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Peace
of Art

What is obvious about peace?
What does ‘peace’ mean 1o you?
In Lolli Aboutboul’s class, the response was graphic...

£y LOLLI ABOUTBOUL
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t was on the flight back home from
I India chat | started to think about the

next topic for my poster design course,
due 1o commence in two weels. T was
trying to bring myself back o my work
reality, and warching the douds from my
window [ was pondering abour the fact
thar my menral and physical stares were
in perfect tune...travelling somewhere
berween heaven and earth, [ decided tn
search for a mental and visual challenge
thar would acr as a bridge berween these
rwo planes,

My poster design course brief for the
second vear graphic design students at
The Surrey Institure of Arc & Design,
Epsom, read as follows:

Peace as vision and challenge

'Informed adulrs, if asked what wars
have raken place in the years since the
end of World War [1, would have litdle
crouble ticking off the Korean War, the
Vietnam war, the Arab-Isracli wars, the
Persian Gulf war, and perhaps several
u'.]ll;r.l;.

Few, however, would know that, de-
pending on how we count, berween 150
and 160 wars and civil conflicts have
raged around the world sincs "peace’
broke out in 1945, { War and Anti- Wi
Swrvival ar the dawn of the 215t century by
Alvin and Heids Tafler).

Peace is a visionary word of hope
commonly mentioned by politicians and
heads of stares in their speeches, and
widely used to decorate election cam-
paign posters in war infested areas. It is
also ane of the most stereotvped terms in
social and political context, like a flag, it
is assumed 1o auwomartically carry the
same meaning for all people worldwide.

‘We do not even know that
it is there inside of us and
perhaps we never will...

Bur peace is a challenge as much asicisa
vision. However natural and obvious the
striving for peace, it is 2 concept charged
with emaotional and political complexiries
which are not always explored in depth.
Nowadays the subject of Conflict
Resolurion is widely raught in universi-
ties and there are as many peace confer-
ences as there are wars. We seem to be
forever looking for the 'peace formula’ in
ourselves as people and in our environ-
ment,

Peace had inspired many artists and
designers, and countless exhibitions and
poster biennials had been organized
around the subject throughout the
world, White doves, guns and roses,
falling soldiers in battlefields etc are offi-
cial clichés, however, 1 suspect that there
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are as many definitions for Peace as there
are people,

What does Peace mean
to you?

I was watching the students closely as
[ presented the brief. They seemed de-
tached. 1 knew thar they were under
grear pressure from other turors and |
knew that it might not sound particu-
larly stimulating ro chem ar firse. 1 was
also aware of the facr thar the subject of
Peace as = poster brief sounds unoriginal
and obvious {'Hippie stuft” as was
pointed out to me by some of my col-
league friends), but it was precisely thar
which [ found challenging: what is so ob-
vious about peace?...

I grew up in Isracl and my father was
killed by Palestinian terrorists when I was
B veare old. 1 had been "politically mure’
for the next 20 years or so, in other
words, [ was pmb:lhl].r the anly citizen in
that country who never rook part in any
kind of social or politcal debarte. 1 sim-
ply did nor know what was my real opin-
ion. Ir took some VEars aof self wark in
exile to be able ro face my ‘real opinion
and rhen to be able 1o separate my griet
from my human values. In Seprember
1993 Techak Rabin shook hands with
Yasser Arafar. Nelson Mandela had been
free for 3 years and there were talks
about peace in Morthern Ireland. That
afternoon, | felt an overwhelming sense
of inner peace for the first time in years.

Peace survey

The next time [ came across Peace it
was a printed word. There were so many
of them, everywhere, on posters, on
stickers, on leaflets, vou would have
thought thar somebody had stuck the
same wall paper throughour the counery.
Thart was during the May 1996 pre- elec-
tion campaign in Isracl and 1 flew home
especially to vote. The acmosphers was
very tense, although judging by the
puster campaigns everybody seemed to
have wanted exacdy the same thing:
Peace. This is when my fantasy was born;
I saw myself rravelling the country and
interviewing people by asking one simple
and embarrassingly obvious question:
‘what is peace?’... | myself was not sure
anymore what it meant to me, it had re-
ally become a piece of wall paper.

I told my students abour my Peace
survey fantasy, As soon as they had fin-
ished reading the brief 1 conducred a
quick and spontaneous classroom survey.
I wanted to know whar was the firse im-
age associared with the word Peace for
each of them, The results had paidy con-
firmed my suspicion thar Peace is ini-
tially o deeply rooted clichéd concepe,

not just for design students: one third of
the class saw a white dove, ane third saw
bartlefield associated images, and one
third saw blue skies. There were very few
exceptions and those were mostly varia-
tions on the mentioned themes. | ook a
deep brearh and explained thar the real
purpose of that exercise is to clarify one's
very own message. | ruled our whire
dﬂ"!"ﬂx.

“This is nonsense, there is no such
thing as Peace, there could never be
Peace!’ was the Arst comment I heard.
Another student immediacely added "My
dad says thar Peace is rhe time when we
Pl'l:Pa = Ff_'l]' I:l:]t' nexc Wﬂ!.‘

Indeed, the most enriching par of
that Peace project for me was hearing the

studenrs' comments directly or indirectly.

I found myself more than once in comi-
cal siruarions such as hiding behind a pal-
lar i order to overhear vartous
intersseing comments and being caught
much to the amusermnent of the students.
When it was high time for each of the
students to establish personal idea con:
cepts 1o be developed as visual messages |
was worried, Peace scemed 1o be falling
in berween owo stools: it seemed either

‘We do not even know that
it is there inside of us and
perhaps we never will...

too large and global a concept to be
treated as a personal message, or oo por-
sonalized to the point of trivialiry, there-
fore failing to provoke any sense of
identification and interest by the specra-
tor. ‘I am ar peace when | rake a bady’
{‘well, how about sticking a soldier with
his helmer in the badhi’ ) 'Oh [ am det-
initely ar peace when 1 play my guitar’,
some reported enthusiastically, But when
| heard the next explanation for a prety
violent visual proposal ‘the only way for
me to gain a rcal sense of peace is when
I've murdered my srepmother!” | really
thought that the whole thing was simply
a bad idea.

Mo idea

The breakthrough came rather lace. |
WS gil:[ing with one of the students who
was really serugpling with the subject. |
was pointing out to him that none of his
visual prop-os:als WeTe Compuiicating a
message abour Peace: and he suddenly
broke down aind confessed that in reality
he had no idea what Peace meant to him.
We decided there and then thar this was
to become his message: '1 don't know
what Peace is' in big letrers on coleured
background.

M week later things were looking up.
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Many students had clearly chought about
the brief and were trying to find visual
means to best suir their message, The
clichés were fast dying our leaving us
with challenges I did nor quire expect.
One student wanred o find a way 1o vi-
sually express a very moving moment he
had experienced while warching a scene
from the film The Shawsbank
Reaempeton (Dir Frank Darabent, 1990):
I'he main chamcrer who is a prisoner
willingly confronts the jail authoriries by
connecting his record player to the jail
loudspeakers in order to play a beaunful
Mozarr aria for all of the inmates. All ac-
tiviey comes to a hale for prisoners and
wardens alike, and for just one magical
moment they all listen o the piece and
seemn to be carried away together to a dif-
Ferent dimension, For thar student this
short moment truly embodied the ulti-
mare manifestation of Peace,

Later ar the break 1 saw che student
who had previnuﬂy exclaimed that ‘there
is no such thing as Peace’ storming into
the classroom and carelully examining
the m“-l-‘:h skerches on r]ilipla}-'. I called
her over and asked her how she was doe-
ing with the project. Her answer caught
me ofl guard, she spoke with sweeping
ardour, sincerely scarching 1o fully trans-
late into words the glorious picrure of
hfr pc‘rscma' diﬁcu‘-‘:: f}':

‘How would | express peace visu-
ally?...For me the best way would be o
show a white, torally empey, blank
poster...but obviously [ cant just present
an empty poster, can L_you see, 1 think
that peace is something which is here,
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nose ozt there and we all have i in os. s u.‘il]]:.-' diffi-
culr to explain in words becaose 10y simply th.':n:1 1
mean here, but it's nor a religious thing or anything
like that, it’s more spiritual, no, ﬂplrlrull is not even
the right word, it's beyond spiritualice..ics really sim-
ple. we do not even know that it is there inside of us
and perhaps we never will...acrually, knowledge is the
wrong word, it 15 an understanding bur it 1 not an in-
tellectual understanding or anything like thar, ics just
hn.‘rr,'., li“ _'.'r:-il Lln{i.trﬁ.';! rt:l \'.'|!JJL ]. |'|'tl_'ﬂ|::|.=...I J'J'I.S .'ihi.'
spoke, obvioushy Irying very hard o clarify to both
herself and me exacely whar she was trying o ger
across, | suddenly felt hot. | looked arcund and saw
l.'hﬂ.[ [I'll:' g]onmy w:‘arl‘::r |'|:|l.-.l Chﬂngtll:, l‘ht: E]H.'i.*iru[:urn
was filled with sunlight. I thoughr that it was a nice
little coincidence.

At the presentation her poster showed a large
cloge-up photograph of a baby's face smiling and
looking to a far away place. The baby's Imaj;c‘ is super-
imposed onto another photograph of a cicvscape, it's
face carefully positioned on top of whar seems 1o be
fircworks in a deep blue sky above a dormane city. I
turned out 1o be 2 phumgra]:!h of 2 Scud missile Ay fing
above Tel-Aviv during the gulf war. Looking closely
into the baby's face, one could swear that ies smile s
eriumphant, almost illuminated. Same studencs found
the im:lgr :lr:i:p!y L!islurhi:l{;. others found it pro=
foundly peaceful. =

Diedivated to all my sitcleries,

Lolli Aboutboul i the graphic deigner and
caniltant whe works for a renge of sectal and
AL RTINS,

Fosters by |
Christine Loizou (above]
anc Sarah Edwards (nght]
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