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Exiled Syrian artist Tammam Azzam paints haunting images of his destroyed
homeland
Arts  Feb 12, 2016 3:46 PM EST

Artist Tammam Azzam is through with looking at destruction.

After completing “Storeys,” a large-scale abstract painting project based on photographs from Syrian cities, he has seen enough: buildings gutted by bombs, empty
streets, a sense of stillness. “The emptiness made me feel so much fear,” he said. “I want to talk about that.”

Azzam left Damascus for Dubai in 2011, just after the beginning of a revolution that would grow into the massive, multi-sided armed conflict it is today, driving
millions of people from the country. Already a prolific artist — his work has appeared at exhibitions in Budapest, New York and Houston, as well as Banky’s
Dismaland exhibition in the UK — but suddenly lacking studio space and materials, Azzam began to create digital art. In 2013, his digitally-constructed image of
Gustav Klimt’s “The Kiss” on a bombed-out building caught the world’s attention.

But he couldn’t look away from the images he saw coming out of Syria, online or in newspapers and magazines. So he began to paint. The result is an arresting
visual chronicle of what remains when an entire people’s way of life is upended, possibly for generations to come.

Azzam said he studied photographs from several Syrian cities on which to base the paintings. Some of the cities he portrayed include Douma — an important point
of protest against the government in the early life of the revolution — and Aleppo, Syria’s largest city and an embattled opposition stronghold.

From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 180 x
235 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2015. Image
courtesy of Tammam Azzam

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
http://www.ayyamgallery.com/artists/tammam-azzam
http://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2013/feb/04/syria-klimt-kiss-tammam-azzam
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/world-jan-june12-syria1_01-23/
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/300000-could-be-trapped-as-syrian-forces-encircle-aleppo-says-u-n/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/


09.03.19, 09(27Exiled Syrian artist Tammam Azzam paints haunting images of his destroyed homeland | PBS NewsHour

Page 2 of 6https://www.pbs.org/newshour/arts/exiled-syrian-artist-tammam-azzam-paints-haunting-images-of-his-destroyed-homeland

Azzam said he wanted to “take this challenge, to create or rebuild destruction.” He does so in sweeping expressionist brushwork that is also packed with details
from the images he studied. Like the photographs, the paintings are empty of people or any other sign of life.

The process of creating these paintings was a physical and emotional struggle, he said — each painting took him about two months of working six to 10 hours every
day. “I’m just in a prison in my studio, just seeing news and Internet and photos from everywhere, and talking, drawing, painting about something I can’t see in
person, even in the close future,” he said.

The paintings, which he called the “Storeys” series, are now on display at Dubai’s Ayyam Gallery in an exhibition he titled “The Road.” The idea of a road, of setting
out on a long journey, is one that has suddenly become a link between millions of Syrians as they flee war, Azzam said.

“I’m telling stories about Syrian people, about myself, about people everywhere. About the stories of going ahead on these roads, and we don’t know where,” he
said.

The exhibition invokes “the journey of people, from their homeland to the new homeland,” Azzam said. “There is no end to that. Because all people are still thinking
about going back to their original home.”

Now, Azzam is completing a five-month artist’s fellowship at the Institute for Advanced Study in Delmonhost, Germany. He said he has left the “Storeys” behind to
become an entry in the history of the Syrian people.

“I believe that art can’t save the country. Bullets are more powerful than art, now,” he said. “But I believe at the same time that all kinds of culture, art or writing,
cinema or photographs, can rebuild something in the future.”

See below for more images of the “Storeys” series, now on display at Ayyam Gallery.

From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 250 x
200 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2015. Image
courtesy of Tammam Azzam
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From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 200 x
250 cm, acrylic on canvas, 2015. Image
courtesy of Tammam Azzam
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From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 120
X 120 cm, mixed media on canvas, 2014.
Image courtesy of Tammam Azzam
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From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 152
X 203 cm, mixed media on canvas, 2014.
Image courtesy of Tammam Azzam
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Explore more of our Syrian Voices series which highlights Syrian artists producing work around the world.

By — Corinne Segal

Corinne is the Senior Multimedia Web Editor for NewsHour Weekend. She serves on the advisory board for VIDA: Women in Literary Arts.

@cesegal

From “Storeys” by Tammam Azzam, 121
X 121 cm, mixed media on canvas, 2014.
Image courtesy of Tammam Azzam
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