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Why Aleppo?

Over the past six years, the city of Aleppo has 
told the story of all of Syria. It is a story of an-
ticipation, of overcoming fear, of an uprising, 
and then of a civil armed conflict, which be-
came internationalized, devolving into a vio-
lent proxy war. Finally, it is a story of collapse 
and suffering.

The story of Aleppo is an abridged ver-
sion of the story of the crushed Syrian revolu-
tion, not only because Aleppo is the biggest 
and most populous of Syrian cities, and not 
because the fall of its eastern part marked a 
major turning point in the course of events in 
both Syria and the entire region, but because 
every turn in the revolution was bound to play 
out in its most dramatic form in Aleppo.

In the beginning, Aleppo was the last of 
the big cities to join the uprising, a develop-
ment that led Syrians involved in the uprising 
across the country to publicly censure Alep-
pines. However, the city’s university would 
eventually provide the ignition for Aleppo’s 
citizens, freeing the people of their fears. This 
was unique to Aleppo, as in the majority of 
Syria’s other cities, it was instead the mosques 
that were the pulsing centers at the heart of 
the initial demonstrations, even though the 
many people who participated were not there 
to pray. Thus, when Aleppo finally joined the 
ranks of the cities rising up against the Assad 
regime, it was a remarkable and resonant event.

For many Syrians who believed in the 
revolution, the fall of Aleppo signified the end 
of that revolution, one that they felt repre-
sented them. The beauty in the rise of Aleppo 
and its civil movement, the terrible ferocity of 
its war, and the deep-seated division of its two 
parts, were matched by its resounding fall, 
signaling the end of a phase. While the future 
in the wake of this watershed moment re-
mains unknown, it will not resemble anything 
we have known since Aleppo’s uprising.

Many Syrians today, far away from their 
home cities, harbor doubts they will ever be 
able to return to them, whether in the near or 
distant future. The people of Aleppo in partic-
ular suffer from an even more uncertain fu-
ture. Those who might return someday will go 
back to neighborhoods that likely do not re-
semble the ones they left behind. We still do 
not know how the reconstruction will take 
place or when. Nothing, however, suggests the 
streets, quarters, and shops will be the same. 
Everything has changed. The city’s walls and 
stones were once a sanctuary for untold mem-
ories, now turned into the graves of loved 
ones buried in haste. How do we take back all 
that has been lost when we cannot even reach 
our city? We have lost everything there, and 
even if we do return to it one day, we do not 
know what awaits us. What feelings will we 

experience as we walk again in places where 
our footprints carved out well-trodden paths, 
places that have imprinted images and mem-
ories on our hearts, when we can no longer 
find any familiar traces? When there is noth-
ing left of them except perhaps surface fea-
tures and names, if even these remain. Will 
they continue to be ours? Or do they cease to 
be ours when our traces have been erased 
from them?

The people of Aleppo face another chal-
lenge beyond the tragedy they have endured 
while half their city was destroyed. Will those 
who remained there and those who are able to 
return someday be able to overcome the sharp 
divide that exists between them? It is a divide 
that took on a geographical dimension, and it 
is not limited to symbolic or political expres-
sions between pro-regime and revolution sup-
porters, between those who took a neutral 
stance and the rebels, between Assad’s thugs 
and fighters of the Free Syrian Army, and so 
on. The boundaries in Aleppo were delineated 
between east and west, dividing the city over 
three long, bloody years. This division engen-
dered new social networks among its resi-
dents.

Why Talk about Places  
We Hold Dear?

Palestinian refugees still keep the keys to their 
homes and pass them on from generation to 
generation. Syrians have started to follow 
their example. But what do these Syrians who 
left or who were forcibly displaced from their 
cities and towns and homes really own, when 
their old keys no longer have any use? How do 
they retain ownership of their spaces? How do 
they hold on to their memories of these plac-
es, to which they might never return, except 
maybe as guests or visitors? They do so through 
stories—stories about their neighborhoods, 
stories that will later become their heritage to 
be passed on to the next generation, along 
with old keys and land titles. It is only stories 
that are unaffected by changes to a place and 
those who took control of it. This is because 
stories, when told, cannot be erased. Others 
might own new keys and land titles, might be 
new residents, but no one can own stories 
about a time they did not experience, about a 
place that was not theirs.

Our stories and memories of these places 
often blend the real with the imagined or de-
sired. We tend to fill the gaps in our memory. 
This intimate and perhaps selective self-nar-
ration does not contradict the objective facts 
involved in the narrative. Our memory of a 
certain city and place is indeed nothing but 
our own conception of it, and it cannot be re-
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duced to mere topographical images of these 
spaces.

Our cities are constructed and their char-
acteristics are shaped by the stories and mem-
ories we have of them. In fact, they remain 
with us only as a melding of the lived, the 
imagined, the forgotten, and the desired.

This project seeks to examine the termi-
nology that articulates the relationship of Syr-
ians with their country today, which includes 
“loss,” “absence,” and “exile”. These terms 
not only figure strongly in the daily accounts 
of Syrians everywhere, but also impede at-
tempts by Syrians to narrate or construct their 
stories. The project also examines the absur-
dity of our situation as it stands today, the pos-
sible within the impossible, and the way to 
overcome loss, exile, and absence.

Identifying the question of space as a 
key to this puzzle is symbolic, not incidental. 
It signifies our almost complete exclusion 
from influencing the course of events in our 
home Syria. This question reveals a great deal 
about our dispersion and bitter losses. But our 
efforts to investigate it also show our per-
sistence in continuing to hope. Our little tales 
about the places we hold dear are among the 
few things that could survive in the face of 
psychological trauma, the masked or   explicit 
violence that ravages us, and the feelings of 
rage and hatred. Our memories and stories 
help us keep the places we have left behind, or 
that have become estranged from us, fresh 
and alive. They also help us safeguard our re-
lationship with our home against huge distor-
tions. Perhaps we can say our stories preserve 
beauty in the face of spreading ugliness.

The Power of Narrative  
and the Destiny of Story

Syrians have struggled to narrate their stories 
in the past few years. Syria, which was an un-
known, mysterious place to many people in 
the world, witnessed a crucial turning point in 
March 2011. A revolution took place, and the 
country all of a sudden was at the center of in-
ternational attention. Despite this attention, 
Syrians found it difficult to convey their voices 
to the outside world. They discovered that it 
was almost impossible to overcome the inter-
national media’s dominant narratives about 
their own homes and destinies. Syrians de-
spaired because all their cries, slogans, writ-
ings, leaked images, and footages failed to give 
rise to serious attention and concrete action to 
support them in their struggle for freedom.

Silence seems like a shelter for many of 
them now, as they have serious doubts about 
how useful it is to continue to speak out or to 
document events. Aleppo. A Portrait of Ab-
sence is also about this dilemma. It examines 
the capacity of narrative today to provoke au-
diences to draw a map of a broken city far from 
the dominant images of war and destruction. 
The audience is confronted with intimate tes-
timonies about beloved places that are spread 
across Aleppo. These testimonies are the un-
folding memories of their owners, and the un-
ravelling layers in the life of a city. The one-on-
one performance is a structure where words 
are the only bond between the life and memo-
ries of certain people and places from Aleppo 
on the one side, and the audience on the other. 
It is certain that these words will remain alive, 
but it is up to the audience to decide what to 
do with them and how to preserve them. 

Der Autor Mohammad Al Attar zu seinem Stück «Aleppo. 
Portrait of Absence», das er in Zusammenarbeit mit dem 
Regisseur Omar Abusaada und der Bühnenbildnerin Bissane 
Al Charif realisiert hat.


