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We are Staying is a graphic rendering of an urban environment in Syria. A composite 
of images and descriptions of Aleppo, Saraqib, Hama, Homs, Damascus and 
Daraa taken from conventional and social media sources over the last three years. 
Here, disparate geographies and unorganized moments in time overlay each other, 
reflecting both a fragmented understanding of these accounts, and the conscious 
and unconscious attempts to recompose a potential reality.  
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We Are Staying 
Alina Gallo

Following the onset of the Arab Spring, I began a series of contemporary miniature paintings 
chronicling key events from the Middle East and North Africa region. 

In early 2012, the Syrian government launched airstrikes and mortar attacks on populated 
neighborhoods to crush the rising revolution, killing and detaining hundreds of civilians. That 
February, acclaimed journalists Anthony Shadid and Marie Colvin died while on assignment 
in Syria, bringing further attention to the spreading conflict. And the deaths of many other 
photographers and journalists were to follow.

Since that time, the Syrian War has become one of most tragic conflicts since the Second 
World War. More than 200,000 people have lost their lives, millions of refugees have flooded 
into neighboring countries, and millions more have been displaced internally. The conflict has 
taken on the form of multiple proxy wars, involving the interests and interventions of many 
regional and global powers. Drawn to understand the increasingly shocking and complex 
evolution of the Arab Spring, I began researching and reaching out to make contact with 
those effected by this crisis.

The relative absence of journalists on the ground within the changeable margins of this 
war-zone has turned the multitude of raw-footage, photographs, documentary snippets and 
staged fabrications into the primary source of information, even for large news agencies.  

No longer only in the form of the familiar, neat and researched articles, this sea of fragmented 
and stratified documentations come forth filtered by chance as well as by multiple, calcu-
lated and unknowable internal dialectics and interests. The immediacy and ease in which we 
communicate, organize and encounter each other online is magnifying the intensity of our 
togetherness, and producing intentional and unintentional ways in which we potentially affect 
each other.

How do we process, recompose and interpret this multitude of information? What are the 
outcomes of our interpretations? Do we have a responsibility to attempt to assemble this 
information for ourselves?

We are Staying is a graphic rendering of an urban environment in Syria. It is a composite of 
images and descriptions of Aleppo, Saraqeb, Hama, Homs, Damascus and Daraa taken from 
conventional and social media sources over the last three years. Some elements of this com-
pound city include a horse decorated for the celebration of Eid al-Adha, a guard post of a 
Liwaa al-Sultan Mrad brigade member, a mosque destroyed, an overturned car, damaged yet 
inhabited apartments, hanging sheets to obscure a sniper’s line of sight, and a foosball table.

The graffiti elements in this painting are inspired by city walls that have become marked and 
layered with pro-government threats, revolutionary slogans and expressions of hope, memo-
rial and desperation; a fluid partial record of the ongoing conflict.



Many of the writings come from the town of Saraqib, where groups of friends and families have 
painted walls to express themselves peacefully. Some of the slogans mean: “All our love to those 
who are gone,” “Together we are more beautiful, you are still my brother,” “Nothing is impos-
sible,” “In the grand departure I will love you more” and “We are like the moon, we have a dark 
side.” 

I have included revolutionary slogans from the Southern city of Daraa -now called the “Cradle of 
the the Revolution”- where, in March 2011, fifteen children were arrested, detained and tortured 
for painting anti-government graffiti on the walls of a school. “As-Shaab / Yoreed / Eskaat el 
nizam!”: “The people / want / to topple the regime!” and “It is your turn, Doctor!” (A nickname for 
Bashar Assad, a trained ophthalmologist. The outrage and protests over the children’s arrests 
and mistreatment is often credited for kindling the Syrian revolution.  Finally, also on the walls, are 
several of the Pro-Assad slogans often left by government forces: “Al Assad or we will burn the 
country in his name” and “Al Assad or no one/ through here marched Assad’s men.” 

We are Staying overlays disparate geographies and unorganized moments in time, reflecting both 
a fragmented understanding of these accounts, and the conscious and unconscious attempts to 
recompose a potential reality.  -AG
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“Al Assad to rule or no 
one.” Hama, Syria.

“Through here marched 
the death men of As-
sad.” 

Sheets are hung in win-
dows and at the ends of 
streets in many Syrian 
cities to disturb the line 
of sight of snipers. The 
sheets here are inspired 
by a series of photo-
graphs called “Veils 
of Aleppo” taken by 
Franco Pagetti in 2013.

 “Men of death - the 
Basharian.” Hama, 
Syria.

Inspired by a photo of 
children playing foosball 
together in the street in 
Old Aleppo. 

“Only Bashar.”
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Barakat was 17 when he was killed in late 
2013 while reporting for Reuters in Aleppo. 
Journalist Hannah Lucinda Smith, who 
knew him, brought attention to his story, 
raising questions about how it was that a 
teenager came to be working for a major 
news organization in a war zone. There are 
several references throughout this show to 
his work.

“We will build it again.” Saraqib, Syria.

“The people want to topple the Syrian 
regime.  Liberty Liberty.” A common rally 
cry of the Syrian revolution.

“It’s time for this despicable man to get off 
his throne.” Saraqib, Syria.

“We will not get used to death, and we 
will continue to cherish life. We will even 
build seasons of love between the bombs.” 
Saraqib, Syria.

“The revolution ... In hope and integrity, 
share a better future, share your bread with 
others.” Saraqib, Syria.  

The slogans throughout this installation 
from the town of Saraqib can be found on 
their facebook page Walls of Saraqib, and 
in an archive of creative work for Syria in the 
diaspora at www.creativememory.org 

“Nothing is impossible here.”  Saraqib.

This section is based on a photograph 
taken by Molhem Barakat the day before 
his death. He took a striking image of 
a member of the Liwaa al- Sultan Mrad 
brigade - a division of the Free Syrian Army.  
In the photo, a man sits with his back to a 
mirror, which reflects the devastation of the 
streets around him.  Displayed on the stone 
walls around his watch post chair is a wall 
hanging with Islamic scriptures and other 
objects.  
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“Al Assad or we will burn burn the country 
in his name.” Source: The Revolting Syrian 
blog.

Based on a photograph taken January 16, 
2013 of two men retrieving a radiator from a 
building whose exterior wall has fallen away.  
That day, 80 people were killed on the first 
day of exams at a university in Aleppo.

“Syria will blossom with flowers.” Saraqib.
Saraqib is a city in northern Syria located 
east of Idlib. The residents of Saraqib have 
participated in the civil war against the 
government of Bashar al-Assad since at 
least April 2011.  It also the site of a film 
called “Lover’s Notebooks,” a documentary 
by Iyad Al Jaroud and directed by Alia’ 
Khashouf that features the wall writings of 
Saraqeb, a peaceful aspect of the Syrian 
revolution.

“The people want to topple the Syrian 
regime. Liberty Liberty.” 

Based on video footage of the semi 
destroyed apartment building of a 5-year old 
named Sara, who lives on one of the front-
lines in Aleppo with her mom, dad, two older 
sisters and one older brother. Her father is a 
commander in the free Syrian army. She was 
interviewed in the documentary Children of 
Aleppo for PBS in February 2014.  During 
the interview she tells the reporter about the 
dreams the she has at night.

“She is Syria - love her - Saraqib.” 

“Syria will blossom with flowers.” Saraqib, 
Syria.

Based on an photograph I remember 
seeing, but can no longer find where, of 
an overturned car following a barrel bomb 
explosion in a Syrian city sometime in the last 
two years.

“Tomorrow will be more beautiful”  Saraqib, 
Syria.
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Based on a portion of a photograph of 
rebel fighters resting in a furnished interior 
of a damaged building.  In the photograph, 
behind the resting men is a wall decorated 
with slogans, weapons, memorabilia, and a 
wall hanging depicting the Kaaba at Mecca.  

“We are all like the moon, we have a dark 
side.”  Creation date: 20 October 2012. 
Saraqib, Syria.  On the bottom left of the 
slogan the grafitti is signed “Saraqib.” 
Indicating the authorship of the city itself, 
Saraqib.

“All our love to those who are gone (the 
martyrs).” Creation date: 14 February 2014. 
Saraqeb, Syria.  Source: Saraqeb Walls 
Facebook Page.  

An imagination of one of the last places 
American journalist Marie Colvin (January 
12, 1956 – February 22, 2012) visited before 
she died while covering the siege of Homs in 

Syria for the british newspaper The Sunday 
Times, where she had worked since 1985. 
Colvin, who had lost an eye to shrapnel in Sri 
Lanka and had covered conflicts in Chechnya, 
Kosovo, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe, Libya, 
and East Timor, described the bombardment 
of Homs as the worst conflict she had ever 
experienced. The Sunday Times reported that 
Colvin had died with French photographer 
Remi Ochlik trying to retrieve their shoes to 
escape army bombardment of the building 
they were in in rebel stronghold district of 
Baba Amr. Footage emerged from Syria 
reporting the burial of their bodies in a garden 
near where they were killed, before they were 
exhumed and taken to Damascus before 
repatriation.

“Tomorrow will be more beautiful.” Asharq 
Al-Awsat, Syria.  Syrian grafitti artist Khalifa’s 
tag. From an article in March 2013 by Hannah 
Lucida Smith, He says, ‘It just came into my 
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head one day as I was looking at the 
damaged buildings. ... I heard that regime 
soldiers were painting ‘Only Assad, or 
we will burn the country’ on the walls of 
people’s houses.  So I decided to start 
painting this onto the buildings that they 
had destroyed in Aleppo, to show them they 
have not won.”  He often accompanies his 
tag with a huge smiley face.

Bloody twitter bird tag.

Based on a photograph taken by Molhem 
Barakat of a Free Syrian Army fighter raising 
his weapon in celebration of the first day 
of the holiday of Eid al-Adha, while riding 
a small horse in Aleppo in October 2013.  
Here, the horse is waiting for his owner to 
return. 

“We are staying - there is something that 
makes life worth living on earth - Saraqib.”  
Saraqib, Syria.  Creation date: 17 March 
2014.

“In the grand departure, I would love you 
more. Freedom.” Saraqib, Syria. Creation 
date: 21 March 2014.

This sentence is the title of one of the po-
ems by Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwich.

“She is Syria - love her - Saraqib.” 

Inspired by a film still of a man filming the 
site of a destroyed mosque from within the 
rubble.

A corner and window of the damaged 
Khalid Ibn al-Walid Mosque that was 
bombed on 7 July 2013.  During much of 
the siege of Homs this mosque had been 
sparred damage.

“Nation of stars, I am here.” Hamra, Beriut 
Lebanon. Creation date: 1 July 2007. Re-
tweeted in 2015 in the context of the Syrian 
war.
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About the Artist
Alina Gallo’s contemporary miniature paintings and mural installations have 
chronicled key Middle East and North Africa region events following the onset of 
the Arab Spring in late 2010. In the last years, she has followed this project to live in 
the United Arab Emirates, Turkey and Italy. Alina holds an MFA ’08 from the Maine 
College of Art and has taught at Zayed University in Dubai and Abu Dhabi and at 
Small Projects for Syria in Istanbul. She is currently collaborating with Australian 
artist Karen Black to create a book featuring children’s artwork from Small Projects 
for Syria in Istanbul to benefit their school.  To learn more about of her work and 
projects visit www.alinagallo.com.
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