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‘This is my way of meeting you and entering your hearts
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Hayat and | and the exhibition

We were always together, and we are still the same to this day. Hayat and I present the
exhibition Life Between Damascus and London, organised by Grand Junction. It is based on
the work that I begun the first time I was detained in 1979 by Syrian intelligence. The second
chapter is based on my second arrest 15 years ago, the third being based on the latest work
made in London where Hayat and I live.

I showcase the main artefacts in the exhibition and she presents a few displays, particularly
the coloured embroidery pieces, wood and other material. She has added a beautiful touch to
the collection with this nice variety.

Hayat’'s collaboration in the exhibition was a natural step as we live together. We shared some
difficult moments in our lives, as well as during my 2 arrests. The first one was between 2008-
2010, the second at the start of the Syrian revolution in 2011. She was the first person to
know about my arrest the first time, and the second time she was the only person to witness
my arrest. She was my only companion during my escape from the country where I was
threatened with further arrest or death at the hands of the government, and we started our
journey in 2013 when we traveled from Lebanon, France, Egypt, and Turkey. We eventually
parted ways and went on our own separate paths. Hayat went to London and I travelled to
Germany, before we met again here in London in the year 2018.

Welcome Hayat, my friend my partner, my wife, my colleague, to this exhibition - and welcome
dear friends.

Introduction

I would like to introduce myself by saying that I am a Syrian writer, journalist, and politician.
This is a definition that is linked to the main pillars of my life, as a person who was born in
Syria and lived there up until ten years ago when I left under threats of arrest and death as
an opponent of the Assad’s regime. I have devoted the largest part of my life to the causes of
my country and its fellow citizens; Both in the profession of writing and journalism, in which
I worked for five decades, and through my work in civil and political public work.

I worked in journalism in 1973 as an editor, before becoming a column writer. Over the
following decades, I worked in many newspapers and magazines, and held leadership positions
in editorial and media management. In addition to my work in newspapers, I participated in
activities in the most prominent audio-visual media platforms and in electronic media.

I was content and I treasured my profession in writing and journalism, as it helped me a lot;
Not only in supporting my family, but also by providing me opportunities to better understand
life and people and to care about the state of my country and the lives of its citizens. It
pushed me to participate in the endeavours of the Syrians for freedom, democracy, justice
and equality for all.



My profession prompted me to actively participate in public work, combining civil work with
political work, and personally initiating or collaborating with others to create frameworks and
to develop the means that allowed us to participate in public work, despite the restrictions
imposed by the tyrannical regime established by Hafez al-Assad after he seized power in
1970. His son, Bashar al-Assad, inherited it in 2000 as he surpassed his father’s actions in
terrorism and crime.

Because of my participation in public work, and my role in founding an oppositional political
group, I was arrested by the State Security Intelligence for a period of two years, between 1978-
1980. During this time my interest in handmade crafts was born out of spare time and seeking
entertainment, as it also was for others in detention. It then turned into experimentation,
learning and an attempt to create things that add beauty to the life around us. It also created
a affectionate connection with our loved ones outside of the prison, by making gifts to show
that we still remember and love them.

I abandoned the crafts following my release from prison in 1980, but my second arrest brought
me back to it. This happened in 2008 and lasted for two and a half years. In Adra prison, near
Damascus, I worked on dozens of handicrafts, some of which are displayed in this exhibition.
They have had a long journey that lasted about thirteen years, from Adra prison to Damascus,
then to Turkey via Beirut, and from Istanbul to Germany, before the exhibits settled in our
city, London. Here, with Grand Junction, and with the support of good friends, I would like to
share with you my experience in handicrafts.

To me it represents artistic dimensions and valuable intellectual and humanitarian concerns.
The work is related to my transition from the tyranny of Damascus to London, the city of
freedom. The idea of the exhibition was presented to the organisation and was welcomed and
encouraged. This motivated me to return to my craftsmanship, with a different spirit, ability
and environment.

The main aim of this exhibition is to meet and get to know each other, and to share aspects
of our lived experience. My wife and I were looking for a safe haven after the Assad regime,
and its Iranian and Russian allies, ravaged Syria and its people with destruction, killing, arrest
and displacement. Our sanctuary is among you, in the capital of the United Kingdom, and this
exhibition reveals some the suffering that prompted us to demand freedom and work for it. It
is also meant to open a door, to meet with you and to seize the opportunity of communicating,
both ways.

I will conclude, as I began, by saying:

This is my way of meeting you and entering your hearts.
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About the collection

I worked on this collection of handicrafts, which has been 15 years in the making, in two
stages. The first of the works were completed in Syria, and the rest were made here in London,
where I now live. It features animals, objects, faces and plants, that at some times become
symbols and at others become significant in themselves. From the plant kingdom, I explored
trees and flowers, from the animal kingdom; owls and eggs. From our human world, I focused
on faces, and in objects, I chose to use the sword in a few pieces.

PR

The first of the works were completedin
Adra prison not far from my hometown
in Damascus, Syria’s capital. Even after
my imprisonment, the threat of death
or detainment at the hands of Bashar
Al-Assad’'s regime was constantly
looming, and as a result I was exiled
from my country. The palpability of
this threat heightened when my son,
Wisam, was tortured and killed in
detention by the regime in 2014.

Later works were created here in
London, which has become a home
for me after years of moving from one
country to another seeking asylum,
and waiting for the day my country and
people are freed from the endless years
of bloodshed. This is how all tyrannies
end; in its fall or in bloodshed, the
latter being the only way that assures
the survival of the regime.

I would like to stress that, though
these items were the creations of
a simple hobbyist, the features and
details exhibited in this collection were
no coincidence. It is in fact related to
my visualisations of life, people and
everything in between.



Yet, if my use of trees in this exhibition were based

on these broader themes, flowers took on a more
ambivalent symbolic role. In ‘The Sword and the
Roses’, the flowers became a symbol of soft power,
wrapping itself around the sword to repress it and
restrain its brutality. However, in an older piece,
flowers become a more positive symbol. As the
flowers climb up a prison wall, penetrating into its
window, it alludes to the power of beauty to invade
spaces of oppression, becoming an act of resistance
towards freedom.

I saw the owl in my works as a unique and friendly
animal, perhaps being the animal that pertains most
to these characteristics in my view. I also saw it as
a harmless presence, that benefits its environment.
Some people give the owl an ominous label, because
it is often found in deserted places or amongst ruins,
which has in turn created many legends and myths.

Eggs, on the other hand, are a universal symbol of
hope for the future, of spring and the birth of new
life. It is the most popular way in which new life
takes form in the animal kingdom, whilst for humans
it is an important source of nourishment. Eggs are
widely used as a resource and as a symbol in itself
in this collection. Some eggs were covered in flowers

I wanted to make flowers and trees
an important part of this exhibition, to
depict and encapsulate the beauty of
form and joy of colour that they bring
to our lives, not only for its aesthetic
or environmental benefits, but for its
longstanding symbolic relationship
with our hearts and emotions. It is this
relationship with the symbolic and the
emotive that makes us grow trees and
flowers in gardens and houses, to offer
them as gifts on all occasions, happy
or sad, whilst lovers and loved ones

use them to express their exchanged

feelings for one another.




or human faces, and at other times eggs formed
the base material to be coated over, like the eggs
that were coated over with olive and date stones,
plastering and ceramics. All of these turned the egg
shells into surfaces through which beauty and joy
were expressed and in turn realising the symbolic
image of the egg as the renewal and preservation of
life.

Because I spent most of my life thinking deeply
about the different conditions in which people live
and experience, be it in my own home country or
beyond, faces became a running theme throughout
the years. More than 12 works made in Adra prison
included faces, different faces that depict a range of
expressions and shapes, made of copper foil. Another
work, composed of fourteen facial expressions on a
ceramic plate, was created 15 years before the birth
of the emoji.

The novelty in my approach to the theme of human
faces in this exhibition, was to allow space for them
to appear as both photos and creative artworks. This
meant that faces are seen as representations as well
being identified as having a name and a life. In my
view, whilst representation in the form of drawing or
painting allows us to depict and explore experiences
emotively, it does not take the represented as they
are in and of themselves. This is what the photograph
does, which is important especially at a time where
identification of missing individuals has become
crucial in cataloguing the war crimes and human
rights abuses committed by Assad’s regime and his
allies for almost 12 years now.

There is much more that could be said about the
collection as a whole, but I will leave that to you all,
and look forward to hearing your contributions and
comments.
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Further details at: www.grandjunction.org.uk

Enquiries: info@grandjunction.org.uk or 020 7266 8258
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