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ABOUT THE PROJECT 

This exhibition is part of a research 
project supported by the FCDO-funded 
Covid Collective Research Platform, and 
forms part of PeaceRep’s work on the 
nexus between the Covid-19 pandemic, 
peace and conflict and the interplay 
between several layers of crises. In Syria, 
PeaceRep Research Fellow Dr. Juline 
Beaujouan and two of her colleagues – 
Abdulah El hafi and Eyas Ghreiz – built 
on collaborations with local communities 
in opposition-held areas in the northwest 
of the country to investigate the shifting 
role of local civil society during the 
pandemic.  
 

 

ABOUT THE EXHIBITION 

The exhibition features a series of 
paintings created by a group of young 
Syrian artists called the Blue Team (Fariq 
Azraq in Arabic), who have collaborated to 
illustrate life in opposition-held areas of 
Syria during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Earlier in 2021, the artists produced two 
exhibitions in Syria – combining art, 
music, and activities – that offer powerful 
insights into the daily lives of Syrian 
people during the tenth year of the 
conflict and the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Now, in their first exhibition in Scotland, 
is an opportunity to view the paintings 
and hear the stories of these extraordinary 
young people. 

 

ABOUT THE ARTISTS 

The Blue Team is a group of young Syrian 
artists aged 16 to 25 based in opposition-
Aleppo governorate, in the northwest of 
Syria. Their work offers powerful insights 
into the daily lives of Syrian people, 
including the displaced and ethnic 
minorities, and demonstrates how art can 
bring people together and act as a tool for 
local peace. 

Find out more about the work of the Blue 
Team on their Facebook page 
@blueteam2021. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

A group of young Syrian artists have 
collaborated to illustrate life in 
opposition-held areas during the Covid-19 
pandemic. The artists produced two 
exhibitions – combining art, music, and 
activities – that offer powerful insights 
into the daily lives of Syrian displaced and 
ethnic minorities, and demonstrate how 
art can bring people together and act as a 
tool for local peace. 

The two exhibitions were held in the 
framework of a research project supported 
by the FCDO-funded Covid Collective 
Research Platform at the Institute for 
Development Studies (IDS). The research 
revolves around PSRP’s work on the 
nexus between the Covid-19 pandemic, 
peace and conflict and the interplay 
between several layers of crises. In Syria, 
PSRP Research Associate Dr. Juline 
Beaujouan and two of her colleagues – 
Abdulah El hafi and Eyas Ghreiz – built 
on collaborations with local communities 
in opposition-held areas in the northwest 
of the country to investigate the shifting 
role of local civil society during the 
pandemic. 
 
The research team partnered with two 
groups of artists in Azaz and Afrin in the 
northwest of Aleppo. Both cities are 
currently under the control of the de facto 
Syrian Interim Government and a strong 
Turkish   influence   at   a   political   and  

 

 

military level. Sixteen young artists aged 
16 to 25 collaborated on the project to 
depict the lives of their communities 
during the pandemic. Through 60 unique 
creations, they offered valuable and 
graphic insights into the suffering of 
Syrian displaced and ethnic minorities, 
among other important themes. 

 

 
 

The first art exhibition was held in Azaz  
 
 
 
 
on Wednesday 7 April 2021, with the 
support of Athar Youth Team and in 
collaboration with the Free University of 
Aleppo under the title: “There is not only 
Covid-19 Syrians suffer from”. It was 
attended by close to 400 visitors, 
including important local figures such as 
the president of the University, a member 
of the Constitutional Committee, 
members of the Syrian Coalition and 
members of the Syrian Civil Defense 
(White Helmets). The event was covered 
by Azaz Media Office. 
 
On Monday 12 April 2021, the second 
exhibition was held in Afrin – a city 
historically inhabited by Kurdish 

YOUNG ARTISTS ILLUSTRATE LIFE IN SYRIAN 

OPPOSITION-HELD AREAS 

 



populations – in collaboration with the 
Civilization Cultural Association and 
Gaziantep University under the title “Let 
us draw peace together”. The event was 
meant as an encounter between Arab and 
Kurdish artists to foster cross-community 
interactions. Besides visual art, it featured 
live music and activities for children. The 
event attracted 200 visitors and was 
covered by local media, including al-
Jazeera Syria. Partners and volunteers 
were particularly grateful as it was the first 
event of its kind to bring together two 
groups representing different ethnic and 
religious affiliations around a common 
project. 
 
Besides supporting local actors of everyday 
peace in their own terms, the project 
created momentum for artistic expression 
in the two cities and further 
collaborations among and between artists, 
academic institutions and civil society. 
The two team were invited by the director 
of the Watan Cloud organisation for 
women to hold a third exhibition in al-
Bab city – in the northeast of Aleppo – 
after the month of Ramadan. The artists 
will also receive training on soft skills to 
allow them ownership of the project and 
enable them to sustain the momentum 
through more activities and civic 
engagement. 
 
The success of the activities prompted 
several local figures to sustain the 
momentum and transform the 
collaboration into a partnership in its on 
rights between youth in Azaz and Afrin.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The Minister of Local Administration in 
the Interim government and head of 
Afrin local council is currently working on 
establishing a team of Arab and Kurdish 
youth volunteers to build youth capacity 
and re-activate the marginalized volunteer 
and civil society network in Afrin. 
Similarly, the head of the education office 
within Afrin local council is investigating 
avenues for further cooperation with 
regards to education. The latter will 
empower groups of students at Gaziantep 
University (Afrin) and the Free University 
of Aleppo (Azaz) to coordinate cross-
community cultural and artistic activities 
after the month of Ramadan. Finally, the 
two teams of artists are discussing future 
common projects to foster a culture of 
understanding, tolerance and peace in 
their areas. In addition to art exhibition, 
the artists in Azaz will help build the 
capacity of their colleagues in Afrin who 
have been marginalized and lack 
opportunities to use their art as a tool of 
expression and local peace. 
 

By Juline Beaujouan 

 

 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

With this contribution to “Local Voices at 
the Crossroads’, we open a series of three 
stories looking at the role of youth in local 
peacemaking in Syrian opposition-held 
area in the northwest of the country. They 
are students, artists, civil society members, 
and entrepreneurs of peace in a country at 
war for more than a decade. Most of them 
are too young to have a clear recollection 
of Syria before the conflict, but they are all 
committed to building a future free from 
violence and suffering. 

In preparation for this blog, we spoke 
extensively with ten young artists who 
form the Blue Team (Fariq Azraq in 
Arabic) – a group located in Azaz, roughly 
30 kilometres northwest of Aleppo. We 
asked them to reflect on the challenges 
and opportunities for art to contribute to 
peace in Syria. While protracted violence 
has pushed some to pick up arms, these 
young artists picked up pencils and 
brushes and put their creativity at the 
service of their communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Art to escape and resist 

The young men and women we met in 
Syrian opposition-held areas did not join 
the massive exodus of Syrian artists at the 
outset of the conflict in 2011; most of 
them were under 10 years old. They are 
indeed artists born out of the war. Over 
the years, they witnessed the progressive 
disappearance of creativity and culture as 
a result of protracted violence. For the 
past decade, the politics of the Syrian 
conflict as well as the material and human 
destruction have been well-documented. 
Yet, statistics and complex analysis often 
overshadowed the experiences and 
suffering of the Syrian people. It is to 
escape their suffering and traumatic 
experiences that these young Syrians 
started drawing. 

Mohammed*, 22 years old, recorded: “I 
was injured several times during the siege 
of Eastern Ghouta [in the northeast of 
Damascus]; my house was bombed more 
than three times. At that time, drawing 
was a hobby I resorted to when I was 
bored. After I was displaced in 2018, I 

ART AS A TOOL FOR LOCAL PEACE: REFLECTIONS IF 
YOUNG ARTISTS IN SYRIAN OPPOSITION-HELD AREAS 

This post was originally published by the Civil Society Platform for Peacebuilding and Statebuilding (CSPPS) 
and the University of Edinburgh, on the “Local Voices at a Crossroads” series in which local actors of everyday 
peace share their insights into the fragilities and resilience of their societies in the face of conflict. Grassroots 
societies lie at the crossroads between local realities and national peacebuilding policies and practices. The 
series therefore aims to accelerate action at the local level by strengthening the voices of civil society at the policy 
level. 



started using my art more often as a tool 
of psychological support to heal my 
trauma”. Leila, a 16-year-old young 
woman displaced from Saraqib in Idlib 
governorate, offered a similar account: “I 
used to think that only physical distance 
would protect me and my family from 
violence. When we were forced to leave 
my city, I felt like my world was collapsing 
and my life only revolved around war and 
dire living conditions. But these negative 
thoughts slowly faded away when I started 
drawing”. 

 
 

 

 

 

For the young artists we met, art provided 
a safe haven, a window out of the conflict 
and a way to escape the atrocities of war. 
They all first used art for themselves, as a 
self-healing practice that helps “discharge 
negative energies”. But their talent quickly 
became a form of resilience and resistance 
that they now use to transform traumatic 
experiences into a purpose of public 
interest. 

 

 

 

 

Art to heal and influence 

The young artists feel invested in a 
mission and are mindful of their 
responsibilities in Syria. On the one hand, 
art gives the opportunity to leave a 
timeless account of the many sufferings 
Syrians experienced during the war, in the 
hope that future generations will prevent 
history from repeating itself. On the 
other, the young artists believe that art can 
contribute to the reconstruction of 
society. As explained by 16-year-old 
Khaled, “art is about delving in the heart 
of our identities and sufferings and re-
introducing ourselves and our feelings to 
the community in a new form, so that new 
solutions can be offered”. Khaled’s words 
are echoed by his fellow artists who 
witnessed how conflicts often arise from 
misunderstanding or lack of knowledge 
about others. The fractures of the Syrian 
society have been politicised to fuel the 
war so that Syria is currently mired in a 
nest of conflicts which are often rooted at 
the local level. For 16-year-old Mumtaz, 
who recently relocated to the northern 
countryside of Aleppo, the power of art 
lies in its ability to vehiculate complex 
feelings and messages simply and 
eloquently.  

 

 

 

 

“The power of art lies in its ability to vehiculate complex feelings and messages 
simply and eloquently. By clarifying identities, worldviews, and experiences, art 
fosters mutual understanding and empathy; it can help mitigate conflicts and 

rebuild the social fabric.” 
 



By clarifying identities, worldviews, and 
experiences, art fosters mutual 
understanding and empathy; it can help 
mitigate conflicts and rebuild the social 
fabric. The young artists are aware that it 
will take more than drawings to bring 
peace back to Syria. But as argued by 18-
year-old Nour, “Art is an instrument of 
peace amid the flames of war. It may not 
extinguish the burning fire, but it relieves 
the pain of the wound”. 

Beyond grassroots communities, some of 
the young artists we talked to believe that 
their art can influence politicians and 
decision-makers. This is the case of Leila: 
“Art is knowledge. When we visualise and 
share knowledge via art exhibitions or 
graffiti on the wall of our city, we force 
interactions with other communities, 
including politicians. As such, we can be 
real influencers”. Similarly, Hamad, who 
recently started drawing at the age of 21, 
believes that art contributes to shaping 
public opinion which, in turn, can 
pressure politicians to implement political 
reform and promote peace efforts. For 
others, the power of their art lies precisely 
in the fact that it escapes political 
considerations and focuses on more 
universal themes such as human suffering. 

Whether their talent can bridge the 
divides between elements of Syrian 
society, all  young artists  agree on  the fact 

 

 that art is part of a bottom-up process 
whereby inner peace at the individual 
level can spread across communities and 
foster social peace. This includes reviving 
Syrian culture and spreading positive 
energies and colours in the lives of Syrian 
people. 

Art to raise local voices 

Over the past ten years, Syrians have been 
silenced and excluded from the 
negotiations on the future of their 
country. Art is a reaction to this 
disenfranchisement; it is used by artists to 
reclaim their identity and regain their 
voice. Leila voiced the frustration of 
millions of Syrians: “We are depicted as 
terrorists through mainstream media 
because we live in opposition-held areas. 
But we are normal people. We are 
painters, musicians, poets, and writers.” 
Hence the urge for the young artists to 
send a strong message to the world – 
Syrians are suffering from the conflict – in 
a universal language that transcends all 
linguistic and cultural barriers. Yet, 
Hamad emphasised that the suffering 
should not overshadow an equally 
important message: life continues despite 
daily difficulties, and hope and resilience 
prevail in Syria. 

 

 

 
“Art is an instrument of peace amid the flames of war. It may not extinguish 

the burning fire, but it relieves the pain of the wound”. 

 
 



Opposition-held areas in the northern 
countryside of Aleppo have enjoyed 
relative stability over the past year, which 
has allowed young artists to organise 
several local exhibitions and participate in 
training offered by community centres 
with the support of civil society. They feel 
somehow privileged and responsible, 
because their art enjoys a good amount of 
credibility and is proof of their persistence 
and strength in the face of conflict. In 
contrast, artists living in the areas 
controlled by the Syrian regime face 
strong censorship and exiled artists may 
be perceived as disconnected from the 
realities inside Syria. But there are many 
challenges to being an artist in Syrian 
opposition-held areas. Art materials are 
scarce and costly; artists must sometimes 
travel a hundred kilometres to buy good-
quality brushes and colours.  

Moreover, art is often considered a hobby 
or even a waste of time in a place where 
securing livelihoods remains challenging. 
The art market is inexistent in northwest 
Syria, so local artists cannot use their 
talent to contribute to the living expenses 
of their families. While the young artists 
noted signs of greater open-mindedness at 
the society level and support from 
education institutions such as the Free 
University of Aleppo, they also pointed to 
criticisms and prejudices against their 
difference as artists. But these numerous 
challenges cannot seem to shake the 
resolve of the young artists: “We are the 
children of war and we are ready to 
decorate our world with our paintings and 

to spread our colours across borders. The 
world needs to know that we are here”. 

* All names have been modified 
 

By Juline Beaujouan, Eyas Ghreiz and 
Abdulah El hafi 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ART DESCRIPTION 

The global fear of the Coronavirus and its transformation 
into a global epidemic in light of the impotence of the 
international medical systems. 

By Aya Tahme  

The importance of international cohesion in confronting 
the Corona pandemic. 

By Aya Tahme  

The residents of the camps and the suffering that the 
Covid pandemic has added to their plight, caused by war 
and displacement [not displayed]. 

By Aya Tahme  

The Great Umayyad Mosque of Maarat al-Numan (12th 
century) located in northwest Syria 20 miles from Idlib 
[not displayed]. 

By Aya Tahme  

The role and efforts of medical personnel in maintaining 
the safety of civilians and caring for communities during 
the Corona pandemic. 

By Baraa Obied  



 

 

 

 

 

The distance imposed by the Coronavirus on social 
relations. 

By Baraa Obied  

The harsh conditions that Syrians suffer from war, 
displacement and bombing before and after the Covid 
pandemic. 

By Baraa Obied  

The displaced carry their memories with them, and the 
hope of return is the only companion of displacement. 

By Baraa Obied  

The series of terrible choices facing the residents of IDP 
camp; all lead to tragic endings.  
Signboards read (from top left): war, racism, 
displacement, arrest, shelling, exploitation. 

By Baraa Obied  

The state of education in northwest Syria. It shows how 
children and educational facilities suffer from the war and 
the lack of places equipped for education [not displayed]. 

By Baraa Obied & Bushra al-Bakri 



 

 

 

 

 

The importance of the role of medical personnel and civil 
defence in the face of disasters in northwest Syria [not 
displayed]. 

By Bushra al-Bakri 

Social cohesion and the attempt to preserve it in light of 
the barriers imposed by Corona [not displayed]. 

By Bushra al-Bakri & Baraa Obied 

The suffering of Syrian children in IDP camps in light of 
the war and the Corona pandemic. 

By Dona al Hamoud 

Despite the war, destruction and displacement, the spirit 
of childhood is still trying to colour the dull reality. 

By Dona al Hamoud 

The suffering of children in light of war, displacement 
and bad economic conditions [not displayed]. 

By Dona al Hamoud 



 

 

 

 

The importance of cohesion and community cooperation 
and for the advancement of society [not displayed]. 

By Rujim Uthman 

The importance of the role of medical personnel and 
their cooperation in the face of the Coronavirus. 

By Saja al Khatib 

The worries, responsibilities, and pains that hamper the 
Syrians’ efforts to preserve their country [not displayed]. 

By Saja al Khatib 

The importance of adhering to the confinement and its 
role in protecting people against the Coronavirus. 

By Sana Aboud 



 

 

 

 

 

A child wearing a popular Kurdish dress in revival of the 
ancient Kurdish heritage in Syria [not displayed]. 

By Sana Aboud 

The commitment to wearing the mask and adhering to 
personal prevention procedures, the first medicine to 
confront the pandemic. 

By Sana Aboud 

The reality of education in light of the spread of the 
Coronavirus in northwest Syria. 

By Sana Aboud 

The suffering of detainees in regime prisons and their 
detention in an unhealthy environment [not displayed]. 

By Sana Aboud 



 

 

 

 

Honouring the role of the medical staff and its positive 
impact on the fight against the Coronavirus [not 
displayed]. 

By Sana Aboud 

The medical staff is the strongest dam in the face of the 
Coronavirus. 

By Siwar al Musa 

The role and importance of the medical staff and civil 
defence in light of the Corona pandemic, and the 
society’s gratitude to them. 

By Siwar al Musa & Saja al Khatib 



 

 

 

 

 

The world is suffering from the Coronavirus, which has 
turned into a global pandemic that has affected all sectors 
of life. 

By Sham Qadouni 

The popular costumes of the Syrian Kurds, the people of 
Idlib and the people of the eastern region in a symbolic 
image that unites the hopes and dreams of the Syrians 
[not displayed]. 

By Sham Qadouni 

Medical staff are safety angels and public health guards. 

By Sham Qadouni 

Old College, the University of Edinburgh. 

By Sham Qadouni & Baraa Obied 

The White Helmets and their struggle to save people in 
the reality of war [not displayed]. 

By Sham Qadouni & Sana Aboud 



 

 

 

 

 

The olive tree is a symbol of steadfastness, clinging to the 
earth and giving [not displayed]. 

By Ola Handawi 

The shattered dream of graduating, studying and working 
in light of the impact of a pandemic on all aspects of life. 

By Ola Handawi & Dona al Hamoud 

Escaping from destruction and bombardment to the trap 
of the Coronavirus, which spread in IDP camps and 
streets.  

By Ola Handawi 

The crucial role of the White Helmets and ambulance 
teams in order to preserve the safety of the people. 

By Mouath al-Sheikh Ahmed 



 

We are the children of war; our childhood is from the age of violence and our 
thoughts were born from the throes of hardship. 

Let the whole world know that we are here to stay and that our dreams remain 
despite the dark nights. 

As colourful and steady as a forest of oaks, we do not fear the toughest winds. 

As small and delicate as spring flowers, we are devoted to our lands. 

Let our paintings decorate the universe and our colours spread to the world. 

 

Siwar Khaled al-Musa 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For further questions on the project and the exhibition, please contact Dr. Juline Beaujouan 
at J.Beaujouan-Marliere@ed.ac.uk. 

You can also visit www.politicalsettlements.org/artforpeace. 


