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So many of the kids crafted, molded, and shaped how they felt or what they wanted
to become. They didn’t belittle the simple art lessons, but instead, tried to contribute or even invite a sibling to try it out. One child outside the class began to cry.
His hands were grasping his neck and I didn’t know what was wrong. My colleague
suspected that the boy was having a panic attack and that he puts his hands around
his neck because he had most probably seen his parents being strangled. I didn’t
know where to start consoling the boy. I asked him why he was crying. He replied
abstractly that he didn’t like what was happening. I then asked him what his favorite color was. He replied “blue”. I handed him blue crayons. The way his eyes lit is
something I hope to never forget. Something as simple as crayons can bring back
a sense of home. Once we hung all the mandalas on the tailor’s shop, the boy was
enjoying it, and so were the kids. They invited their parents to look at their proud
accomplishments. Some kids photographed themselves standing near their work
while others were autographing their artwork; an attitude of a true artist.
Although the trip was not relaxing in either the physical or emotional senses, making
art with the kids was the most fulfilled I had felt in a while. In New York, I find myself
over-analyzing my own flaws and fears. They spin in my mind like a zoetrope that I
can’t stop. But being with the kids, translating, helping, appeasing, and just talking
to the people, distracted me from my own self-centered fears. Teaching put many
things in perspective and gave me a peace of mind. Looking around, I was reminded
that I didn’t have much to complain about and how god damn lucky I was. Not to
sound cheesy, but I wanted to give this sense of peace back to the kids.
I wanted to utilize my skills as a designer. From the four corners of my screen to the
four corners of a poster, I created an abstract series to spread awareness about the
stories of the refugees. I incorporated traditional Syrian patterns, mosaics, geometry, calligraphy, and sculpture. This work inspired Four Corners, a charity project
intended to inspire the design community to contribute. Whether it be donations
of food and medical supplies, or even art materials to fuel the kids’ creativity, every
little contribution in our eyes was largely magnified when it reached the refugees.
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Past a luxurious Mercedes dealership in Thessaloniki, Greece, lays a tent city: a
refugee camp to several Syrian families. As soon as you step out of the car, the sunrays
sweep over your face and, for a second, you forget why you’re here. Quickly, you’re
reminded of the harsh reality the media brushes under the rug. Behind a rusty gate,
I see three huge warehouses. Nested within them are the temporary livelihoods of
several heroes. As soon as I saw the first refugee tent, something inside of me felt cold
and impatient. I didn’t want to intrude on their daily lives like yet another spectator. A place like this birthed so many questions. The cracked concrete, the dust in
the air, and the light from only a few windows illuminated a reality I didn’t want to
believe existed. Families of seven were all cramped into one tent. Mismatched shoes
were scattered here and there. Graffiti adorned the walls. Clothes were hung to dry
in every direction. The kids playing outside of their temporary tents stared at me
with curious eyes. Mothers quickly welcomed me in their tents for tea. The familiar
Syrian hospitality warmed my cold anxiety. I grew up in a Syrian family after all. The
hospitality resonated with memories of my grandmother. Tea and coffee was a sign
of welcome. After a few sips of red tea, they quickly began telling stories about their
difficult journey. They had questions for me too. Who was I? What was I doing here?
I responded in Syrian Arabic that I came to teach art to their kids.
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For more info: rimamassasati.co/4corners

The first day was tough mentally and physically. Kids, tents, dust, splinters, translating and jet lag made it hard to be productive. I took a rocky walk on a sea of pebbles to
the “blue whale”, a nickname given to a huge warehouse. Inside the ribs of the blue
whale, volunteers organized all of the donations. There were clothes, food, toiletries,
toys, and other necessary items. Unfortunately, the warehouse smelled like whale
guts, too. The odor from a dog-food plant next door wafted into the space. Volunteers
ignored the smell and made it a mission to create an inventory system that would
distribute items to those in need more efficiently. In the far back was my childhood
haven: the art-supply corner. Immediately, a smile spread over my face. I looked
around at the limited supplies and the 5-year-old inside of me grew ecstatic. I was
ready to create magic with the kids.
I had brought some meditative mandala coloring books and packs of crayons. The
kids and I decided to decorate the local tailor’s shop. It was fitting since the mandala
patterns looked like fabric textiles. To my surprise, the first lesson was for me and not
for the kids; I had to learn how to make everyone collaborate. Managing 15-to-40
kids was no easy task. All the kids wanted specific crayons or mandalas. For example,
Abass and Baraa wanted a circular Mandala while Hanna and Alaa wanted the pink
crayon. Many were tired of always having to share every aspect of their lives including tents, clothes, food, and books. Since resources were limited, the kids cooperated
and didn’t want any of their friends missing out. I admired seeing how tight-knit
this refugee camp was. Everyone looked after each other, and everyone was family,
even the volunteers.

Capsize: In the Aegean water in the night.
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Capsize: In the Aegean water in the day.
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Five Senses: Try to find normalcy.
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Queen: Destruction of Palmyra antiquities.

Where?: Maps, routes and mazes.
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Time: Till When?
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