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Introduction 

Art Is Our Voice is an exhibition showcasing the creative work of 
refugees and people seeking asylum in Australia. the exhibition 
has been organised by Settlement Services International (SSI) in 
conjunction with Amnesty International’s Artillery project, university 
of Sydney Amnesty International and Verge Gallery (university of 
Sydney union). It presents the works of 15 artists – newly arrived 
refugees and community-based asylum seekers supported by SSI’s 
humanitarian programs.  

the exhibition is eclectic in nature. the call for works was purposely 
open in terms of media and theme allowing all interested artists to 
exhibit their work.  the project was embraced with great enthusiasm 
by 15 of SSI’s visual artist clients who were willing to create new work 
for the exhibition or present some of their existing works, created 
before or during their short time in Australia. the exhibition includes 
work in a wide variety of media: photography, painting, drawing, 
glass carving and copper etching are all represented. It is evident 
that certain themes run through the work of some of the participating 
artists – nature, landscapes, freedom. the positive nature of the 
works is perhaps the unifying theme – an exhibition that celebrates 
the sense of hope, opportunity and freedom that refugees and 
asylum seekers bring to our shores and that we may take for granted. 

As a non-curated event, the show has been a participatory process 
where the artists have taken an active role and independently 
selected the works to be exhibited. Some of the artists were 
established practitioners in their countries of origin and have arrived 
in Australia seeking protection but also wanting to continue their 
artistic career. For many of the participating artists, who have been 
making art only since arriving in the country, this is the first time 
their work has been shown in a public exhibition. It is hoped that 
the exhibition provides a positive showcase experience for the 
artists included, while fostering interaction with the wider and artistic 
communities. 

the title of this exhibition reflects its production process. the refugee 
and asylum seeker debate is discussed in the media on a daily basis 
and most of the time the real voices of refugees and asylum seekers 
are ignored. For the 15 visual artists participating in the exhibition 
making art is having a voice. We now have an opportunity to listen. 

Welcome to Art is Our Voice.
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DAMON AMB
damon began his photographic journey around 20 years ago in Iran. His father had an 
old Konica camera and he started experimenting taking shots of nature, people and 
surroundings. damon was very interested in the details of objects and became drawn to 
abstract photography over time. He completed his Advance diploma in Photography in 
2005-2006 at Jahad Institute, Iran, and was employed as a full-time photographer in a 
large advertising agency until he made his journey to Australia. 
damon has developed a distinctive style of work using photography and digital art. 

Castaway in The Caspian Sea (Rotation 1) 
2012
Photography + digital Art 
76 x 114cm
Image courtesy of the artist

Statement by Donna Gilbertson on  
Castaway in The Caspian Sea (Rotation 1) Pictured  
and (Rotation 2) 
Artist and Art Educator    

‘In viewing these two inspirational pieces of photographic art we are drawn to the 
complex symmetry yet random visual experience. the negative and positive inclusions 
reflect some of the extremes that damon’s life experiences generate and are ultimately 
expressed through his art.
What is being expressed here in these two pieces is a statement about damon’s 
determination to develop and create works that are free of political tags. Having suffered 
the ever restricting policies of his native country of Iran, damon attempts to challenge 
those politics and that of the world through photography often linking everyday objects 
to big issues. He portrays these objects abstractly in a deliberate attempt to have them 
appear unclear thus provoking dialogue for the viewer.’  
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SEFULLAH AKBARI
Sefullah Akbari is from the Iranian village of Palk Lak of Arkvazi, in the Illam Province, 
where he grew up before making his journey to Australia.
Sefullah was interested in painting and drawing since he was a child. He is a self-
taught artist, researching different styles of painting and schools of thought. Sefullah 
started producing artwork professionally six years ago. He has received a certificate of 
appreciation for his involvement in artistic pursuits, designing murals and paintings while 
in detention. 

Playing field that I loved in those years 
2014 
oil paint on canvas
83 x 46 cm
Image by charles rich

Artist Statement
‘My inspirations are landscapes and nature. I would like to 
showcase my inner feelings and capabilities through my paintings.’ 
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MOHAMMED ALANEZI
Iraqi-born Mohammed has been working across a diverse range of fields including 
photography, graphic design, musical design for theatre and script writing for many 
years. He has designed the musical theme for the stage play Hamlet shown in Basra; he 
owned a graphic design studio “Guilead” and has written scripts for radio shows as well 
as having shown his photographic work in numerous exhibitions. His photography usually 
captures portrait and landscape. 

The Silent Soul (1) 

digital Photography
50 x 75cm
Image courtesy of the artist

Artist Statement

‘I have been exploring this theme in my work for some time now. the idea of a silent soul 
focuses on the suffering of children and the soul made silent that seeks to express itself 
and have a voice.’ 
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HAYDER SHAKIR AL BDAIRI
Hayder completed a BA in Fine Arts at the university of Baghdad, in his native Iraq,  
in 2008. He possesses skills in photography and graphic design. From 2009 to 2011,  
he was an art teacher with the Ministry of Education of Iraq. 
Hayder had his first solo exhibition at the college of Fine Arts (university of Baghdad) 
in 2008. After arriving in Australia in 2012, he exhibited at christmas Island north West 
Point Idc and has been a volunteer art teacher.  His main goal is to be able to continue 
developing his art practise in this country.

Travel 

2014
Mixed media
36 x 79 cm
Image courtesy of the artist

Artist Statement 

‘My painting is about my journey, looking for new windows of life and freedom. My 
experience has provided me with the inspiration for this project, in which I explore the 
possibilities of painting not only as an expression of personal freedom, the expression of 
my own journey and self-discovery.’
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MOHAMMAD REZA FATTAH
Mohammad arrived in Australia from Iran about a year ago. He is passionate about art 
and liked to paint and draw since childhood. His mother persuaded him to attend art 
courses and later he undertook training in design programs such as Photoshop and 
coreldraw. 
during military service, between december 2005 and december 2007, Mohammad had 
the opportunity to dedicate some time to drawing and graphic designing. His current 
passion is cartoon drawing.

Colourful Charlie

2014
Acrylic on canvas
30.5 x 60.9 cm
Image by charles rich

Artist Statement 

‘My artwork is inspired to reveal new and unconventional sides of reality which varies 
from ordinary human attitude and mindset and conveys alternative points of view that 
might change society. For me, art is a synthesis of my personal feelings, the subject and 
colours that inspire me and my techniques. I try to represent different perspectives of real 
things and use abstract and colours to say something which is nice to see.’
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MASOUD AKHAVA GHASSABZADEH
Masoud is a self-taught artist and started painting when he was in detention after arriving 
in Australia from Iran. He began using instant coffee to paint as it was the only material 
available to him at the time. Masoud believes coffee art provides a classic and nicer look 
than painting with different colours. 

Untitled 

2013
coffee + coloured pen and pencil on paper 
21 x 29.7 cm
Image by charles rich

Artist Statement 

‘My inspiration for painting were all those dark days that I experienced while staying at 
different detention centres for over 12 months. I used to imagine the sun was crying for 
people who were locked up, with no freedom, inside the detention centre.’ 
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ATEFEH HEKMAT
Atefeh started painting 15 years ago in Iran under the supervision of different teachers, 
later undertaking formal art training.  After opening her own art gallery, Atefeh developed 
several exhibitions with the support of art teachers and friends. She worked as an 
assistant painter to an art teacher for four years, learning different styles of painting. 
Atefeh was invited to work with tehran Municipality, a job offer she was not able to take as 
she had to leave the country and come to Australia to seek asylum. 

Dream of a Child

2014
oil on canvas
60 x 76cm
Image courtesy of the artist

Artist Statement 

‘Women are beautiful and amazing creatures in the world. In order for me to describe 
the beauty of women, all the beautiful words in the world are not even enough. these 
beautiful creatures create other beautiful creatures. they look after those beautiful 
creatures inside them carefully, and between Mother and child the ocean of love is 
endless.’ 
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BASSAM JABAR
Bassam is originally from Iraq and arrived in Australia in 2013. He is an accomplished 
glass painting artist, and his skills include dot painting, carving, sculpting and colouring 
glass. Alongside his work on glass, Bassam’s artistic practise includes oil painting. He 
has exhibited at several shows including the 2010 unHcr refugee Art Exhibition in Syria 
and the Mandean Association of Australia Art Exhibition in 2013.

The Last Supper 

2014
carving on glass
27 x 19cm
Image by charles rich

Artist Statement 

‘the Last Supper’ was made by da Vinci, the greatest artist, and his art work amazed me 
and made me to look forward to becoming a great artist just like him. I wanted to do the 
same picture using my own artistic style and give it a new look.’



12

BABAK  JAHANGIRZADEH
Babak Jahangirzadeh was born in llam Province in Iran. Babak has completed his BA 
in Graphic design and his special interests are painting, sculpture, graphic design and 
music. He arrived in Australia in 2013 where he is pursuing his love for the arts. Babak  
is currently following his passion for painting and sculpture through which he expresses 
his feelings and has recently formed a band where he is guitarist and  
lead singer. 

Illusion

2014
oil paint on canvas
61 x 76.2cm
Image by charles rich
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MAHDI JAHANGIRZADEH
Mahdi, who was born in Iran, has a passion for art, calligraphy and drawing. From a 
young age, Mahdi started drawing using pencil and his creative imagination. Mahdi’s 
passion for art comes from his admiration of nature’s beauty and colours. After finishing 
school, Mahdi began painting and decorating city walls in Iran where he enjoyed turning 
dull city walls into colourful and bright themes. 
Growing up in a socially oppressed society, Mahdi used his artistic ability to express 
his feelings towards an oppressive regime and the everyday struggles of people in Iran. 
the majority of Mahdi’s art work is a reflection of the struggles and circumstances he 
has faced. Mahdi wishes to tell his story through his art work to the wider community in 
Australia.

Cage

2014
Acrylic on canvas
45 x 61cm
Image by charles rich
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OTHMAN OMAR KAREEM
othman was born in the Kurdistan region of Iraq. He started drawing at the age of 
14 with a particular interest in cartoon drawing. At 22, othman’s interest in art making 
became stronger but has maintained it as a hobby.  After arriving in Australia, he found 
the country to be a beautiful place to practise art and was motivated to take sketching 
classes. this is the first time his work has been exhibited. 

The Young Boy Portrait 

2013
Pencil and charcoal on paper
38 x 38cm 
Image by charles rich

Artist Statement

‘In my art, I like to capture the beauty in mundane objects and places. I enjoy developing 
new ideas and making my work more realistic and full of life with my favourite medium, 
pencil and charcoal.’ 
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HOMA NOZARI
Homa is a professional 
photographer and 
cinematographer who owned her 
own studio, called dariche, in 
Iran. Her work focused primarily 
on nature including landscapes, 
animals, portraits as well as 
weddings. She also documented 
politically apt subject matter. 
She has been practising her art 
for 27 years. She initially studied 
business and began working 
with photography and film 
experimentally. Her work later 
became her living and Homa is 
well known for her photographic 
and cinematic work in tehran 
and tabriz.   

That Old Man

2011
45 x 30cm
Image courtesy of the artist 
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THASANGAN 
SASITHARAN 
Sri Lankan-born thasangan 
has been strongly interested in 
art since childhood. He elected 
to study drawing at school 
and through his artistic talents 
thasangan was offered a place 
at university. With turmoil and war 
taking over the country, he was 
unable to continue his studies. 
Family tragedy also struck and he 
was suddenly looking after all his 
brothers.
After coming to Australia seeking 
asylum, he has spent most of his 
time painting for people interested 
in his art and presenting his 
painting as gifts. thasangan is an 
active church volunteer and states 
that painting is what makes him 
happy. 

Untitled 

2010
Watercolour on paper
32.5cm x 21cm
Image by charles rich
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LUTHESKUMAR SINNATHURAI
Lutheskumar Sinnathurai was born in the village of ondachchimadam in Batticaloa, Sri 
Lanka.  He is the second youngest of five children and grew up in a family of goldsmiths 
who shared a passion for designing and making jewellery.  While Lutheskumar’s father 
and brothers were enthusiastic about art, he also began to thoroughly enjoy creating 
artworks from a young age. He would often create works on wooden boards and enjoyed 
experimenting with different mediums and techniques including screen printing and 
watercolour. Lutheskumar embraced every opportunity to participate in art-related studies 
and extracurricular activities during his years in school, including taking a one year course 
in carpentry. 
In december 2012, Lutheskumar embarked on his journey to Australia. during his time in 
detention, he continued to create art.

Freedom 

2014
Acrylic on canvas
41 x 31cm
Image by charles rich
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VICTOR YOUSSEF 
Victor Youssef was born in Egypt in 1942. He started work in 1962 as a teacher of 
technical drawing and welding at the technical and Industrial School in El Minua,  
Egypt where he worked for 40 years. In 1981 Victor was awarded a one year scholarship 
to complete a Higher Engineering (drawing/Ship Building) degree in Glasgow. He 
completed his teacher and technical drawing career as a departmental manager at the 
technical and Industrial School in El Minua. Victor arrived in Australia in 2012 with his  
wife Mona.

The Virgin

Etched in copper 
70 x 100cm
Image courtesy of SSI

Artist Statement

‘I am inspired by nature and draw inspiration from the natural world. I enjoy working with 
all artistic media - including copper - and my art gives me hope.’
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PRODUCED BY
Settlement Services International 

www.ssi.org.au
Settlement Services International is a leading not-for-profit organisation providing a range 
of services in the areas of humanitarian settlement, accommodation, asylum seeker 
assistance and foster care in nSW. our vision is to achieve a society that values the 
diversity of its people and actively provides support to ensure meaningful social and 
economic participation and to assist individuals and families reach their potential.

For further information on SSI’s Arts & culture Program contact:
carolina triana, Arts & culture coordinator
E: ctriana@ssi.org.au 
P: 02 8799 6700 - M: 0435 865 084

University of Sydney Amnesty International

the university of Sydney Amnesty International Society is dedicated to promoting human 
rights and the work of Amnesty International. 
on campus, the Society holds forums and letter-writing sessions where students can 
hear talks, discuss, petition and brainstorm on a range of important humanitarian issues 
such as right to dignity, Indigenous rights, refugee rights, international human rights law, 
political prisoners and so on. 
We also hold various other events throughout the year, such as film screenings, guest 
speaker events, activism and campaign training sessions, stalls, and barbeques, and 
hope to be an example of how students themselves can pursue real political change 
through simple actions and be part of the fight to uphold the human rights of all people.

DESIGNED BY
cassandra Layt

ARTillery, Amnesty International Australia

Artillery is an arts based activism initiative of Amnesty International. Artillery aims to 
inspire, educate and inform Australia about human rights and campaign for universally 
upheld human rights for all of the world’s citizens. We challenge local up-and-coming 
artists, to communicate human rights messages through their different art forms and 
shed light on the dark side of humanity.

For further informationation on Artillery Sydney contact:
Ester Karuso-thurn, Sydney Artillery coordinator
E: sydney@artisourartillery.com
M: 0414685530

The Verge Gallery

the Verge Gallery is an exciting addition to the university of Sydney campus – housing 
the best in unique and rousing student art.
the Gallery was opened by the university of Sydney union (uSu) in 2009, and holds 
regular exhibitions, showcasing the vibrant burgeoning student art scene in Sydney.
Verge Gallery 
Jane Foss russell Plaza, 
city road, darlington 
t (02) 9563 6218




