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When Colin and I embarked upon this project it was not 
as politicians, activists or historians. We went as two  
individuals for whom the language of art is the most  

natural form of expression. We come from different backgrounds, 
both of which exposed us to the reality of discrimination. And, living 
in Ireland through the peace process, we experienced the change in 
attitude and atmosphere that comes with the laying down of arms. 
Once Colin was convinced that he wanted to paint individuals from 
Jerusalem it was a question of finding a balance, a cross-section 
of society that reflected religions, cultures and positions. So Jews,  
Muslims, Christians, a politician, a hotel worker, a professor, a  
Nobel Prize Winner, a peace activist, an abbot, a holocaust survivor, 
the old, the young, men and women, made up a collection of twelve 
disparate characters. A diversity that is de rigueur in Jerusalem.

In January we set off to meet them, Colin sketching and photographing  
subjects that he would later capture in paint back at his studio in  
Bangor. We walked the city, took in the light and breathed the air. 
The dozen portraits that emerged tell the story of those five days in 
January. They speak of the tension of life as a resident of Jerusalem 
and they bring into sharp focus the fact that peaceful cohabitation can 
only ever happen on the basis of mutual respect. The contradictions,  
complications and confusions that appear on the surface in Jerusalem  
have their roots in a deep and scarred history.  If ‘Jerusalem’ the 
exhibition can reflect some of this reality then it will have done so 
through the representation of the individual.

Oliver Sears  April 2014 

It is said that if you think you have an answer to the problem  
of the Middle East then you don’t understand the question.

Foreword OlIvEr SEarS
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What is the place of the individual?  Oliver must have 
asked me because he knew that the question dominates 
the world of human rights and the great international 

crimes in which I work as a lawyer, of crimes against humanity, 
and the crimes of genocide and of war. For it is only very recently 
in human history that the international community came together 
and agreed the idea that they wished, as the signatories to the United 
Charter put it in April 1945, “to reaffirm faith in fundamental 
human rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person, in the 
equal rights of men and women”. 

Since then it has been understood that each and every individual has 
minimum, irreducible rights: to life, to be free from torture, to have 
a fair trial, to speak, to think, to assemble, to practise a religion, to 
be free from discrimination. To sit too for a portrait, or to paint a 
portrait. Our world says we cannot any more treat any individual as 
we wish, unconstrained by any restrictions. 

This was a singular change, in 1945, a revolutionary moment for 
humanity that drew on earlier revolutions, in France and America 
and elsewhere. It opened the door to a new form of respect, a 
rebalancing of the relationship between the individual and the group, 
a statement of intent. Nevertheless, the struggle continues, and the 
horrors do not abate with the mere adoption of a few aspirational 

rules, as we have seen only too clearly in recent times. We lived 
through the collapse of the former Yugoslavia and the machetes 
of Rwanda and the struggles of the ‘Arab spring’ and see how one 
group is pitted against another. We watch the twin towers fall and 
see unleashed the shredding of rules in the name of a ‘war on terror’, 
the demonisation of one group by another. As I write, Russians and 
Ukrainians struggle for dominance in the old bloodlands of Europe, 
close to the killing fields of central Europe where Ruthenians and 
Poles and Jews struggled amongst themselves, and then with the 
Germans and then the Russians. How easily is remembrance erased 
by time. 

And then there is Jerusalem. For many, the epicenter of struggle, it 
might be said, a place where individuals are caught up in a timeless 
struggle, trying to get on with their lives, to eat, work, survive, play, 
love, even as they are labeled, to assert identity and autonomy. It is 
a logical place for Colin to visit, a city of division and occupation, 
of oppression and of dispossession, not unfamiliar. For he grew 
up in Northern Ireland, another crucible of conflict, experiencing 
the streets of Belfast, still on the edge today. Colin has his own 
experience of sectarian conflict, where individual characteristics 
are cast aside and each human person is given a label – Catholic, 
Protestant, Other. Yet life does goes on, and the shackle of the label 
can sometimes be put to one side. 

Earlier this year Oliver Sears approached me with an unexpected 
request. Might I be able to look at a series of twelve large-scale 
head paintings by the artist Colin Davidson? The portraits were  
of residents of the city of Jerusalem; of individuals born Muslim, 
Jewish or Christian; of Israelis, Palestinians and armenians.  
The works celebrated the place of the individual, the idea of a  
‘common humanity’.  

Individuals PhIlIPPE SanDS
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“[T]he individual, when he comes into the world, is a member of 
a group”, wrote the pioneering  sociologist Louis Gumplowicz in 
1893, in his book The Struggle Between the Races.  It is surely true, 
but how do we know that? Oliver sends me the images of Colin’s 
twelve great paintings, and I look for the signs of group identity. 
The shade of the skin, perhaps, or the wave of the hair. The fold 
of the garment, or the pattern of the fabric. The sense of the look 
(crucially, wondrously, not one of the sitters is looking at Colin,  so 
we are not able to look into the eyes, those special places, or disturb 
their private moment). It’s not easy to find the indicators of group 
identity amongst these twelve, but we are permitted to imagine. 

The only real labels comes with the names, which Oliver has also 
sent. Eventually I discard the names, shake up the images, and 
find myself bereft of any ability to engage in the labeling exercise 
that we are so often told to search for. Individual identity reasserts 
itself, as Colin explains that he is “pre-occupied”, not with the 
sitter’s celebrity or achievement, but “with their status as a human 
being”. He seeks a “common humanity”, eliminating the clues to 
each subject. “In scale, intensity and intention the sitters are treated 
as equals”, he writes. Each is now an individual human being, the 
detail of identity a secondary matter. Each is linked by moment and 
place, but we cannot know quite how. There is a common style, and 
a touch of movement. Yet division, conflict, struggle, death are put 

to one side, Colin explains. It may be fleeting, but we are permitted 
to imagine the possibility of difference being undermined. 

Who is powerful, and who weak? Amongst the three doctors, can we 
know which is the Jew, the Muslim or the Christian? Is any of the 
twelve a non-believer? Which of these individuals won the Nobel 
prize, and which works in a hotel? Who went through the Nazi 
camps, who seeks peace? Who occupies, one might ask, and who 
is occupied? Is one truly a scientist, or a politician? Which is the 
mother or the father? Which are perpetrators or victims, and how 
many amongst then are both, or neither? 

The twelve offer an act of witness. For a moment, our faith in the 
dignity and worth of the individual is reaffirmed.

Philippe Sands
University College London
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amiram  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Yael  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Yousef  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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lia  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Gregory  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Joyce  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Uri  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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Samer  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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veronica  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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robert  

2014, oil on linen, 127 x 117cm
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