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DUBAI — In 2010, Jaber al-Azmeh was just another commercial photographer in I 1scus, working mostly with local ad

agencies. Now the 40-year-old is one of the best known of a group of Syrian artii  orking to chronicle their country’s

conflict.

His latest project, a series of 45 photographs called “A Small
Group of Syrians,” features Syrians posing with a page of Al
Baath (the newspaper of the ruling Baath Party), on which each
man or woman has written a short personal statement in
Arabic.

“Now I know the meaning of nationalism,” one reads.

Another: “I want a better life for my children”

It's become the latest of Syria’s art project to go viral. £
Jaber al-Azmeh / Courtesy Green.Art.Gallery

»

“The purpose was not to do a show;” says al-Azmeh. “I was

doing them to contribute to the civil activism that was going on, to post them online so everyone would share them.”

I started it when I was still living in Syria. I left at the end of 2011. T had to be very careful. If T went to the wrong person and

said, ‘Tm doing this project; I'd be in trouble [with government authorities],” he says.

The work gave Syrians a chance to express themselves in new

ways.

“Every time I visited another city in Syria, I'd take the
opportunity to see who was there. I'd take my newspapers and
my camera and tried to do the shots. There were people who did

say no, but not a lot”

Syrian art has undergone a renaissance in the last two years,

with photographers, painters and multimedia artists like al-

Azmeh becoming microcelebrities, their work passed around on

“The Dungeons,” 2012, printed on cotton rag. / Courtesy
Green.Art.Gallery

the internet: a break from global art custom that mandates work
be constricted to gallery spaces and sold for often exorbitant
amounts of money. Most Syrian artists say their work began

informally, as a way to draw attention to the crisis.

Ironically, it is the conflict that is finally bringing attention to contemporary Syrian work, long overshadowed by the
popularity, among collectors, of Middle East antiquity and flashier, heavily politicized modern-day pieces from Saudi

Arabia and Lebanon.

Much of Damascus’ vibrant gallery scene has fled to safer climes, with artists re-emerging in spaces and residencies in

Beirut and Dubai.

As their work has shifted in tone, often becoming radically
political, artists still working in Syria face the threat of harsh
punishment from security forces. Like al-Azmeh, they have

come up with ways to keep their activities quiet.

“I was doing all this and hiding it,” he says. “I had to smuggle it
[out] on my laptop in Photoshop. When leaving Syria, I hid the
files in Layers on Photoshop. I'd put several layers in the file,
[obscuring] the images. So even if they asked me to open a file,
they would be hidden””

From the series “A Small Group of Syrians,” 2011-2012

Al-Azmeh has been luckier than most of his colleagues. Settling
in Doha with his family, he quickly found gallery representation
with Dubai’s Green.Art.Gallery, an airy warehouse space managed by Syrian expat Yasmin Atassi, with a focus on

contemporary artists from the Middle East and North Africa.
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A Changing Life in Yarmouk Republic
January 1, 2014

DAMASCUS — The child was very happy with
where he lived and with the republic to which he
belonged. He could reach the four farthest corners of]
the Yarmouk Palestinian Refugee Camp — the
largest in Syria — in less than two hours. He was
even happier to believe in his youth that the world’s

[...]

Syria: The Executive Summary, 1/1
January 1, 2014

To give you an overview of the latest news, we've
organized the latest Syrian developments in a curatedH
summary. Aleppo City Bus Shelled in Northern Syria|
Ten civilians were killed when a shell from a regime
air strike hit a city bus in Aleppo, as the city reels
from a two-week barrel bomb campaign that has left

[..]
Under Pressure, ISIS Releases Its First FSA
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“He’s very successful at what he does. He has a very particular way,” she says. “Of course if you are Syrian or Arab, you have a
better understanding of the work. The new series is nostalgic, but it’s also critical, of politicians and of our own naiveté at the

start of the revolution”

The series before “A Small Group of Syrians” was created in 2012 and dubbed “Wounds.” Atassi calls it “more of an artistic

approach to the [conflict]; it’s basically black and red silhouettes, shadows of people.”
Set against a blood-red backdrop, each piece features shadowy figures, meant to represent Syrians, in different states of play.

In “Haven Haven,” a number of marchers are seen dying or going to prison. Another shows a doctor being killed, because
medical personnel, he says, have been targeted in the war. “Rising Once Again” depicts a man on his stomach lifting himself

up by the elbows.

“Dungeons,” one of his earliest pieces, stemmed from “hearing every two or three days about someone we know, or a friend
of friend, who's been detained. And everyone knows what being ‘detained’ means. So I wanted to try to make people see
how this guy is feeling at the moment of detention. If you see the work, there are people squeezed in, and you feel you can
hardly breathe”

“A Small Group of Syrians” will show at Dubai’s Green.Art.Gallery in 2014.
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COMMUNITY OP-
EDS

My Grandmother, My Country

December 30, 2013

“Where am I going to die?” That was the first
question my grandmother asked me last August in
New York City after fleeing her home in Aleppo. I
didn’t know how to respond. Over the last 16
months, this uncertain question burdened her as she
crossed from state to state, from one of her four [...]

Why Sarin Isn’t the Biggest Concern for
Syrian Children

December 27, 2013

Though Syrian children are being killed by snipers
and shells and increasingly succumb to malnutrition,|
polio, waterborne diseases and bitter cold, our
policymakers are acting as if chemical weapons were
the main cause of mayhem and death to Syrian
children. It may come as a surprise to those of us
following the Syrian crisis that [...]
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ALSO ON SYRIA DEEPLY WHAT'S THIS?

Rebel Advance in Daraa Raises Jihadist In Rebel-Held Areas, High School
Profile in Southern Syria Graduates Are Being Left Behind
— It's either al geada or Assad in Syria, — Sad, but reality is university students
@ and anyone who argues otherwise is talking @ may have already gathered enough
rubbish. understanding to act civilized. The real ...

In a Damascus Classroom, Reading, Writing  Week in Review: Assad in the Ascendant,
and Trauma Chemical Weapons at Sea

— Where could I find the — Syrian forces seize control of
IS4 original Arabic version of this article? @l strategic highway heading north (Times of
Israel 08:35 Mon. gthDec.) So this means ...
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Syria Deeply is an independent digital media project
led by journalists and technologists, exploring a new
model of storytelling around a global crisis. Our goal is
to build a better user experience of the story by adding
context to content, using the latest digital tools of the
day. With time, our hope is to add greater clarity, deeper
understanding, and more sustained engagement to the

global conversation.

By mixing user generated content with the insight
and oversight of seasoned journalists, we merge the
power of citizen journalism with the standards of the

professional press.
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International Crisis Group
Human Rights Watch

BBC News - Syria Landing Page
Syria Comment

Syrian Revolution Digest
SyriaTracker

Now Lebanon

Global Voices

UNICEF Children of Syria

HOW TO HELP

We are combing aid groups and non governmental
organizations doing great work for civilians affected by

the Syrian conflict to help find ways to engage.
Save the ’
Children. WMerchorps
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