’ who can produce ‘the intense aware-
ness, the antennae of receptivity’, the meaning that cannot pos-
sibly be discerned from reporting the daily event.3? Live narra-
tives that spoke of atrocities became essential to give a human
face to the suffering. ‘Somebody has to smash the narrative of
this criminal regime with the truth of the revolution. This is a
revolution and not a sectarian war, and my voice as a writer and
a journalist must come out in support of the uprising, no matter
what the cost.”*

It is inconceivable for Yazbek not to write about the victims. In
Al-Masha’a (The Walker),3* published in English as The Blue
Pen, she tells a simple tale of a mute girl, Rima, who is una-
ble to stop walking when she is given the opportunity to do
so. Her mother used to tie her to a rope, constraining her in her
movements. But one day, during a trip to her aunt, soldiers stop
her mother and herself at a checkpoint. Unable to stop herself,
Rima starts walking, endangering both herself and her moth-
er, who is killed. This is the start of her descent into hell, but
she refuses to let go of her desire to walk, to live and experi-
ence beauty despite the atrocities. This tale of destruction is
one of the finest examples of how literature enables readers to
immerse themselves in a different life, travelling from the in-
dividual trauma to the current trauma of a nation. It addresses
the extreme vulnerability of people who, confronted with the
annihilation of the world they had inhibited, are at a loss.

32 Nadine Gordimer, Testament of the World. In: The Guardian, 15/6/2002, https://www.the-
guardian.com/books/2002/jun/15/fiction.nadinegordimer.

33 Samar Yazbek, A Woman in the Crossfire, Diaries of the Syrian Revolution, London: Haus

Publishing, 2012, p. 230.
34  Samar Yazbek (2016), Al-Masha‘a, The walker, Dar al-adab, Beirut.
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Bearing witness to the plight of the voiceless, and giving them
a voice became one of the strongest features of recent Syrian
writing. Khaled Khalifa equally believes that he should be on
the side of the victims. ‘The writer is the voice of the victims,
we should remember that writers cannot live outside of their
reality. For Syrian writers it is not possible to write about lovely
lakes and beautiful things in their surroundings. We need to
think about the way we want to reflect the reality, as we are the
voice of the victims.”®> In his latest novel Lem yusalli ‘alayhum
ahad (Nobody Will Pray for Them), he touches on the persecu-
tion and massacres of the Assyrians. It haunts him that there has
been so little historic research about these massacres and that
some people still defend the Ottomans. ‘Similarly, the Syrian
question will remain a topic of discussion for centuries. We as
writers are a small part of an army that needs to destroy fixed
ideas. Out first task is to change the perspective of the world on
the Syrian question. There are a lot of facts that the world does
not want to see as it is too preoccupied with other issues.”®®

The disintegration of his country makes writing about the vic-
tims and their small, seemingly trivial stories all the more im-
portant to Khalifa. His novel Death Is Hard Work (2016) was
inspired by a personal story. After having suffered from a heart
attack in 2012, he wondered what would happen to his body if
he were to die. He had heard that people buried their dead in
their gardens as they could not transfer them to a graveyard.
The book tells of three siblings’ perilous road trip through the
war-torn country with their father’s corpse. Their father’s last
wish was to be buried in the cemetery of Anabiya, a village in

35 Skype interview with Khaled Khalifeh, 7/2/2020.
36 Skype interview with Khaled Khalifeh [...1.
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the countryside of Aleppo, under rebel control. His son Bolbol
regrets having made this promise to his dying father as the sit-
uation would make their mission quasi impossible. ‘There were
mass graves everywhere filled with casualties who’d never even
been identified. No ‘aza lasted more than a few hours now, even
for the rich: death was no longer a carnival people threw in or-
der to demonstrate their wealth and prestige. A few roses, a few
mourners yawning in a half-empty living room for a couple of
hours, someone reciting a sura or two from the Qur’an in a low
voice ... that was all anybody got.”®’

ARTS IN THE SPACE OF WIDESPREAD DESTRUCTION

The outbreak of the violent conflict forced most artists to flee
the country, fearing the repression of the regime, and later the
violence of jihadist groups. A few critical artists managed to
stay in Syria, despite their critical positions. Yet they paid a
heavy price, as Khaled Khalifa testifies in the film Exiled at
Home: ‘“Wandering around the streets alone. What kind of mis-
erable life are you punishing me with? In streets empty of all
but the corpses of my loved ones.”*® Most of his relatives and
friends have left the country, but unable to live elsewhere than
in Damascus, he refuses to live in exile, in a void. He finds him-
self a solitary writer, ‘one who no longer has anything to lose,
having observed, at length, Syrians attempting to win back their
country, then losing everything’.?® Overall, the Syrian artistic
scene has mobilized outside of its borders, forming a transna-
37 Khaled Khalifeh, Death Is Hard Work, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2019, pp. 6-7; aza
is an islamic mourning ritual where prayers are offered on behalf of the departed.

38 Lina Sinjab, Exiled at Home, 16/10/2019, https://youtu.be/saWJsbMWbak.

39 Khaled Khalifeh, Living in a Void. In: The Guardian, 22/08/2017, https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2017/aug/22/living-in-a-void-life-in-damascus-after-the-exodus.
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tional community with artists in neighbouring countries, and
increasingly in European countries, notably Germany, France
and the UK.*° This experience had a profound impact, leading
to what artists describe as a ‘Syrian refugee industry’ which
can be essentializing.

Visual artist Sulafa Hijazi, who fled to Frankfurt in 2013 and
later settled in Berlin, takes issue with the label ‘Syrian artist’.
She stresses that she does not want to belong to this industry.*
Hijazi captures the violence in her illustrations in a sophisticat-
ed style, and renders her experiences of growing up in a milita-
rized society and subsequently witnessing the disintegration of
the country as the sound of weapons became dominant. ‘Death
became a fact of life in Syria. It became very normal, very com-
mon among people who lost relatives. Death was something we
came to take for granted; we got used to dealing with the high
murder rate simply as numbers. I tried to reflect the contrast be-
tween life and death in the illustration of a pregnant woman.?

Increasingly, the artwork explored the violence ravaging Syrian
society. ‘People chanted slogans and songs calling for the over-
turning of the regime. They demanded a pluralistic democratic
civil state under the authority of the law. There was beauty in
that. And then, police shot bullets directly at the demonstra-
tors whose funerals turned into new demonstrations with more

40 Cristina Cusenza, Artists from Syria in the International Artworld: Mediators of a Universal
Humanism. In: Arts, 8(2019)2, https://doi.org/10.3390/arts8020045.

41 Eliza Griswold, Mapping the Journey of Syria’s Artists: What Happens when a Culture
Disperses? In: The New Yorker, 28/1/2018, https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/
mapping-the-journeys-of-syrias-artists.

42  Sulafa Hijazi, Ongoing: An Artist reveals the Motivation. In: Malu Halasa, Zaher Omareen,
Nawara Mahfoud (Eds.), Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline, London: Saqi, 2014.
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shootings and more victims. Their blood was now mixed into
the soil of Syria. Now all that beauty is lost. It is drowned in
the sea, disappeared into prisons, buried and turned into dust’,
ponders poet Rasha Omran.** ‘I used to write about death, but
from an abstract perspective. Now death for me is no longer
abstract. I have seen youth killed before my eyes. Their blood
stained my clothes. My memory holds the smell of their blood.
I can watch the people of my country dying on television. Death
is no longer abstract. It is a fact.”**

However, as a result of the focus on violence, the creativity of
Syrians was overlooked. Many artists refuse victimhood and
struggle against the ‘invisibilization’ of their work and their as-
pirations of personal freedom. As Syrian film director Waad
Al-Kataeb stated originally, by means of the embroidery on
the dress she was wearing during the Oscar nominations on 9
February 2020: ‘“We had the audacity to dream and we do not
regret our struggle for dignity.” Syrian artists and activists re-
fuse to be dehumanized, and fear that they will be condemned
once more to the margins of history if they do not counter their
assailants’ attempts to erase their stories.

Ensuring that the creative production is not lost and that
Syrians can connect with each other despite the fragmentation
is a concern shared by many artists and civil society activists.
Berlin-based visual artist and cultural activist Khaled Barakeh
is devoted to reconnecting Syria’s social and cultural fabric.
With his online platform titled the SYRIA Cultural Index (SCI),

43 Rasha Omran, Defy the Silence [...1.
44 Rasha Omran: ‘Now Death For Me Is No Longer Abstract’. In: Arablit, 20/9/2018 https://arablit.
org/2018/09/20/rasha-omran-now-death-for-me-is-no-longer-abstract/.
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he wants to empower and connect Syrian cultural practitioners
and to reach out to stakeholders in the international cultural
cene. Graphic designer Sana Yazigi shares this passion for the
preservation of Syrian artistic expressions. She was astonished
by the enormous creativity that Syrians displayed: both estab-
lished artists and citizens who experimented with artistic ex-
pressions. Yazigi wanted to pay tribute to this richness through
the project ‘Creative Memory of the Syrian Revolution’ and
from 2011 onwards, together with a team, she started building
an online archive of artistic revolutionary expressions. By early
2017, The Creative Memory had archived more than 25,000 ex-
pressions including slogans, sculptures, murals, graffiti, music,
songs, paintings, poetry, posters, caricature, photography, pub-
lications, theatre, banners, videos, and even stamps. Organized
chronologically as well as thematically, the site or virtual com-
munity follows the trajectory of revolutionary creativity.* “We
look at the role of arts in the political domain and base ourselves
on these 11.000 documents to know what has happened. We
managed to create a narrative, through this creativity we have
written a parallel history.¢

‘Words make worlds’, claimed American poet Gregory Orr, re-
ferring to the Jewish tradition.*” Through poetic language and
acts, Syrian artists have summoned up a world where they can
talk and write freely. Despite the fragmentation of the country,
the demolition and the sheer impossibility to address this dep-
ravation in a meaningful way, this freedom has not been abol-

45 miriam cooke, Reimaging the Syrian Revolution. In: ASAP/Journal, 3(2018)2, pp. 269-278.

46 Skype interview with Sana Yazigi, 5 May 2020.

47  Gregory Orr, Shaping Grief with Language. In: On Being with Krista Tippett, 30/5/2019, https://
onbeing.org/programs/gregory-orr-shaping-grief-with-language/.

AN ARTIST WHO HAPPENS TO BE FROM SYRIA 93



ished. Writers address grief and trauma through lyrical, harsh
or metaphorical language, writing their narrative back into the
public realm, ensuring that victims are not relegated to the mar-
gins of history. Even if they cannot enjoy basic rights, they can-
not lose the right to their own story.
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Hrair Sarkissian (°1973, Damascus) earned his foundational train-
ing at his father’s photographic studio in Damascus. In 2010 he
completed a BFA in Photography at the Gerrit Rietveld Academie,
Amsterdam. He lives and works in London.

His work has been widely exhibited, including at: Valencian
Institute of Modern Art (IVAM), Valencia; Sharjah Art Biennale,
Sharjah, UAE; The Davies Museum, Massachusetts; Sursock
Museum, Beirut; Kadist, San Fransisco; Imperial War Museum,
London; BALTIC Centre for Contemporary Art, Newcastle, UK;
Kulturcentrum Ronneby, Sweden; 10th Bamako Encounters,
Mali; KW Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin; the Golden
Lion-winning Armenian pavilion at the Venice Biennale; Museum
Folkwang, Essen, Germany; Mosaic Rooms, London; Tate
Modern; The New Museum, New York; and Darat al Funun,
Amman, Jordan.



final flight
HRAIR SARKISSIAN

The Northern Bald Ibis is one of the world’s rarest birds.
Having been declared extinct in the wild in 1989, in 2002 a
surviving colony of seven was discovered in the Syrian Desert
near Palmyra with the help of the local Bedouin population.
These seven were the last known living descendants of the ibis-
es depicted 5,200 years ago in the oldest Egyptian hieroglyphs
found. The tiny new colony was intensively studied and pro-
tected until war broke out in Syria, and then disappeared again
around the time Palmyra was destroyed in 2014.

Also called the ancient guide of hajj, the ibis has significant
symbolic and cultural values tied to the region. In ancient Egypt,
the sacred ibis was considered the herald of the annual rising of
the Nile. Thoth, the god of wisdom, knowledge and writing,
was commonly depicted with the head of an ibis, and the hi-
eroglyph of the Northern Bald Ibis represented the word akh,
which stood for the form in which the deceased occupies the
afterlife. The ibis was depicted in many forms of Egyptian art,
including murals, sculptures and jewels. Thousands of mummi-
fied ibises have been found at burial sites. In the Old Testament,
ibises were the legendary ‘messengers of fertility’ released by
Noah from the ark, while Muslims believed that the migrating
birds guided the pilgrims during their hajj towards Mecca.
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The Northern Bald Ibises are long-range migratory birds, and
the black flocks, flying in formation over the desert horizon,
would travel back and forth twice a year crossing seven coun-
tries. Starting from Palmyra in July, they would fly southward
for several days along Western Saudi Arabia before taking a
break. They would then move into Yemen for a second break,
continuing their flight over the Mandeb Strait, crossing Djibouti
and Eritrea, until they reached their final destination in the mid-
dle of the Ethiopian Highlands. Six months later they would
return via a slightly different, more northward route over the
south coast of Sudan, crossing the Red Sea until they reached
the town of Lith in Western Saudi Arabia, where they would
rest before continuing on their journey to Palmyra.

Despite intensive conservation efforts in Syria, illegal hunting
and electrocution by power cables on the birds’ migratory route
made protection almost impossible, and the number of adult
breeding pairs returning to Palmyra every springtime declined
from three pairs in 2002 to only one in 2010. A young female
tagged in 2009, Julia 8, was shot on her first day of migration.
The onset of the Syrian war in 2011 created a sudden major
restraint on the Palmyra conservation programme, although
trained local rangers continued on their own for the first years.
In 2013 and 2014, only three birds were seen at the wintering
site in Ethiopia. In springtime 2014, only Zenobia, a mature
female ibis who was the last to know the migratory route, re-
turned to Palmyra. It was the last time the Northern Bald Ibis
was seen in the skies of the Syrian Desert.
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Syria has been in the grip of a brutal war since 2011, a con-
flict with ramifications far beyond its borders. In this time, by
conservative estimates, 400,000 people have been killed, while
millions of Syrians have abandoned their homes, seeking shel-
ter and peace across the borders through treacherous crossings
over water or land. The ripple effects will be felt by genera-
tions to come. The story of the Northern Bald Ibis could be
their story.

‘My photographic practice is characterized by an element of
search as well as by the visible/invisible dichotomy. The search
relates to questions about my personal memories and history,
while the engagement with what is visible and what is not is
part of a re-evaluation of larger historical, religious and social
narratives. The dichotomy between what is visible and what is
invisible is evident in my often deserted landscapes and loca-
tions, devoid of human presence yet filled with human exist-
ence. Although invisible, humankind’s intervention is percep-
tibly through the buildings under construction or the ruined
cityscapes, remnants of conflict.

A ghostly element is a constant presence that populates these
liminal spaces, where time seems to exist in both a specific
frame (that of its historical context) and an indefinite, eternal
void, such as in Execution Squares and istory. These aban-
doned sites represent spaces deprived of time, where time is
stopped and we quest for its existence, since its visibility does
not reach perception. The emptiness portrayed seeks to refer-
ence this loss of time, which can be related to the consequences
of the Syrian conflict, the loss of memories and lives, and the
processes of diaspora.’
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