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Reluctant artist highlights Palestinians’ plight
Karen Dabrowska

London

O 

n a white wall at the 
top of the stairs lead-
ing to her exhibition in 
West London’s P21 Gal-
lery, Susan Boulter has 

written definitions of “human” 
and “humane” in her neat, flowing 
handwriting: “Human — charac-
teristics of mankind as opposed to 
God, showing the better nature of 
man, Humane — benevolent, com-
passionate.”

“As you look at each work think 
about an answer to the question of 
the title,” Boulter requests in an-
other line of handwriting under the 
definitions, introducing her Are We 
all Human(e)? exhibition.

“I am not an artist… Inspired by 
attacks and atrocities, ten years 
ago my ideas came to be made into 
physical form,” Boulter, quoted on 
the exhibition website, said of the 
Israeli occupation and conflicts in 
the West Bank and Gaza.

“The maker of these works is 
not important,” she said. “I reject 
entirely the notion of artist. The 
exhibition is the result of ten years 
of increasing anger… Economic 
inequality in the world is getting 
worse: those who ‘have not’ are 
paying for the crimes of those ‘who 
have’.”

Boulter is eager to draw attention 
to UN resolutions being unscrupu-
lously violated. “Atrocities and at-
tacks in the name of power and oil 
are being carried out. Palestine is 
under constant attack, physically, 
economically and with a barrage of 

propaganda against the Palestinian 
people,” she said on the website.

“Unscrupulous exploitation — cul-
turally, morally, economically — the 
denial of human rights and the ab-
sence of the rule of law, both in-
ternationally and nationally, are 
endemic: are we not all being used 
as pawns for the benefit of those 
in power? This is a call to action as 
much as it is an exhibition.”

The exhibition is one of con-
trasts. Beautiful acrylic and collage 
works, embroidery and knitwear 
are used to portray harsh realities. 
Behind the shutters of the windows 
on the embroidered “adventures 
calendar”, Boulter has neatly typed 
information about life in Palestine: 
“Under international law Israeli set-
tlements in the West Bank are ille-
gal;” “sixty percent of farmers are 
cut off from their land by the wall.”

On another embroidery, the game 
of hopscotch, played by children 
all over the world, is given a politi-
cal dimension when number nine 
“home” is labelled “Palestine”. 
“Not made in Israel” is the label on 
knitted socks and the special rela-
tionship between the United States, 
Britain and Israel is illustrated on 
an embroidery thread work with 
the flag of each country.

Boulter also uses embroidered 
words to raise awareness about 
conflict and suffering.  Canvas and 
a variety of threads make a check 
list of words for non-governmental 
organisations: “abandon”, “barbar-
ic” and “catastrophe”.

In a small room inside the gal-
lery, bees made from knitted yarn 
and polyester stuffing hang from 
the ceiling. They resemble toys 
frequently hung above children’s 
cots. But on the ground are stones 
covered in blood. The bees are sym-
bolic of the deadly drones and the 
haunting, melancholy music of 
Ibrahim Maalouf’s Maeva in Won-
derland fills the room.

In a short video: Gaza: a bit of col-

our prevails, young artist Walaa Abu 
Al-Eish tells her story. “My ultimate 
aim is to promote the Palestinian 
cause to the world,” she said proud-
ly. In Israeli-besieged Gaza, it is not 
possible to get painting materials 
but Abu Al-Eish is not deterred; she 
uses paints made from spices to 
create works with vibrant colours.

The international dialling code 
series of ink on paper consists of 
advertisements pinned to the wall 
with the phone number of the “ad-
vertiser”: “Family needs food, will 
sell my Holy Quran only to a muse-
um who will treasure it”; “No hope 
here, please adopt three children”; 

“moving sale: five litre plastic water 
containers, blast proof curtains, ten 
rolls of razor wire, two diesel gen-
erators”; “want to get away, I will 
help you cross the ocean — £10,000 
adult, £5,000 child.”

One of the most haunting works 
is an acrylic collage of children’s 
bodies cut off at the waist sitting on 
swings. The title of the work is the 
children were playing on the beach 
— a reference to four boys killed by 
Israeli soldiers while playing on the 
beach in Gaza in 2014.

This is not a work that is laboured 
and agonised over: it is thought, 
made, resolved and left to speak its 

story for itself, Boulter says in the 
leaflet accompanying the exhibi-
tion.

Boulter’s exhibition succeeded in 
challenging the audience to think 
and to act, to become more than 
audience, by seeking to answer the 
question on whether we are “hu-
man” or “humane”. The obvious 
message that Boulter wanted to 
convey is that we are all part of the 
same human family.

Karen Dabrowska is a
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.
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ICRC exhibition a powerful narrative of men as victims of war
Samar Kadi

Beirut

E 

ach had a different story 
to tell about the dramatic 
events that shattered his 
life but the cause was al-
ways the same: War. Men 

— Portraits of a Journey, an inter-
active multimedia photo exhibi-
tion organised by the International 
Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) 
in Beirut, provides insight into the 
lives of six men and a boy who had 
to make difficult choices to survive 
conflict.

Geyath Qana’a, the musician 
who fled his home in Aleppo; 
Walid, the Syrian refugee shoe-
shine boy who yearns to go back 
to school; and Mohamad Safwan, 
a Lebanese who lost nine members 
of his family at sea, are among the 
people profiled. Each tells his story 
in a 4-minute audio recording that 
one can listen to while scrutinis-
ing their black-and-white photos, 
before and after the tragic turning 
point in their lives.

“I had my own home that I 
turned into an art residence. In 
July 2012, incidents took place in 
Aleppo. I was trapped for a week 
in a shed,” Qana’a said in his nar-
rative. “I tried eight times to return 
to my house — and I failed.

“I was exposed to very bad situ-
ations, including arrest. In deten-
tion, you are exposed to the worst 
things you can imagine, unimagi-
nable things. After my release, I 
decided to leave.”

He has since moved to an un-
stable life in Lebanon, where he 
said he is now living. “I will travel 
to another place but I will not go 
back (to Syria), even if everything 
is well,” Qana’a said.

Walid, 12, is bitter about being 
deprived of an education since 

his family fled to Lebanon three 
years ago. “When I see kids study-
ing I become regretful, because I 
remember the days of my study-
ing,” he said. “I would like to go 
to school so my life does not go to 
waste. People will make fun of me 
if I do this kind of work. I work to 
help my father, my brothers and 
sisters because we have no more 
money.”

For Safwan, things happened 
overnight. Out of the 12 members 
of his family who tried to reach Eu-
rope with the hordes of migrants, 
only three survived when their 
boat capsized off the Turkish coast. 
“Everything happened quickly. I 
mean my father made his plans (to 

migrate) in a week. It was a huge 
shock. To lose a mother, father, sis-
ter and nephews… No human can 
bear that,” said the 29-year-old.

“We used to go to the Orontes 
river for lunch and prepared for the 
trip three or four days before. My 
sister and her kids were with us. 
They are all gone now. The sea has 
become my enemy.”

The purpose of the exhibition, 
which also features stories of Pal-
estinian refugees from Syria, is to 
highlight the vulnerability of men 
caught in conflict and expose the 
dramatic reasons that push them to 
seek refugee status in Europe, said 
Soaade Messoudi, head of ICRC 
communications in Beirut.

“Men are very often not out-
spoken about their vulnerability, 
though they are very vulnerable 
and their stories are underesti-
mated. They are the first ones to be 
shot at, the first to be detained and 
tortured and, when they move to 
another country, they are the first 
ones to be humiliated,” Messoudi 
said.

“They are all people from the re-
gion who have lost their livelihood. 
In the Middle East, men are expect-
ed to be providers. It is a matter of 
honour and pride… So if they can-
not do it anymore, it really brings 
them down; it has a huge psycho-
logical impact.”

The exhibition is meant to ad-

dress a global audience, especially 
in Europe where war-weary mi-
grants from the Middle East are 
stigmatised and stereotyped as ex-
tremists and potential terrorists.

For Messoudi, it is like a “busi-
ness card” aimed at introducing 
the migrants and their dramatic 
stories to a global audience. “The 
concept is to link the reality in the 
Middle East with this huge migra-
tion to Europe, which has stirred 
tremendous rage and racism,” she 
said. “The unknown makes Euro-
peans look at the Middle East with 
fear. This (exhibition) is a moment 
for the audience to meet those peo-
ple, to take four minutes to listen to 
their stories.

“By showing them as a piece of 
art in very beautiful black-and-
white pictures, we wanted to do 
a statement — to say don’t look at 
them as victims; these are survi-
vors who have been through a lot 
and they are still there. They don’t 
need pity. They don’t need people 
to look down at them but to show 
them some regard.”

Palestinian Ali Chatle is also pro-
filed in the exhibition. Palestinians 
in Lebanon live under harsh eco-
nomic and social conditions, made 
worse by the influx of refugees 
from Syria. “Work opportunities 
are rarer. Water and electricity are 
also scarcer. So I decided to leave 
the country to provide a better life 
for my children,” Chatle says.

Several attempts to migrate to 
Europe with his family failed. “I 
had sold everything I own. Now I 
decided to head to Russia; how-
ever, my dream is to return to Pal-
estine one day… You asked me if I 
have any good memories in my life, 
but honestly I can’t think of any.”

The exhibition is expected to 
tour ICRC delegations in Europe 
and may be featured at the World 
Humanitarian Summit in Istanbul 
in May.

Mohamad Safwan before the tragedy. Mohamad after losing his migrant family.


