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he small Palestinian village of Al-Aqaba, home to
300 inhabitants, lies atop a rocky ridge in northern
West Bank. Its large, striking minaret punctures an
otherwise earth-bound, rugged geography, and the
Jordan Valley fans out to the east like a desert mirage. Waves
of brown, orange, and red blur into one another — a striking view from the three-tiered scaffolding that precariously
hugged the wall of the village’s most prominent building in
the spring of 2015. Up and down the rickety structure for the
better part of a week, Philadelphia-based artist Lily Yeh gave
most of her attention to the aqua-colored expanse in front of
her and the task of painting a mural on the twenty-five-foot
wall.
Yeh is no stranger to this process, frequently choosing
walls as her canvas. Her brightly painted murals enliven
otherwise bleak environs all over the globe today. Under the
auspices of her organization, Barefoot Artists, Yeh travels to
impoverished or traumatized communities and brings art as
a means of healing and transformation. Part visual art, part
community building, bonding, and mobilizing, it is a process she describes as a living social sculpture. Yeh passionately believes in the power of communities to embrace their
suffering and transcend it through creativity and beauty, a
sort of alchemical transformation that can diffuse the heavy
weight of living under oppression, persecution, or war.

Art Under Occupation
By now, after four visits to the Palestinian territories, Yeh
is familiar with the humanitarian impacts of the ongoing
Occupation and conflict in the region. In 2011, she led a
community-based art project at the Balata Refugee Camp on
the outskirts of Nablus—the largest refugee camp in the West

Lily Yeh and her mural “Once upon a time, there was the land of Palestine.”

Bank and considered to be one of the most densely populated
places on earth with 23,000 residents living within one-
quarter square kilometer. In 2014, the mayor of Al-Aqaba
invited Yeh to paint a small mural near the school’s classrooms. The village itself lies within the Area C designation of
the West Bank, where Israel retains nearly exclusive control.
It sits squarely within a military firing zone.
Yeh, inspired by the village’s commitment to thrive under
challenging circumstances, returned the following year to
take on a project with a much larger scale. Now, a large tree
of life (one of Yeh’s favorite images) is the first thing one sees
upon arriving at Al-Aqaba. Olive branches reach skyward
through shades of blue and green and are surrounded by
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bright flowers, doves, and stars. Between its branches are
traditional symbols of Palestinian heritage, the national flag
and the kaffiyeh, a traditional Middle Eastern headdress or
scarf. “The pain of oppression is a huge mental wall,” Yeh
says, acknowledging the multiple manifestations of walls,
“but where we dare to imagine and thrive, there we have a
freedom and a joy nobody can control. How do we create joy?
Through creating beauty.”
To the north and west of Al-Aqaba, another type of wall
stretches over the arid terrain of the West Bank landscape.
Consisting of concrete, razor wire, ditches, watch towers,
and electronic surveillance systems, this 400-mile, disputed
barrier has been given many names: security barrier, separation fence, antiterrorism fence, and apartheid wall are
among them. The construction of the barrier began in 2002,
and if the project continues as planned, the barrier will be
four times the length and, in some places, twice the height of
the Berlin Wall (ranging from sixteen to twenty-six feet tall).

established in little more than a decade to prevent, limit, or
monitor people’s movement.
We seem to be in a collective state of uncertainty as to
whether walls (of the megaproject variety) actually curtail
or fuel the violence, religious extremism, and despair that,
more and more, appear to define our reality. In their Dictionary of Symbols, Jean Chevalier and Alain Gheerbrant
write that walls (literal and figurative) can be understood as
interruptions of intercommunication. Psychologically, walls
make some feel secure, but their protection also stifles and
imprisons. From this perspective, continually opting for segregation may be an instinctual, knee-jerk response that feeds
a stance of intolerance and, in fact, threatens the survival of
our species. If we are to disrupt the age-old story of separation, we as individuals must acknowledge our own mental
and emotional constructs that act as dividers and recognize
when they serve and when they hinder our capacity to be
present in this world with an open heart.

Walls Ancient and Modern
I traveled with Yeh to Palestine in 2015 along with four other
volunteers from Barefoot Artists. Our first encounter with
the barrier was in Bethlehem, near the crossing terminal
to Jerusalem — one of thirty-two checkpoints that currently
exist along the barrier’s course. (Restrictions on Palestinians
crossing through checkpoints vary but generally require ID
cards and/or crossing permits.) Graffiti art and a series of
plaques with quotes from local Palestinians decorate the
lower reaches of the wall — splashes of color that pepper an
otherwise gray, foreboding structure.
On the Palestinian side, art and language are often used
to convey political messages and give voice to experiences
of oppression and occupation that otherwise might not be
heard. “Do you want . . . ” one plaque begins, “do you want
freedom of speech? Do you want freedom of movement? Do
you want justice?” The questions seem to have tumbled out
of the writer, Hisham. “Do you want peace? Do you want
to experience other cultures? Do you want humanity? I do.
Since I could think, live, and breathe I think of my freedom.
I want to live, like most people in the world.”
Humans have built walls to enclose, separate, and protect individuals, tribes, and nations for millennia — the walls
of Jericho, Hadrian’s Wall, or the Great Wall of China may
come to mind. Yet there are ramifications to walls. After
the fall of the Berlin Wall over a quarter-century ago, many
of us might have imagined that we were entering a time
in human history when the use of large-scale barriers — to
defend borders, occupy lands, or divide people — was no longer conceivable, let alone acceptable. Since the beginning
of the twenty-first century, however, the number of barriers
separating countries, territories, and communities has dramatically increased worldwide; estimates indicate that over
6,000 miles of varying types of separation barriers have been
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In Nablus
These thoughts remained with me as I traveled to the West
Bank, where, in addition to the project in Al-Aqaba, the team
was invited to paint a mural and facilitate a community art
project in the old city of Nablus. The heart of Nablus has a
cultural legacy of 5,000 years; buildings show evidence of
architecture from the Roman, Byzantine, and Ottoman eras,
though today the ancient, large, dry-stone walls are combined with modern cement and cinder blocks — a superficial
reminder of the neighborhood’s long history of political resistance and the devastation, as well as the ensuing repair, that
incurred during and after the Second Intifada. Posters line
the walls of its labyrinthine alleyways with pictures of men,
mostly young, who died as suicide bombers or were jailed or
killed during the conflict.
Majdi Shella, a native of Nablus and the local coordinator for the Barefoot Artist team, is a veteran of the resistance movement. His history with the movement includes
several long periods of imprisonment during the 1980s,
in the notorious Al-Fara’a Prison. Shella continues to be a

political organizer, but over the years he has honed his efforts
toward cultivating a strong civil society as part of a cultural
resistance movement. To him, sociocultural programs and
activities are critical tools in their struggle, which, as Shella
explains, is really the struggle “to live, not to die; to choose
life over apathy; to build open hearts and minds; to become
more accepting of the other.”
With approval from the Old City neighborhood council,
Shella organized Yeh, her team, and local youth to paint old,
rusted metal doors of the shops and homes surrounding the
square. Over the course of several days, energizing primary
colors began to jump out of the muted earth tones. Echoes of
“Mama Lily, Mama Lily” bounced off the stones and bricks
of the old city—an enthusiasm that reverberated from wall to
wall as children besieged Yeh with their desire to participate,
get her approval, or share in the delight of their accomplishment. For Yeh, this is where community-building occurs:
creating new patterns of action that allow for an immediacy of experience in transformation. Drawing on ideas and
images that arise out of the children’s art or participation (often
simple geometric shapes, folk art, (continued on page 67)
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I ask Bruce what it is about farming
that he likes so much.
“It’s rewarding. You see a plant grow
from a little seedling all the way to bearing fruit.” He drops an overripe squash
between the rows. “The best part about
this program is that all the food is going
to people who need it. And we’re feeding the earth, as well as feeding people.”
Further down the row, I find another
member of the crew working by herself,
harvesting yellow squashes, a fifteen-
year-old with shoulder-length blond
hair and porcelain limbs. I ask her
how she feels about the season coming
to an end. “It makes me sad,” she says.
As she talks, I notice she has a series
of razor-thin scars along the length of
her forearm. “I love everything about
this farm,” she says, taking in air as she
begins to talk, as if she were preparing
for a dive. “It’s my passion, it’s what I
want to do with my life. Everyone here

BLETH (continued from page 43)

or images from their everyday life), she
helps transform them into public art as
a way to foster a positive sense of dignity and recognition.
This seems especially important in
Nablus, where the old city square is
often bedecked with teenage boys or
twenty-something men who appear as
if they are left with no option but to look
cool in their idleness. One such man is
Misho, never too far from his motorbike and, more often than not, riding
around the square, popping wheelies.
For two days he maintained a stance
of indifference while watching the creative chaos that was exploding around
him. By the third day, however, Yeh
somehow managed to lure him in and,
with a paintbrush in hand, Misho was
soon leading the Mama Lily chorus.
“Everybody was smiling at the end of
the day,” reflects Yeh. “That is the transformation of that wall.”

is just really, really friendly. I can be
feeling bad and I can just go and pick
some vegetables, and it makes me feel
good because I know we’re giving it to
people who can’t afford it, and I just
love it here.” She looks up from her work
and gazes across the rows. “I hope I can
come back.”
Before they go, the summer crew will
celebrate the harvest and nine weeks of
their hard work with their community.
The Friday Night Food Affair is a free
community meal held every week at the
Congregational church in town. But it
is not every week that participants are
served a seven-course meal, with most
of the ingredients freshly harvested
from the garden. The summer crew
and their mentors have gone all out for
this one. Each of them has contributed
a family recipe: shepherd’s pie, stuffed
shells, Nepali cabbage dumplings, a
variety of salads and appetizers, and

for dessert, a mixed berry mousse with
maple whipped cream. The tables are
dressed in white tablecloths and decorated with small bouquets of zinnias.
At the entrance, two farm crew members, Tracy and Stephanie, stand near
the front door to greet dinner guests as
they arrive. They are dressed in their
green shirts, their hair is neatly tied
back, and their faces, tinted from working in the sun, are aglow. They smile for
a photograph, looking into the camera and into an uncertain future. That
uncertainty would be more unsettling
if they were not surrounded by their
community. Their community has new
members now, some with origins far
away, and for nine teenagers among
them, they understand, as too few of
us do, what it means to be connected to
others through the land that feeds us. ■

Reversing the Effects
of Trauma

Today, a mural acknowledging the
history of Palestinian resistance towers
high above the bold sections of orange,
green, red, blue, and yellow that dot the
square. At the base of the mural reads
the caption, in English and in Arabic,
“To resist is to exist.” For many Palestinians, the act of breathing, eating,
going to school, and trying to maintain a normalcy of life is a fundamental
form of resistance. Perhaps now, so too
is the act of creating beauty.
We all embody, in some form or another, perceptions of the Other. We’ve all
experienced times when the wall grew
too high and compromised our vision
for a future based on justice, harmony,
and mutual respect. We might even
agree, in our most honest moments,
with sentiments Yeh expressed at a
Bioneers conference years ago, in reference to her work with genocide survivors in Rwanda: “Genocide is happening now in everybody’s heart. If we have
greed, are caught up in our ego-hood,

Yeh and Shella share a belief in the
potential of the individual to alter self-
defeating identifications or destructive behavioral patterning that can
arise from the psychological impacts of
trauma. The opportunity that Yeh and
the Barefoot Artists bring, from Shella’s perspective, is exactly what youth,
in particular, need and respond to — an
exciting, liberating way to defy their
own, parental, or societal expectations,
and to just be kids again. “What if these
kids asked for violins or paintbrushes
as gifts instead of plastic toy guns?” he
muses. Shella also understands that
under international law, an oppressed
people have the right to resist, including armed struggle. “But the hardest
way to resist” he asserts, “is to build
the consciousness and humanity of the
people. The conflict will never end until
we live together.”
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and if we poison our air, we poison our
human relationships.” In Palestine, I
began to see that it is possible to cultivate a creative intelligence that no
longer denies the imperative of our
interdependence; that chooses to tear
down the outdated walls of our interior
and exterior landscapes, the apartheid
walls of our own making—how we each
do this will surely be unique to the contours of our individual lives.

HECTOR (continued from page 45)

We would be much more buoyant if
death and loss were honored—or at least
acknowledged—instead of scrubbed
clean from our cultural symbols and
practices. Grieving that we don’t possess the power to solve climate change
by ourselves would change the conversation. Such honesty might empower us
to plant a garden, ride a bicycle, limit
air travel, or become vegetarian instead
of numbing the pain and burying the
grief.
Occasionally we unite in grief for
the big losses we readily agree to recognize: organizing to create the AIDS
quilt and the Vietnam War Memorial,
spontaneously placing flowers and
handwritten notes at the World Trade
Center site after 9/11 and at Kensington
Palace after Princess Diana’s death. But
the less sensational losses we’ve been
conditioned to overlook — the friendships faded and leaves fallen — are the
ones that offer us a chance to fulfill our

GRAY (continued from page 52)

had a right to hate me. Atonement was
out of reach.

Decades Later
I was approaching fifty years old. The
accident was ancient history, except
it didn’t feel that way. I had stopped
talking about it long before, but I still

Yeh’s response is to run straight into
humanity’s suffering—the broken, dark,
and devastating places that demand
intense vulnerability yet hold the greatest potential for transformation and
wholeness. “Here there is no separation. It is for another but, even more,
it is for my soul.” Thirteen years since
the founding of Barefoot Artists and
now in her seventies, Yeh is still a force
to be reckoned with. She climbs up and

down scaffoldings as if her energy were
boundless; her laughter is infectious,
and her praise of any creative contribution feels genuine. What is most notable, perhaps, is the way her exuberance
and passion excludes no one. It wraps
itself around all in her presence until
there is a collective experience of the
possibilities that appear when we dare
to imagine. ■

highest promise. Humans are the ones
for whom loss matters so much — it’s
our duty to acknowledge, digest, and
integrate all the loss we encounter. It
is grief that truly roots us in the world.
Grieving in this way takes us on the
same existential journey that is offered
through being born: defining purpose
in life, finding the strength to remain
in pain when the impulse is to flee it,
making a spiritual intention, and creating meaning. The gifts that are available as the result of grieving include
wisdom, life-affirmation, richer love,
and courage.
When I pass one of the numerous
lumps of fur and bone on the road
that society neatly labels “road kill” — a
cost of modern life often treated with
humor, and even commoditized in
“road kill café” tee shirts — I allow my
heart to speak. Sometimes I turn off
the radio and offer silent contemplation. I almost always say aloud, “I’m
sorry, friend.” Occasionally, I cry. When
I’m riding my bicycle past an animal

that’s been crushed under the wheels of
a car, I make the sign of the cross. Not
because I’m steeped in Christianity,
but because it’s the most easily recognizable visual act of drawing upon faith
and grace that I’m aware of. I want
others to see me, not out of piousness,
but because I want to communicate
that there’s been a loss here and that it
deserves to be marked.
Could capitalism survive grief? If
it’s centered on resource depletion or
exploitation, surely not. If, however,
while driving to work one morning in
a solar-powered vehicle and hitting a
possum, I can stop and acknowledge
the loss and contemplate my action and
initiate a ritual that allows me communion with this precious, sentient creature, then even capitalism has a chance.
And if the climate crisis begets a sustainable and humane capitalism that
allows us time to grieve — and therefore
to fully know the privilege of living —
then maybe we all have a chance. ■

thought about it every day. More than
that, actually: every time I got in my
car; when I was around kids; if I did
something careless. Watch yourself, you
know what can happen. My husband
Glen and I had decided against having
children. We both came from troubled
families, and we were both deeply
involved in our careers. “I don’t think
I’d be a good mother,” I would say, but

what I secretly meant was, “I’m afraid
my child would get run over. I don’t
trust myself.” Glen was a non-practicing
Lutheran and I was a non-practicing
Jew, and that was fine with both of us.
In July 2003, an out of control car
plowed through the Santa Monica
Farmers’ Market, killing ten people and
injuring over sixty. I lived and worked
nearby, and the buzz of helicopters
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