Day by day report of 8th The International Photography Gathering 2004 and 
the 6th International Women’s Art Festival 2004, organized by Le Pont Organization, Aleppo, Syria
Intended duration Photography Gathering: Sept 24 – Oct 9

Actual duration: Sept 24 – Sept 28

Intended duration Women’s Art Festival: Sept 30 – Oct 9
Actual duration: Sept 30 – 

Sept 20 
The festival permission in sight 
We are promised the official festival permission by the Governor of Aleppo Mr Osama Hamed Adi, after a month of intensive daily lobby: festival director Issa Touma spent about six hours a day in different government offices to defend and explain the festivals and stimulate the authorities and politicians to make it possible.

We start to put up part of the Photography Gathering exhibition in the festival venue the old Army station, where we have been permitted the use of nine of the big barracks.

Sept 21 
The first festival permission, its withdrawal, and the second festival permission
We continue the preparations in the Old Army station - we clean the festival terrain and the barracks, and frame, transport and put up photos.

15.00 PM 

We receive the first official permission signed by the Governor of Aleppo. 
18.00 PM

The Governor of Aleppo calls to cancel his earlier permission. He wants to change the formulation. He opens his office after closing time and spends five hours with his assistant and festival director Issa Touma to arrange the new document. Issa Touma and the Governor exchange the old and the new permission.
The whole night the festival staff, many volunteers and artists continue to work for the opening. 

Sept 22 
Prohibition of the festivals
14.45 PM 
Under the powerful pressure of the Minister of Culture, who personally comes from Damascus to Aleppo to use all his influence to stop the festivals, the Governor of Aleppo prohibits the festivals. 
Festival Director Issa Touma is summoned to the Governor’s office and shown the prohibition. He is not allowed to take a copy of the official prohibition with him, to prevent he would have any proof to undertake action.
Issa Touma calls different authorities and finally threatens to ignore the prohibition as he might as well use the lack of proof in the festivals’ advantage. The Governor gives in and hands over the prohibition to Issa Touma.
20.00 PM
Authorities call to find a solution for the stalemate situation. Issa Touma spends three hours negotiating with them in their office. 

Sept 23
We continue
In consultation with the artists we decide to continue the preparations for the now illegal Photography Gathering and to do the opening in Le Pont Gallery and on the street in front of it.
We rapidly start to move the exhibition-works that had already been put up in the old Army station back to Le Pont Gallery and start to prepare the opening inside the gallery and on the street in front of it with the help of the artists and volunteers. 
Sept 24 

Opening day of the International Photography Gathering
13.00 PM 
The exhibition in the gallery and on the street is almost ready for the opening.
13.20 PM 
The Director of the Syndicate of Fine Arts of Aleppo Mr Adil Issa calls us on behalf of the Governor. He wants us to return to the old Army Station to do the opening there as planned originally, even though the prohibition is still valid.  The Director of the Syndicate of Fine Arts offers his help and his staff to make the whole operation possible in time. 

The festival staff and the artists are astounded by this news. We have hardly any time to decide. 

We agree to accept the offer and return to the old Army station. The main reason we do, is there has been no time to warn the public about the change of the festival location caused by the sudden, last-moment prohibition of the festivals. The entire city of Aleppo is still expecting the Photography Gathering to take place in the old Army Station. We sent 8000 invitations around and spread many posters and cards announcing the opening there. 
We have only five hours left to rush back to the barracks, clean the exhibition spaces, arrange the electricity (the station had not been used for two years, and the old electricity net was completely useless), and put up as many art works as we can. The artists work tremendously hard in a heroic race against the clock. 
The Mayor of Aleppo sends some people to clean and help with the electricity.

But of course time is simply too short to accomplish much. 
Only 250 photos of the total 700 can be transported to the old Army Station in time, of which a considerable part can not yet be hung, and stands against the walls on the floor. At 19.00 PM, after sunset, some inventive artists start to use the light of their mobile-telephones to lighten the walls of the dark barracks while they hang their pictures, as there is still no electricity supply.  
19.30 PM 
Opening of the International Photography Gathering 2004 in the old Army station. 
Still artists are hanging their pictures on the wall. 

Still there is no electricity.

To allow the technical staff a little more time to arrange the electricity, we ask the Armenian Scout Band to play their music outside the barracks to keep the audience occupied a little longer. Then, when people get more and more restless and start asking impatient questions about what is going on, we ask the Armenian Scout Band to walk around slowly in front of the audience. 
Finally we see the lights flashing on in the first exhibition building.  
With great relief we see the public enter the illuminated barracks. 

There are around 1500 visitors.

21.00 PM
Reception of the Dutch Embassy in the old Army Station. 
A large number of international diplomats, artists and other guests are present to celebrate the opening.

Speeches by the Dutch photographer Harold Naaijer and festival director Issa Touma.
Later we discover 60 lamps stored in one of the festival buildings have been stolen. 

Sept 25
Day 1 of the Photography Gathering
We continue to put up more art-pieces, hang title- and name plates next to the works and finish the catalogue.

The Governor of Aleppo promises to take care of the electricity. However, we do not observe much activity from his side. In the evening there is still no electricity available.

The catalogue is ready, but the printer is frightened by the critical character of the introduction. He contacts the authorities and endless meetings and telephone calls start: one day he wants to be paid the full printing costs without delivering the catalogue, the next he suggests we take out the introduction pages. Up till today we do not have our beautiful, 100-page, full color catalogues in our possession.  We lost the 30% advantage payment, which was paid with sponsor money.
Half the activity program of the festival - two lectures, one by Susanne Gamauf, Austria and one by Matthias Fluegge,Germany – has to be cancelled the very last moment as there is no light.

To make the second half of the activity program possible, the concert of the German Schal Sick Brass Band (organized by the Goethe Institut), we rent a generator. As the generator has not enough power to supply both the electricity for the band’s equipment and for the 200 lamps illuminating the exhibition, the Photography Gathering can not be visited after sun down (19.00 PM). 
The concert starts in time, after feverish work. The band plays on an open air stage, with the huge, loud zooming generator right next to it. 
350 people attend the concert. 

A big part of the festival public was not sure whether the festival activities would take place after they had understood the insecure situation of the Photography Gathering, so they stayed home.
Two photos of the Austrian photographer Eva Thebert are stolen during the concert while there was no light in the exhibition spaces. 

Sept 26 
Day 2 of the Photography Gathering
More negotiations with the Governor to resolve the electricity-problem. 

The electricity supply functions the whole day, until 20.00 PM exactly.
 At 19.30 PM there is a lecture by Mohammed Reza Tahmasbpour, Iran, with the luxury of light and a power-point slide show. 

When Zafer al Jesri and his band are about to start their traditional Arab music concert at 20.30 PM however, the electricity voltage is suddenly raised. 120 lamps are destroyed by the power overdose. After the sudden raise the electricity shuts down. 
We ask the public to help to move the chairs outside and listen to the concert in the open air under the moonlight.
Somebody finds the photos of Eva Thebert in a street near the old Army Station. They have been torn to pieces. 

Sept 27
Day 3 of the Photography Gathering
First official closure of Le Pont Gallery

Like the day before, there is electricity in the old Army Station during the day. 

Still, as we have experienced an interesting repetition of electricity cuts after sun down every night since the opening, exactly when we need the electricity most and when the majority of the public comes to the exhibition, we want to eliminate the risk of more cancelled activities. We decide to move the whole activity-program to Le Pont Gallery instead of the old Army Station. 
13.30 PM
A number of police officers from Aleppo pop up in the gallery waving with an order of Prime Minister Mr Naji Al Outri to close Le Pont Gallery. 
Several artists, volunteers and staff are at work in the gallery when they arrive. Everybody is put out, and a wax seal is fixed on the doors of the gallery. The artists take the opportunity to take some interesting memory-photos of the ceremony, which seems to amuse the police men rather than to disturb them.
40 minutes after the closure of the gallery authorities come to break the seal. 

The gallery is open again.
In the evening we continue the activity program and listen to the lectures of Harold Naaijer, The Netherlands and Susanne Gamauf, Austria in Le Pont Gallery. 
While the public is arriving in the gallery the electricity is cut off in the whole neighborhood. 
Harold Naaijer does his lecture in the headlights of a friend’s car, interrupted by the noise of passing trains and a loud telephone-conversation of the patrolling authority on his mobile.

Then, fortunately, just after Harold’s lecture, the electricity streams again. We can move into the gallery to hear Susanne Gamauf’s talk and watch her video’s.
Susanne Gamauf opens a very interesting discussion about the difficulties one faces when aspiring to make a living as a professional photographer, especially for female photographers.

Sept 28
Day 4 of the Photography Gathering
Authorities come to the gallery to collect the text of the speech of Harold Naaijer, held the day before, as he had been reflecting on the connection between art and society/politics, illustrated by stories of his experiences while photographing in Iran. We do not hand it over. 
As we still cannot trust the electricity-situation in the old Army Station, the scheduled slide-show by Asa Franck, Sweden is held in Le Pont Gallery. In between Asa’s talk and slides the Syrian poet Manar recites her poetry. 
Afterwards a discussion starts about the need to organize gatherings and/or centers where (young) creative people can meet, show their work and develop and discuss ideas in Syria.
Sept 29
End of the Photography Gathering
We are very concerned with the situation at the old Army Station. The government did not send the promised guards and makes no efforts to arrange the electricity properly. 

Two photos of the Canadian photographer Edward Burtynsky fall from the wall and are damaged. This accident can happen, as the technical staff could not be instructed and controlled sufficiently because of the hectic, chaotic circumstances in which we are forced to work.
We consider the situation too instable, uncontrollable and therefore unsafe to keep the Photography Gathering going. 

We decide to move all photos back to the gallery and end the festival.

Festival director Issa Touma faxes a message to the Governor stating he holds him and the Minister of Culture Mr Mahmud Al Sayyed fully responsible for destroying the two international art festivals.

In the afternoon we arrange a meeting with the artists of the Women’s Art Festival (opening Sept 30). 
We decide collectively to continue the Women’s Art Festival, even though the festival will have no legal status and cannot be held in the old Army Station as planned. 

Again, we plan to use both the gallery and the street in front of it to show as many of the exhibition works as we can.

We make an exhibition plan and the artists of the Women’s Art Festival start to build their installations and hang their works.   
Sept 30
Opening day Women’s Art Festival

Continuous frantic work by the female artists from early morning on.
The whole day Issa Touma and volunteers are calling people to inform them about the opening tonight in Le Pont Gallery. Again, there has been no time for public announcements on the changed location of Women’s Art Festival. 
Everything is ready in time.

In the afternoon the Cultural Attaché of the Governor’s office Mrs Huda Al Shit calls to press us to move the exhibition back to the old Army Station and have the opening there at night. We are determined not to make the same mistake to accept the very same offer we received the opening day of the Photography Gathering (Sept 24). It is clear that the Governor only wants to save his image in the eyes of the international diplomats and foreign guests who will attend the opening. He wants to appear supportive and cooperative rather than blocking and obstructing as long as they are present, and will finish the festival off the very next day. 
19.30 PM
Opening of the International Women’s Art Festival 2004 in Le Pont Gallery and on the street in front of it.
With great relief we see the visitors arrive; many have come, even though informed only hours before the opening where to go. 

October 1 – October 7 

Women’s Art Festival
Many artists from both the Photography Gathering and the Women’s Art Festival leave and take their work back with them. They understand we might not be in the position to show their work again (Photography Gathering) or for the whole intended period (Women’s Art Festival). Some are also worried about the safety of their work, and many want to save us the hassle and costs of the return sending of their art pieces. 
Oct 8
A delegation of six Danish poets involved in a cultural exchange program organized in Damascus by the Danish Center for Culture and Development hear about the problems of the festivals and decide to visit Aleppo and perform their poetry. We listen to Danish and Arabic poems on the street in front of the gallery.  
Oct 9
Official last day of the festivals
Officially this would be the last day of both the International Photography Gathering 2004 and the International Women’s Art Festival 2004; in reality the first ended Sept 29 as stated above, and the latter we intend to continue in the gallery till mid November, in a mixed exhibition with some photographs of the Photography Gathering, until all work that is still in Aleppo will have been shown.  
Oct 12
Second official closure of Le Pont Gallery
Police men come to the gallery to close and seal it again.

We take the computer and gather as much documents as we can.

Around 600 photos and art pieces are still in Le Pont Gallery. 
We do not know if and when Le Pont Gallery will be opened again. 

Le Pont Organization, Aleppo - Syria , October 16, 2004

