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• Casualties become trivial numbers during times of war, and neighborhoods become 

insignificant remains. Regretfully, I cannot do much to help my people. The Syrian 

government does not allow any type of aid in the country, and during my visit it was 

extremely dangerous to try to get to afflicted areas. The one thing I can do, and will keep 

doing, is to continue creating a visual memoir of what my beloved home is going through 

with all the passion, love, and sadness I feel inside. 

On March 151
\ 2011, the Syrian Revolution started, and was considered a part of the 

Arab Spring that started in Tunisia, then moved to Egypt. Little did the Syrians know that this 

spring would actually be the longest, coldest, darkest winter of their history; A reported number 

of 100,000 deaths, hundreds of thousands missing, hundreds of thousands arrested and 

imprisoned in converted schools, churches and mosques, and millions of refugees in neighboring 

• countries. My beloved horne was left helpless as the world watched one of the oldest landmarks 

of civilization collapsing under the merciless shelling and bombarding of civilians by the Syrian 

Regime. 

• 

Reading this, one could feel sorry for the violence that is taking place; one might shed 

some tears, spend some time following the news, thinking about it, or even make a donation to 

an aid organization. This was about all I was able to do as I spent the first 14 months of the 

revolution in the United States, turning from one channel to another and comparing figures and 

facts on different sites. I was a helpless spectator. 

Finally, I was able to visit Syria during the summer of2012. In the few times I was able 

to leave the house, I tried to visit my old neighborhood but I did not find it; amid the piles of 

concrete everywhere was the painful evidence that people who once lived here: a sock, a teddy 
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bear and a broken vase with plastic flowers, the only kind of flowers that can manage to survive 

in a climate of such viciousness. I tried to accept what I was experiencing. I tried to trade the old 

memories of all the familiar places with new ones, but how could I trade the smell of home 

cooking and playful shouts of kids playing in the neighborhood for the smell of gunpowder that 

filled the air of Damascus for weeks at a time, the smell of burning flesh coming out of some 

neighborhoods and the ongoing gunfire and distant sounds of shelling? I felt myself slowly 

collapse. There is no glue that can put my heart together. There is no turning back. 

Upon my return to the United States, I started creating images in painting and 

printmaking that depict what I experienced (Syria 2012 L fig. I). For the first time in years, my 

subject and my process were working together in such harmony that I finally began to 

understand how healing the process can be. 

Fig. I 
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Artists like Kathe Kollwitz, who was strongly committed to expressing human and 

political concerns 1, suffered through war and emerged with emotionally and visually potent 

imagery are a great inspiration to me. Occasionally, I have to stop and ask myself if I am too 

involved emotionally, but I believe my extreme attachment to the subject provides me with a 

deeper understanding of my work, and thus a richer experience for the viewer. As Kollwitz said, 

"While I drew, and wept along with the terrified children I was drawing, I really felt the burden I 

am bearing. I felt that I have no right to withdraw from the responsibility of being an advocate. 2
" 

My visit home also allowed me to examine why I was drawn to working from memory. 

Born and raised in Damascus, the world's oldest inhabited capital, I had the privilege to grow up 

surrounded by the remains of Roman, Greek and other ancient civilizations. I came to realize 

how that rich city formed me, and created a unique perception of what memory is. 

Memory has been one of the subjects haunting artists in contemporary art. One of the 

painters that clearly references memory in his works is Anselm Kiefer. For Kiefer, "the approach 

to recollection, memory, and particularly also to transience and forgetting, plays a very important 

role. With his often extensive works, he aims to make time tangible. The large-format, anti-

heroic images of nature and histories, with decaying monuments, run down spots and morbid 

landscapes show a present that has been corroded, ravaged by the past3
" . In his work, Kiefer tries 

to build a palace for memory, because memory is his only homeland4
• 

Kiefer's process is particularly intriguing; within the painting itself, Kiefer uses different 

mediums, and we see a reference to all the stages it went through. In his painting (Lot's Wife, fig. 

1Kallir, "Kothe Kollwitz: The power of print", 3. 
2Gaye"In Their Own Words: Critical Thinking in Artists' Diaries and Interviews", 46-53 . 
3"Anselm Kiefer: Installation View" 
4Downey, "Anselm Kiefer Interview" 
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• 2), he used oil paint, ash, stucco, 

chalk, linseed oil, polymer emulsion, 

salt and applied elements (e.g., copper 

heating coil), on canvas, attached to 

lead foil, on plywood panels. The 

railroad travelling through the depth 

of the painting can be understood as 

our path to the past or from the past. It 

is as if through the complexity of the 

Fig. 2 

surface, richness of mediums, scale and weight of the painting itself(llxl4 feet, 1200lbs.5
) 

Kiefer is translating different memories onto the canvas and providing us with multi-layered 

painting that traps segments of time. The scale and weight of the work are a means by which 

Kiefer articulates the scale and weight of our memories as individuals and as cultures. 

Before my visit home, my work was focused on landscape and its relationship with 

memory (The Road Home, fig.3). I am fascinated with the way memory works, and how the 

brain filters out what isn't necessary, leaving only with the essence of an experience. It took 

many canvases, long hours oflife painting, and extensive visual research to realize that it wasn't 

reality I was after: it was what reality left within me. The works of artists like Jake Berthot (fig. 

4) and J.M.W. Turner (fig. 5), have taught me that there is a beautiful surreal relationship 

between our experience of a place, and the way experience changes along with the space itself. 

It has been said that Berthot: "paints silence before it completely disappears" and in his work: 

5 Arasse, "Anselm Kiefer", 87. 
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• "the aggression is reactionary but the technique remains considered, almost methodical, as the 

artist attempts to light his way while navigating increasingly dark terrain6
". The relationship 

between ourselves and our surroundings never stops changing and neither do we. As Bacon once 

described it, "all of our actions take their hue from the complexion of the heart, as landscapes 

their variety from light"7
. What memories we tend to hold onto says something significant about 

us as individuals. 

6Hungry Haeyana 
7Francis Bacon 

Fig. 3 
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Fig.4 

Fig.5 
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• I never claim to remember the day I became interested in painting abstract landscapes nor 

do I claim the instant I realized they were memories of light and warmth. At first, watercolor was 

the medium that best translated the fragility and transparency of these places. As I learned about 

the possibilities of watercolor, I grew ever more curious about the potential of oil paint. Then, I 

decided to treat mineral spirits as my water and to ignore how opaque and complicated oil paint 

can be. 

When I painted with thin washes of oil, I was, in a sense, painting my memories of 

watercolors, and I followed 

the same approach and 

treated the process with 

similar sensitivity. It was 

then I discovered the 

versatility of oil. Inhaling 

Fig. 6 

the smell of a wet July 

morning on the Austrian

Slovak border -- a light 

transparent blue grey smell(Phantom of a Place, fig. 6); listening to the rain falling on the 

river at night in my hometown-- that heavy sound carried itself to my canvas as a thick impasto 

and drips of deep Pthalo blue mixed with Burnt Umber. Watching the sunset on the Nile River 

in Luxor -- vivid yet unreachable, the colors were emitting an endless charm on a warm 
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• November evening. Oil paint literally allowed me to form memories as I applied thick brush 

strokes and built an impasto across my canvas. 

Francis Bacon wrote: "In my case all painting ... is an accident. I foresee it and yet I 

hardly ever carry it out as I foresee it. It transforms itself by the actual paint. I don't in fact know 

very often what the paint will do, and it does many things which are very much better than I 

could make it do8".These words describe a fundamental part of my process. In the beginning 

stages of my painting, I tend to let the medium swim loosely on the canvas, and then forms are 

built on the surface in a tighter and more intentional way. This looseness allows me to 

experiment, understand and enjoy the process more. I try not to let it take over the process 

though because there is a thin line between a painting that feels chaotic and random and a 

painting that speaks of careful observation and a deep understanding of the medium. The 

• challenge was, and still is, to create a world one can step into, a world of vast skies and endless 

radiance that continues beyond the edge of the canvas onto the walls, into your eyes, imagination 

• 

and maybe your memory. 

Our memories are often blurry at first, and then get sharper as we consciously recall 

events and information. Similarly, my process starts with a vague thin wash of oil paint and 

slowly, as I am filled with the reminiscence of a place, my paint gets bolder and the surface gets 

more complex until the memory becomes so vivid I feel as though I can live it in reality. My 

memory is now in my present. It has a life of its own. At this point, the painting is finished, 

though I am always mindful of the fact that: "Just like a lover, a painting looks different in the 

morning9
." 

8 Hatch, "Fatum as Theme and Method in the Work of Francis Bacon", 163-175. 
9 Brian Lee Jones 
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• My painting focuses on landscapes more than portraiture, my imagery in printmaking is 

mainly about the suffering of people who lost their homes and loved ones(Loss and Grief L fig. 

7). The expressive lines I am able to create in my intaglio prints, as well as the small scale that 

directly references the size of images we see in most printed media, are two of the main qualities 

that makes printmaking a suitable medium to convey the human aspect of the Syrian crisis. One 

of my strongest influences in this area is Kathe Kollwitz, as she crttated dramatic graphic images 

which dealt with human emotion10
• Her print (Mother with Dead Child, fig. B) is a great example 

of the expressiveness I strive to achieve when portraying human suffering. 

Fig. 7 

10
Zigrosser, Kaethe Kollwitz, 7. 
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Fig. 8 

In today's culture, we are constantly bombarded by images of violence that most of us 

don't pause to analyze, question or find sympathy with. In both painting and printmaking, my 

imagery is based on sources from news media. Transforming images we tend to glance at 

fleetingly into a higher form of art gives the people and places in these images a much more 

substantial value. It helps remind us that these people are not inconsequential. Relying on news 

media as source imagery is common in contemporary art - especially for artists with political and 

social concerns. For instance, in one of his installations, Superficial Engagement, fig. 9, Thomas 

Hirshhorn -whose work is mostly about current political issues, "features horrific photographs he 

found online and in "specialty magazines" (Saltz 2006) of mangled corpses in Iraq and beyond, 

apparently victims of Bush's War on Terror, replicated dozens or even hundreds of times, and 
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• juxtaposed with the kooky but calming geometric drawings of the Swiss visionary healer Emma 

Kunz. It's a test to see if art can outdo destruction. Destruction wins hands down. 11
" 

Fig. 9 

I strongly relate to the words ofKollwitz when she said, "It is my duty to voice the 

suffering of men, the never-ending sufferings heaped mountain-high 12
". In my home, human 

rights have been violated in every possible way, and more than 100 thousand people died in less 

than two years. Syrians are still not used to these scenes of death, as they rightly shouldn't be. 

My work is an attempt to give a voice to each one of the Syrian martyrs, and to every home 

that 's been destroyed. 

11Westcott, "Gut Feeling: Thomas Hirshhorn "Superficial Engagement", 171-175 . 

12Gaye "In Their Own Words: Critical Thinking in Artists' Diaries and Interviews", 46-53. 
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