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This project was a year-long digital communication between me, a painter in Scotland and May Murad, a painter in Gaza. During this time we exchanged images of and painted each other’s landscapes, mapped out and organised a walking marathon in each country and collected and catalogued plants along the way. It began as a series of roughly interconnected ideas and grew into a multi-layered, inter-disciplinarily collaboration and friendship with long lasting consequences [image: image2.jpg]


and connections.
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Walking out the marathon route was an integral part of the project in Gaza and Scotland and through this, plants and their history were discovered, researched and catalogued, landscapes were digitally recorded and exchanged, politics, art, agriculture and many other subjects discussed and many friendships were forged. The route for me was also a walk into my past as the route inadvertently passed nearby several of my childhood haunts, homes and friends.

Wild plant properties was already an interest of mine, but within this project, using Rosa Luxemburg’s jotters as a point of inspiration, I had the opportunity to research plants more thoroughly, extensively and creatively and also engage public interest in them. I ran plant journaling and plant drawing workshops with adults and in the local schools and the Sheltered Housing and was dismayed to find how little knowledge of local wild plants remains, but also cheered that there is interest in re-discovering the edibility and medicinal value of them and I plan to continue this element of the project, through more workshops/walks and knowledge sharing on the Facebook page Citizen Herbarium that we set up for this purpose.

As Rosa Luxemburg was a pacifist and an activist and because of 2018 being the centenary of the end of WW1 and because of the political nature of the collaboration with May, the project could have branched off in so many additional directions and there was a point I had to take stock and decide how much I could realistically achieve in a year.
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In my communication with May, we shared and learned much about each other’s families, cultures, landscape and politics and I did my own research into the history of the Palestinian/Israeli conflict. It was a very personal insight into the life of someone living under an occupation and my understanding of the situation has increased massively. There was however, a strange reversal of visual expectations, initially, because we embarked on the project just four months after my home had been destroyed by a massive house fire and the pictures I showed May looked superficially more like the aftermath of a warzone than the pictures May showed me. She was also surprised by the unconventional off-grid way I live too (before and after the fire) and we discovered many things we had in common, including our shared use of the same kind of petrol generator and batteries to provide back-up electricity. Even with these similarities, though, talking with May has highlighted comparatively how much choice and freedom we have in Scotland and is a reminder to be very grateful for this.  

Painting the Gaza landscape threw up, for me, some surprising reactions and problems and has ultimately changed and advanced my practice radically, possibly permanently. I was to paint May’s landscape and I had a chance to shine a light on the oppression May and the people of Gaza live under, but my reaction initially was to hide in what was familiar; the green foliage in her Grandparents’ back garden; especially since this seemed to be what May mainly wanted to show me. I asked her, with trepidation if she could also show me any signs of the occupation like border walls and she showed me a leaflet dropped by an Israeli warplane, warning the people of Gaza to stay away from the border fences or they would be shot at. But she was able to show me the entrance to one of the overcrowded refugee camps, which I subsequently painted many times while investigating my feelings of discomfort around requesting to see evidence of another people’s oppression and trying to paint it. I expressed some of this in a poem, which was painted onto one of the refugee camp paintings in English and Arabic, translated for me by May. For an event linked to my project; an evening of peace related songs and poetry, which I hosted, I also wrote a song that reflected on peace and conflict, walking and displaced people. 

The Pathmakers Gathering which hosted speakers on political walking and political activism, worked well with a preview of my paintings the day before the marathon instead of after, as is usually the pattern and doubled as registration for the walkers who were presented with the booklet of the route and also a booklet I designed, containing paintings of eight local plants and the words of a song I wrote about their healing properties, which I also sang at the end of the event. 

The finalising of the Slow Marathon route after a year of peaceful and reflective walking proved quite stressful with the marathon falling during the lambing season and on the same day as a car rally and some last minute changes needed made as a result. But the day itself was beautiful and trouble free, except for me personally, as I had hurt my knee a few days before hand and could only manage half the marathon in the end. I think this worked out better in the end though, as it gave me more time to talk to May and look at the footage of the Gaza marathon, on route and for the photographer to document this and to send footage of our marathon to May and also because I got a lift for the middle section, from Keith to the White Woods, for me to greet people there and show them footage of the tandem marathon in Gaza. 

On reflection, it was felt that maybe, more could have been made of the connection with Gaza during the marathon itself. But there were many technical and logistical problems with this, for example; permission was only given to May for the Marathon in Gaza, a day or two before the event, so we didn’t know if it would actually take place until the last minute.

I think May and I set out to do all we could and more within the project and it seems certain that it will continue to branch and grow in an organic way, with there already being connections, friendships and contacts come about as a result of people taking part in the marathon and other aspects of the project and certainly my friendship with May will continue, I hope, for a long time and maybe one day we will get a chance to meet in person.

What I want to do next has undoubtedly been influenced by the project. This was my first art residency and it has opened up new ways of working for me, a more political outlook, a more socially engaged practice, a particular interest in the Palestinian situation, a renewed interest in wild plants and walking as well as changing technically how I paint. I hope to continue to work on some elements of the project and for the exhibition and surrounding materials and information to travel further afield.










