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Art [is a] means for destroying our way of thinking and behsving
Romses Younan
Twentieth-century Eqyption surrealist painter

The Manial Palace in Cairo on the Nile’s al-Rhoda Island, built by
Prince Mohamed Ali Tewfik during the first third of the twentieth
century, illustrates the beauty and power of the arts to serve as
a bridge between the Middle East and the West. Designed in a
style that integrated European art nouveau and rococo with more
traditional Islamic architecture, such as Ottoman, Moorish and
Persian, the palace is @ most inspiring artistic mosaic reflecting
East and West. Even its surrounding grounds reflect the East-West
nature of the place with both a Persian garden and an extensive
English landscape garden bordering the Nile Knowing how
uniguely symbolic this palace was may perhaps be an underlying
reason that the prince put in his will his wish for the palace to be
transformed into a museum after his death.

It all serves to remind us thet during a time of escalating
misunderstanding, stereotypes and sometimes even violence
between the Middle East and the West, the arts can be one of the
most effective ways to build the all-too-necessary bridges needed
by enhancing understending, bringing about respect, enabling
sharing, and facilitating new friendships between those of different
cultures and creeds. Certainly, in the midst of widening divides of
discord and misapprehension, our time calls for @ whole new kind
of movement; one that builds on what we hold in common. Hence
now more than ever, ‘creative demonstrations’ of dialogue and
peacebuilding are called for

Art is @ universal lanquage that has the ability to dissolve the
differences that divide us, changing neggtive perceptions and
creating lasting change in the quest for justice and peace As the late
Nobel Prize-winning Eqyptian novelist Naguib Mahfouz said, " Art is
lanquage of the entire human personality . The arts can profoundly
embody a fundamental message of East-West harmony, seeking to
serve as a common starting point on which to build towards seeing



the development of societies that inherently respect and honour
diversity, living and working peacefully together

In today's context, it is the artists that can lead the way With their
embrace of greater tolerance, artists provide new pathways of
understanding that trenscend borders and how we see the” other’.
The power of creativity counteracts the demonization of the "other’.
For as long as conflict has torn apart the human family, art has
allowed us to see similarity within difference, offering @ mode of
reconciliation.

This has been clearly demonstrated for us around the Middle East.
where time and time again artistic expression spontaneously
surfaces following periods of conflict or political turmoil. One thinks
of the public street art thet has flourished since the so-called " Arab
Spring, and the music groups that have been formed, the films
produced, the plays created, and the novels written. As the dynamic
former minister of culture in Tunisia, Latifa Lakhdar, says, * Creativity
is the greatest way to [approach] our battle against those people
who would destroy even the most elementary principles of life".

Perhaps more than any other field, the arts offer strategic resources
for non-violently reducing conflicts, transforming relationships in
the aftermath of violence and building the capacities required for
peace Leo Tolstoy, the great Russian novelist wrote, “ The task of art
is enormous [...] Art should cause violence to be set aside And it is
only art that can accomplish this’™.

But one may ask, why art? There is something transcendent
about art. Art creates @ new pathway of understanding thet
transcends differences and has the power to speak to us on a deep,
subconscious level. As Kahlil Gibran, the early twentieth-century
Lebanese-born poet-artist, so powerfully wrote, " The mission of art
is to bring out the unfamiliar from the most familiar, from nature to
the infinite’. Gibran goes on to say, Art is one step from the visibly
known toward the unknown'. The words of Paul Tillich, the great
German theologian, echo this unique power of the arts, “All arts
create symbols for a level of reality which cannot be reached in



any other way . Art takes us into that deeper dimension, which is
how Anish Kapoor, the renowned British-Indian sculptor describes
his work when he says, ‘1 am attempting to dig away at [.] the
great mystery of being . Kapoor continues, “ We live in a fractured
world. T ve always seen it as my role as an artist to attempt to make
wholeness'.

Art invites us to re-imagine ourselves, our situations, our internal
narratives. Art is not a cure, but it is & focal point. Art can offer a
pause, @ moment of reflection. Art can motivate and inspire Art
can remind us of what makes us most human. The arts lead us to
realize, as Elif Shafak, the bestselling Turkish novelist and public
intellectual, has written, “The distance between “us” and “ them”
has less to do with the world outside than with the world inside
our minds’.

Another reason for the transformative power of the arts in
peacebuilding is that art is “indirect’ in its approach to addressing
very difficult and challenging issues. As a result, the all too often
defensive walls are not raised. As an indirect catalyst, art creates
a safe and equalizing space in which to begin real dialogue and
sensitively addresses negative stereotypes of the “other’, as well
as even healing old rifts within communities.

Repeatedly, we have seen the words of the fourteenth-century
Persian poet and mystic Hafiz to be true, “Art is the conversation ..
Art offers an opening for the heart ... Art is, at least, the knowledge
of where we are standing ... In this wonderland .. We are partners
straddling the universe’.

Therefore the arts aren’t only about encouraging intercultural dislogue,
but should be about something much deeper They naturally lead to
intercultural friendships, establishing sincere human relationships
with those of different cultural, religious or ethnic backgrounds that
cannot be broken by the words or actions of others. The aim of art
Is always higher than art, for the arts can help us see someone
different than us for whom they really are, that they are a reflection
of ourselves. As Kahlil Gibran so powerfully wrote, “Your neighbour



is your other self, dwelling behind a wall. In understanding, all walls
shall fall down'.

Her Majesty Queen Rania al-Abdulleh of Jordan, in her foreword
to one of our CARAVAN exhibition catalogues writes, * For isn't that
the joy of art—its ability to speak to us all about what is both
familiar and unfamiliar? To be a language that transcends borders
and barriers. To be the consummate diplomat, travelling the world
overcoming race, religion and rancour, building bridges of respect
and understanding between us all, North, South, East and West.

As a result, because of the transformative power of art, artistic
initiatives become encounter points, bringing people together that
would normally never come together to gain insights into the
“other’ and to allevigte fears that exist. Tt could not be timelier for
the arts to play & central role in promoting peacebuilding and a
sectarian-free  world.

Some words from two artists serve as wise counsel for us all at this
moment in time Leonard Bernstein, the renowned late composer
and conductor, clearly described the unique transformational role
of the arts when he wrote, ' The point is, art never stopped a war
[.] That was never its function. Art cannot change events. But it
can change people Tt can affect people so that they are changed—
they then act in o way that may offect the course of events [..] by
the way they behave, the way they think'. And perhaps no words
resonate better with the spirit of the arts furthering peacebuilding
than the words of that profound Dutch artist, Vincent van Gogh,
“The more 1 think it over, the more 1 feel that there is nothing more
truly artistic than to love people’.

Rev Paul-Gordon Chandler is the founding president of CARAVAN
Arts [wwwoncaraven.org)
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