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Caught between the dark waves of economic 

collapse and explosion, Lebanese artists struggle 

to stay afloat. Many have already chosen to leave.  
 

On 4 August,  at  18:07,  negl igence and corruption mater ial ised into a 

monstrous blast ,  which took at  least  200 l ives,  injured 5 ,000 and left  

300,000 homeless.  The explosion severely damaged Beirut ’s  res idential  

and commercial  quarters ,  known for  their  trendy restaurants ,  bars and 

cafés,  as  wel l  as  being a major  hub for local  art ists ,  gal ler ies ,  and cultural 

act iv i t ies .  

 

 



When Art Doesn’t  Pay  

This  devastat ing event has crowned an exhausting and seemingly never -

ending per iod of  hardship for the people of  Lebanon,  who are currently  

enduring the country ’s  worst  economic cr is is  s ince gaining 

independence in 1943.  Hyper inf lat ion,  unemployment and ex treme 

poverty amount to  a ver itable  humanitar ian disaster .  One in f ive  

Lebanese famil ies  skip meals  or even go without food for  a whole day in 

order  to  survive.  That is  not to  mention the ongoing pol it ical  unrest  

s ince October  2019 and the fal lout from the  Covid-19 pandemic.     

 

This  catastrophe has also had a terr ible  immediate effect on the art ist ic  

scene.  Most art ists  have been out of work s ince the popular  upr is ing,  

when suddenly many art  venues c losed their  doors causing al l  

commissions and paid jobs to  dry up.  Just  keeping a  roof  over their  heads 

has become a dai ly struggle  for  many art ists .     

 

When a space is damaged so too is the creativity 

that resides there  

 

I  count myself  a  proud member of these unfortunates.  Apart  from 

publ ishing pol i t ical  cartoons in the local  French - language dai ly  L’Orient Le 

Jour s ince 2012,  I  have mostly  freelanced as a graphic  designer  to  put food 

on my table .  I  was able  to  put my maste r ’s  degree to work developing 

brand identit ies  for  new businesses,  or promotional  mater ials  for those 

looking to re launch.  My earnings in  2020 so far  have been remarkably 

modest,  namely,  15% of  what I  brought in  last  year .  This  s i tuation has  

pushed me out of  my comfort  zone,  leading me to do things that I  had 

never  dreamed of  –  l ike  wr it ing this  art ic le  for  example.     

 



 

 

 

Art ists  have also been affected by the banking cr is is  and the 

unprecedented capital  controls  which have been imposed without any 

grounding in law. Anthony Sahyoun,  a music ian and sound engineer  of 

one of  Lebanon’s  leading recording studios,  Tunefork Studio,  te l ls  zenith:  

“Banks have t ightened l imits  on al l  payments outs ide Lebanon,  so we 

can’ t  pay the fees for  our  website .  I f  we los e access to  our  websites ,  we 

r isk los ing our  work portfo l io  and many of  our c l ients .”   

 



 

First  to Crash,  Last to Heal  

 

In c ircumstances as dire  as these,  the cultural  sector  is  the f irst  to  

crash and the last  to  heal .  The symptoms of  this  col lapse can be traced 

by observing the deter iorat ing l iv ing condit ions of  local  art ists  and 

cultural  organisat ions.  These have been compounded by August ’s  blast  

which wrought the most devastat ion on Gemmayze and Mar Mikhael ,  

the neighbourhoods where many art ists  l ive  and  work.  

 

  

 

When a space is damaged so too is  the creativ i ty  that res ides there,  Nour 

Hifaoui :  “My workspace has been severely affected,  I  tr ied going back 

there days after  the explosion,  but I  couldn’ t  handle the weight of  despair  

that occupied the room.”  The i l lustrator  and board member of  Samandal 

(Salamander) ,  a  local  platform dedicated to the art  of  comics,  continues: 

“ I t  was once my safe place and now it ’ s  more l ike  a nightmare.  I ’ ve lost 

my sense of  productiv i ty ,  the hardest thing for  me r ight now is  to  grab a 

penci l  and draw.”  

 

If you believe that suffering forges better art, 

then Beirut must have one of the world’s best 

artistic communities.  

 

The culmination of  stress stemming from last autumn’s  protests ,  

economic cr is is ,  coronavirus,  and the recent explosion has left  many 

art ists  in a state  of emotional  l imbo. “ I  had to leave Beirut and stay over 

at  fr iends ’  places to  get over  what had happened.”  Sahyoun continues:  “ I  

couldn’ t  s leep alone.  Part  of  the studio was shattered,  but thankful ly  our 

sound equipment was not damaged. Many music ians,  who have no other 

source of  income, have lost  their  gear .  And there ’s  no syndicate of 

music ians to  provide support.”  

 

  

 



As the init ia l  shock subsides,  some s i lver  l inings can be gl impsed.  I f  you 

bel ieve that suffer ing forges better art ,  then Beirut must have one of  

the world ’s best  art ist ic  communit ies.  The c i ty ’s  art ists  have honed their  

abi l i t ies  to  act ive ly process gr ief  through their  work.  Such hardship has 

also bred sol idar ity.  Sahyoun himself  has helped launch an init iat ive  

cal led Beirut Musicians ’  Fund together with fe l low Lebanese music ian 

and founder of  Tunefork Studios,  Fadi  Tabbal .  Having reached out to  

many music ians and producers working within the blast  radius,  the 

init iat ive  has est imated that $4 8,000-worth of  damage to musical  

equipment has been sustained.  “Unti l  now we’ve been able  to  secure 

$35,000 of  the total  amount, ”  says Sahyoun.  

 

 

Beirut Music ians ’  Fund is  one of  many art ist - led fund-rais ing ini t iat ives 

which have sprung up in the aftermat h of  the blast .  I l lustrators,  painters , 

photographers and music ians among others have auct ioned off  their  

work to  raise money for frontl ine organisat ions such as the Lebanese Red 

Cross and Impact Lebanon. “Art  Rel ief  for  Beirut” ,  an Instagram -based 

art  fundraiser founded by Lebanese art ist  Mohamad Kanaan,  was able  to 

raise $100,000 dur ing the f irst  week of  the init iat ive ,  with people 

contr ibuting from around the world.  

 

Culture of Neglect  

 

When asked i f  Samandal  had received any state support ,  Nour Hifaoui  

laughs:  “They didn’ t  even help with the c lean -up.  Do you real ly  think 

they ’re  going to support art ists? Ironical ly ,  UNESCO France checked on 

our  organisat ion though.”  The Lebanese author it ies ’  disregard for  the 

cultural  scene is  hardly breaking news.  The a rt ist ic  sector  has always 

depended on the goodwil l  of  pr ivate donors,  l ike  banks,  embassies and 

inst i tut ions.  

 

As Hifaoui  explains,  turning to the Ministry of  Culture is  never  an option:  

“We were organis ing a youth comic project ,  which tackled issues of  social ,  

personal  and int imate nature.  We reached out to  the Ministry of  Culture 

for f inancial  support.  They just to ld us to instead work on topics l ike 

patr iot ism,  the army and independence.”  The ministry ’s  lack of 



recognit ion for  art ists  means that art ist s in Lebanon also don’ t  enjoy a 

real  professional  status in the eyes of both the publ ic  and the 

author it ies .  

 

 Trying to predict the future at this point is akin 

to locating Cyprus from a second-floor Beirut 

balcony in the dead of night through the lens of  a 

camera phone. 

 

In the absence of  state  support ,  cultural  inst i tut ions,  museums and 

gal ler ies  often step in,  but they too have endured their  fair  share of  

hardship in recent weeks.  Ashkal  Alwan,  the Lebanese Associat ion for  

Plast ic  Arts ,  was forced to discontinue i ts  annual  programme because 

the banks seized i ts  funds before the blast .  Theatre Gemmayze,  Art lab,  

Art  on 56th,  392rmei l392,  and Galer ie  Tanit  were just  some of  the 

art ist ic  hotspots damaged by the explosion.  Let i t ia  Gal lery in the 

neighbourhood of  Hamra had to shut i ts  doors fo l lowing the death of  

i ts  director ,  29-year -old Gaya Fodoul ian,  in the explosion.      

  

The Arab Fund for  Arts  and Culture (AFAC) and Al -Mawred Al -Thaqafy 

(Cultural  Resource) ,  bodies which award grants  to  indiv idual  art is ts  and 

cultural  organisat ions across the Arab world,  have launched an 

international  fundrais ing campaign to help near ly 40 groups and 150 

indiv idual  art ists  get back on their  feet.  Each of  the two groups has 



contr ibuted $50,000,  their  goal  is  to  raise $300 ,000.  Given the scale  of  

the damage,  UNESCO est imates that $500 mil l ion are needed over  the 

coming year  to  support her itage and the creative economy.  

 

What Does the Future Hold for Us?  

 

Trying to predict  the future at  this  point is  akin to  locat ing Cyprus from 

a second-f loor  Beirut balcony in the dead of  night through the lens of  a 

camera phone.  This uncertainty is  causing many art ists ,  especial ly  

those who are cosmopol i tan and mult i l ingu al ,  to  consider  leaving 

Lebanon. Hifaoui  is  one of  them: “ I  would leave today i f  I  could.  I  don’ t  

feel  safe  here anymore.  I  can’ t  l ive  with the constant fear  that 

something terr ible is  about to  happen. I  don’ t  real ly  care about the 

destination,  I  just  need to be in a place that is  safe.”  

 



 

As  the art ists  who stay turn to more non -art ist ic  ways of  making ends 

meet,  the creative output wi l l  undoubtedly shr ink –  and with i t  Lebanon 

wi l l  lose much of i ts  appeal .  Hemmed in between endless pol i t ical ,  

f inancial  and cultural  hurdles ,  l i fe in Beirut is  s imply becoming 

unbearable.  The c i ty  wi l l  of  course endure –  with perhaps fewer 

storyte l lers  to  te l l  i ts  ta le .     

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Bernard Hage ,  known under the pseudonym “The Art  of  Boo” ,  is  an i l lustrator 

and pol i t ical  cartoonist  current ly  based in  Beirut ,  who publ ishes weekly  in  

L ’Orient  Le Jour,  a  leading French - language newspaper in  Lebanon.  Bernard 

has been working on his  German language sk i l ls  s ince 2018 and is 

considering spending some t ime in  Berl in  soon .

 

The content  publ ished on the Lebanon Chronicles channel i s  supported by the 

Konrad-Adenauer-St i f tung (KAS) .  The v iews expressed in  these art ic les  are  

those of  the respect ive authors and do not necessari l y  ref lec t  those of  the 

KAS.  

https://lebanon.zenith.me/en

