
Yugoslavia, 1943

Each morning on his way to work, 
my grandfather walks along the southern bank 
of the Danube river. Today on the far side he sees 
the red hammer and sickle of the Soviet army 
as it gathers to cross our bridge. 
We must immediately 
evacuate. 

My mother, my aunt and my grandmother 
rush about packing essentials,
crying, praying. The house smells 
of newly washed linens, of the freshly baked bread just delivered 
for breakfast. The china on the table is not yet cleared. 
Some silver spoons are packed into a suitcase 
for future barter. The clock chimes in its regular fashion 
as though there is nothing unusual this day. 
The cupboard doors senselessly open and close 
with no change to their interiors. The sunlight angles 
through the leaves creating patterns on the tablecloth. 
Which coat? Which shoes? 
While the old grey and white cat, Masha, frightened 
by such commotion, runs corner to corner, 
about to be abandoned 
forever.
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Lebanon is a country of roughly four million people, and it now 
has more than one and a half million Syrian refugees. Ham-
pered by a weak economy and domestic political tensions, 

Lebanon is finding it hard to cope with the large influx of refugees 
inside its borders. The presence of so many refugees is creating in-
creased internal tensions and divisions within the already fragile 
country, making the humanitarian crisis even more difficult to re-
solve.

We hear the news about the plights of huge numbers of Syrian refu-
gees, but rarely do we take the time to look at each one of the refugees 
as a person—an individual with an identity. 

When I was in Beirut in July and August of 2014, I was struck by 
the poignancy of Syrian refugee children and teens standing at ev-
ery other street corner, most often begging for money but sometimes 
selling red roses or miscellaneous trinkets or carrying beat-up shoe 
shining equipment. They all said they were “working.” Every morn-
ing, they were brought by the truckload, dropped off on the streets, 
and expected to bring money back at the end of the day. Most people 
walked or drove past these children without much notice, seemingly 
indifferent to them. Or perhaps they were fed-up with their cosmo-
politan streets being flooded with begging kids and frustrated by the 
impact that the influx of refugees has had on Lebanon’s economy 
more broadly.

As a mother, I was truly moved by the children, the teenagers, and 
the young mothers. I was and remain struck by the fact that these 
people had become nearly faceless and almost invisible to the locals. 
The kids and teens seemed to blend with the graffiti on the walls in 
front of which they were standing as if they were an additional lay-
er of ripped billboard advertising. They seem to have been rendered 
transparent and invisible, becoming an anonymous part of the history 
of the area like the walls behind them. 

The masses and the media simply call them “the refugees.” The 
group identity seemed to define them more than their individual 
humanity. In photographing them—in giving them a platform to be 
seen—I tried to capture the faces, individuality, humanity, and digni-
ty of these children who have been made invisible.
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Wall Detail #3, Beirut 2014
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Imane, 10, Beirut 2014

Ziad, 8, Beirut 2014
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Wall Detail #5, Beirut 2014
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Photos shared with permission of the artist, Carroll and Sons Gallery, Boston, and Richard Levy Gallery, Albuquerque. © Rania Matar 2015.
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