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Beirut

W 

andering around 
the streets of Beirut, 
the city’s history is 
unveiled, splashed 
on walls amid the 

influx of burgeoning construction 
projects and towering skyscrapers.

Posters of martyrs, political flags, 
logos and pock-marked buildings 
are a reminder of Beirut’s turbulent 
war-riddled past. But in a landscape 
that remains politically polarised, 
artists have taken to the streets to 
beautify and reclaim the walls with 
imaginative forms of graffiti and 
street art.

At the forefront of this move-
ment are twin brothers Omar and 
Mohamed Kabbani, who operate 
under the pseudonym Ashekman.

Part hip-hop duo, urban street 
wear brand and graffiti artists, the 
locally and internationally estab-
lished pair, who are in their early 
30s, first marked the walls of Beirut 
with their distinct blend of graffiti 
and Arabic calligraphy in 2001.

On a stormy afternoon from his 
snug studio, Omar Kabbani re-
counted their unconventional in-
troduction to the craft: “[We] lived 
the aftermath of the war as we used 
to walk from our house to school 
and [would] see the militias stencil-
ling their logos.”

These encounters propelled 
them in a more positive direction, 
he said. “Our aim was to beautify 
the city after the war,” Omar Kab-
bani said. “We wanted Beirut to 
become an art museum that is open 
[to the public]. The walls are for 
free, you can walk around and see 
everything.”

Along with the Rek Crew and P+G 
crew, the graffiti artists set out to 

cover bullet-pierced walls and po-
litical posters with vibrant visual 
displays.

Ashekman’s works tackle many 
of Lebanese society’s inherent con-
flicts in playful ways. Apart from 
adorning walls with the faces of 
iconic Lebanese figures, including 
the likes of singers Sabah to Fairuz 
and Wadih El Safi, Grendizer, a Jap-
anese cartoon war robot, is a preva-
lent character in their work and is 
used to mock what they see as un-
reasoning allegiance to oppressive 
religious and political factions.

Comprised of countless Arabic 
letters, the robot’s head can be seen 
under a bridge, in Ashrafieh, one of 
the city’s oldest districts, with text 
in Arabic that reads: “The people’s 
champ”.

“I believe in him [Grendizer] 
more than any politician, president 
or leader,” Kabbani sarcastically as-
serts.

The city’s graffiti scene has flour-
ished with the emergence of a new 
wave of artists.

At only 22, Lebanese graffiti and 
calligraphy artist Yazan Halwani 
has been leaving elaborate murals 
across the city.

“It’s kind of an over-arching mes-
sage,” he said of his work. “At the 
end of the day, this city should be 
ours, not somebody else’s. I’m just 
telling people you can do some-
thing to reclaim the streets. I’m not 
superman, just a guy that paints a 
wall and acts on the city in a posi-
tive manner.” 

“I wanted to create murals that 
kind of defined being Lebanese or 
Arab, by painting the people who 
are not necessarily celebrities like 
most people think, but just people,” 
Halwani said, adding that these 
renditions reflect “the diary of the 
street itself”.

Some of Halwani’s portraits of 

familiar locals have included a re-
spected homeless man named Ali 
Abdallah, who died due to expo-
sure to the cold one winter night. 
More recently, on the side of a four-
storey building in Dortmund, Ger-
many, he commemorated a 12-year-
old Syrian flower seller by the name 
of Fares al-Khodor, who was killed 
in an air strike upon returning to  
Syria.

“At the end of the day I feel that 
when I paint a mural it is more or 
less of a conversation [that I have)] 
with where I am actually painting 
the wall. Whenever I find a place 
that has a nice context where a con-
versation can emerge, this is where 
I choose,” he added.

Perhaps one of Halwani’s more 
recognisable murals occupies a 
prime spot on Beirut’s famous 
Hamra Street on a landmark build-
ing that used to house the celebrat-
ed Horseshoe café, an epicentre for 
intellectuals and creative people. A 
stylised mural of the revered Leba-
nese singer Sabah can be seen cast-
ing a wide smile at the entrance of 
Hamra as tiny Arabic letters appear 
to seamlessly float around her.

Ameera Kawash, the artistic di-
rector of Artspace Hamra, a gallery 
and multidisciplinary space inside 
the building, explained: “We were 
very happy because we had just 
moved in and several artists also 
have their studios in the Horseshoe 

building. We knew it was going to 
have a lot of visual impact and re-
ally highlight the Horseshoe build-
ing as a landmark building with art.

“I think that graffiti at its roots is 
all about transforming neighbour-
hoods and making cultures seem 
more accessible and open to the 
public. “When you have Sabah, 
who is such a positive and iconic 
figure smiling down on Hamra, it 
definitely helps [represent] Hamra 
as a hub for arts and culture in Bei-
rut.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab 
Weekly.
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S 

yrian refugee children were 
given papers, pens and col-
oured pencils to draw pic-
tures of their memories. 
They came out with bright, 

colourful drawings reflecting hope 
and dreams, despite the terror of 
what they had fled.

The children at the Barike refu-
gee camp in Iraq’s Kurdistan had 
the chance to express their visions 
through drawings under the Colour-
ing the Dream Project developed by 
Rebwar Saeed, dean of Fine Arts at 
Sulaimani University, and his stu-
dents.

The drawings were displayed in a 
London exhibition of Kurdish art — 
Conflict and Hope: Art in Troubled 
Times, at the Ismaili Centre as part 
of the Nour Festival of Arts spon-
sored by the London’s Royal Bor-
ough of Kensington and Chelsea to 
shine a light on contemporary arts 
and culture from the Middle East.

“When I was a child, I was a refu-
gee in Iran so I had the same expe-
rience as the refugee children from 
Syria,” Saeed recalled in an inter-
view with The Arab Weekly. “It is 
like seeing your reflection in the 
mirror. That is what inspired me to 
create this historical art project.”

For Saeed, refugees are always 
passionate to find hope despite 
hardships and grief. “In these draw-
ings, the kids express all their hopes 
and imagination through bright 
colours and the way in which they 
draw beautiful nature, the sun and 

birds,” he said.
An outpouring of grief and sorrow 

is totally absent from the children’s 
art, he noted. “This is the power of 
art… to colour life even in the dark-
est times,” Saeed said. “It gives hope 
for the future and is certainly a part 
of therapy and a great way of seeing 
how the children express their feel-
ings through art. It is like a second 
language.”

The exhibition organised by Gu-
lan, a UK-based charity that pro-
motes Kurdish culture, also featured 
the works of Kurdish artists, includ-
ing Saeed and Jamal Penjweny.

Most of the Kurdish artists por-

trayed grim realities and heart-
wrenching works from the experi-
ences of ordinary people but the 
underlying message was that there 
is light at the end of every dark tun-
nel.

“Everybody can take pictures but 
not everybody can make pictures 
speak,” Penjweny said. “I go among 
the real people and I interpret their 
dreams which they don’t care to ex-
press. They are ordinary people liv-
ing in the shadow of war.”

In Penjweny’s Pink Dream series 
of photographs, a pink line drawing 
takes the reality of the black-and-
white picture and gives it a new di-

mension by expressing a dream.
“All the stories are ones of unhap-

piness, but instead of listening to 
their sad stories I want to give these 
people hope,” he said. “I don’t let 
them be sad which is everyday life 
for them, but create some sparks of 
happiness, some hope for a different 
future.”

Saeed’s Colouring Memories draws 
on his experiences when inspiration 
comes from dark times.

“My art tries to help make sense 
of people’s feelings during troubled 
times. To fight the darkness, I use 
bright colours. In the background of 
the pictures are patterns that reflect 
arabesque and other cultural sym-
bols. War destroys a people’s mate-
rial culture but these backgrounds 
show that culture is still there. The 
beauty of the past is saved and 
shared,” Saeed said.

Richard Wilding, Gulan’s artis-
tic director, displayed photographs 
from the Mam Al Yan camp in 
Aqrah, near the Iraqi Kurdish city 
of Dohuk, and from Father Nageeb’s 
Hotel in Erbil. The Dominican priest 
converted partially completed lux-
ury flats into a vertical camp hous-
ing refugees. The fight against the 
Islamic State ended the economic 
boom and the flats’ new residents 
reflect the plight of nearly 2 million 
refugees in Iraqi Kurdistan.

Mariwan Jalal, a mixed media art-
ist who specialises in prints and ce-
ramic works, takes a critical view of 
social, political and cultural issues. 
He says he is concerned about what 
he sees as the curse of oil and his art 
works reflect stories from the daily 
lives of the Kurdish people.

Ali Raza, who endured frequent 

aerial bombardment during his early 
life, has produced a stark represen-
tation of the consequences of the 
Anfal campaign of the extermina-
tion of the Kurds in northern Iraq in 
a large work, The Story of Sand.

The exhibition also featured the 
work of Syrian artist and architect 
Tareq Razzouk, who is studying hu-
manities at the Institute of Ismaili 
Studies in London.

“My paintings encapsulate com-
plex human feelings through sim-
plified lines and shapes with a lim-
ited palette of colours. Some of the 
works are an expression of my own 
personal escape from the place that 
was once my home and is now a 
world of conflict. Some of the paint-
ings are dramatic while others al-
low an accommodation of multiple 
interpretations. I want to inspire 
others to contemplate those broken 
lives,” Razzouk said.

According to Gulan trustee Sarah 
Panizzo, the exhibition is special 
because it shows not just the horror 
of what is happening in the Middle 
East but how people are coping, and 
managing to find hope and some-
thing positive. 

“They are showing through their 
art and colour, that there is hope for 
the future,” she said.

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.
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“This is the power of 
art… to colour life 
even in the darkest 
times.”

A colourful drawing by a Syrian refugee child in a camp in Iraqi 
Kurdistan.

A man walks past a graffiti painted on a wall in the Lebanese capital Beirut.


