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However revolutionary Arab artists may be in concept and in aspiration, a spirit of 

tradition hangs on to them which they cannot, will not, shake off. However much 

they may subscribe to the view of 'internationalism' or 'cosmopolitanism' in 

modern art, they will not give up the notion that their identity can only be shaped 

by rooting themselves in a tradition of their own, which helps to give a distinction 

to their work, marking them off as the creators and extenders of a national 

culture.1   

                                                                Jabra Ibrahim Jabra 

 

Jabra’s statement holds true to generations of Palestinian artists, whose works 

have been intimately connected to the traditions of their land. His primal notion of 

tradition is embedded with ideas of origin, memory, and indigeneity, as though tradition 

is a solid and innate part of Arab identity. But I would add to Jabra’s remark the 

malleability of tradition and its manifestations in Arab national identities. In this way 

tradition is both immanently fixed and contingent. Palestinian traditions have been used 

and shaped in various ways in order to adapt to the disparate colonial processes that 

threaten to erase Palestinian identity. We especially see this in the context of Israeli 

occupation, where Palestinians have revisited, recycled, and renewed old traditions, 

transforming them into symbols and images of national identity. The very mutability of 

Palestinian tradition is evidence of Palestine’s shifting and modernizing cultural 

productions. The continuous succession of Ottoman, British, and Israeli colonial rule has 

amplified the need to represent the Palestinian nation. These colonial processes, I argue, 

were concurrent with the emergence of a modern and national Palestinian art that 

preserved and contrived tradition through a memory archive. This is not to say that 

Palestinian modernism was dependent on Ottoman, British, or Israeli occupation, rather 

                                                        
1 Jabra Ibrahim Jabra, The Grass Roots of Iraqi Art (London: Wasit Graphic and   

Publishing Limited, 1983), 12. 
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that this chain of colonial rule greatly afflicted Palestinian selfhood, necessitating a 

national visual language in order to preserve the identity, tradition, and culture of the 

Palestinian people. 

Institutionally legitimized archival practices have been destroyed through violent 

colonial ordinances, so Palestinians have often relied on memory. Memory is both 

concrete, as in the case with Jabra’s notion of tradition, and ephemeral, as in the 

malleability of this very tradition. Memory and imagination also become valuable 

historical resources for preserving, renewing, and relaying Palestinian traditions. I would 

like to temper this reading by considering the way in which memory imag(in)es the 

nation as a primal, natural phenomenon while simultaneously participating in its 

irrevocably modern construction. Bearing this in mind, I will explore how archives of 

memory have been used in the representation and solidification of a national Palestinian 

identity. The disparate forms of Palestinian occupation have called for distinct 

approaches to self-articulation, responding to Palestinian needs at different moments. 

While Ottoman and British rule operated from distant metropoles, Israeli colonialism 

consisted of Jewish settlers moving to ‘their’ land. In this essay, I will focus on the first 

three decades of Israeli colonialism, during which three national symbols of a collective 

Palestinian identity emerged: The farmer (fellah), the refugee (lagi’), and the freedom 

fighter (fida’i).2 These self-articulations, I argue, have become integral to the construction 

of a modern Palestinian nation. I will explore these self-articulations through the works of 

                                                        
2 Throughout this paper, I will use the original Arabic terms for farmer and freedom 

fighter as the Arabic words more specifically refer to Palestinian farmers and freedom 

fighters.  
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two Palestinian camp artists from the jeel al-Nakba3: Ibrahim Ghannam and Ismail 

Shammout. Ghannam and Shammout’s images have become intrinsic to Palestinian 

selfhood and self-articulation. I argue that their images of fellahs, refugees, and fedayeen 

bring together different temporalities of Palestinian tradition in order to represent 

Palestine as a nation. The fellah gestures towards an idealized pre-colonial past, the 

refugee towards the current realities of Palestinian lives, and the fida’i towards an end to 

occupation. Just as the images of the fellah, the refugee, and the fida’i occupy different 

temporalities, so too does the memory of Palestinians. What is at stake here is not just the 

Othering and distorting of Palestinian self-articulations, but how these self-articulations 

can and have been subsumed into Israel’s state apparatus. In this way, Palestinian 

resistance is presented as terrorism while Israeli occupation is fêted for its 

democratization and altruism.  

Before examining the visual manifestations of the Palestinian farmer, refugee, and 

freedom fighter, I would like to rehearse the traumatic events of 1948. The Nakba 

(literally, ‘disaster’ or ‘catastrophe’) is the term Arabs use to describe the 1948 

Palestinian Exodus, when over four hundred villages and towns were destroyed and 

depopulated, forcing Palestinians into exile.4 It is this process of emptying and cleansing 

the land that allowed for the establishment of a sovereign settler colonial state. 

Palestinian homes and possessions were destroyed or looted removing any trace of a 

                                                        
3 The generation of Palestinians who experienced the 1948 Palestinian Exodus. 

 
4 For more on the Nakba see Arif al-Arif, al-Nakba: Nakbat Bayt al-Maqdis wa-al-

firdaws al-mafqūd, 1947-1949 (Beirut: Sidon, 1956); Walid Khalidi, All That Remains: 

The Palestinian Villages Occupied and Depopulated by Israel in 1948 (Beirut: Institute 

for Palestine Studies, 1992). 

 



 
5 

Palestinian existence. Because of this, very little pre-Nakba art remains.5 Communities 

were broken up and any tangible evidence of Palestinian culture and tradition had been 

demolished or appropriated by Jewish settlers, requiring Palestinians to recall and rebuild 

a national identity using memory archive. For Palestinians, the Nakba continues to be the 

most significant moment in modern Palestinian history. Despite never having lived 

through the events of 1948, the stories passed down from my grandparents have become 

embedded in my memory. In this capacity, the year 1948 has assumed a sacred and 

symbolic place in national Palestinian consciousness, where multiple generations of 

Palestinians are able to collectively recall the Nakba. In her book on Palestinian art, 

Gannit Ankori describes the Nakba as “a tragic but temporary hiatus.”6 While the Nakba 

certainly was a dramatic disruption of Palestinian lives, this disruption or hiatus is in no 

way temporary. I would argue that the Nakba is not a distant historical moment, rather it 

is still occurring in the form of land dispossession, refugee crises, violent militant control, 

restrictive ID cards, the building of the wall, and so forth. For Palestinians, the 1967 Six 

Day War and the first and second Intifada are also viewed as Nakbas or catastrophes. 

Such events are continuous reminders of 1948. Over three generations of Palestinians 

living in Israel, Palestine, or abroad continue to experience and live through the Nakba. It 

is because of this continuous disruption that Palestinian art is produced and viewed in a 

                                                        
5 For information on the few pre-1948 artworks that remains, see Kamal Boullata, 

Palestinian Art: 1850-2005 (London: Saqi Books, 2009).  

 
6 Gannit Ankori, Palestinian Art (London: Reaktion Books, 2006), 21. We should also be 

mindful of Ankori’s Israeli subjectivity and positionality in relation to the Nakba, which 

for Israeli’s is a ‘War of Independence.’  
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context of disruption and fragmentation.7 While my ideas of the 1948 Nakba are shaped 

by the stories I have heard, the poems I have read, and the art I have seen, I have also 

experienced different stagings8 of the Nakba. In this way, we can see how the Nakba 

assumes multiple temporalities and is experienced, remembered, and materialized by 

Palestinians in various ways, all of which contribute to Palestinian nationalism.   

Whether it references a past, present, or future Palestine, the art produced after 

1948 is almost always viewed in relation to the Nakba. In this way, 1948 has become a 

significant point of reference for Palestinian artists, who continue to experience its 

repercussions. In The Origins of Palestinian Art, Bashir Makhoul and Gordon Hon use 

Edward Said’s designation of origins and beginnings to explain the relationship between 

Palestinian art and the Nakba. For Said, “an origin centrally dominates what derives from 

it,” while “the beginning (especially the modern beginning), encourages nonlinear 

development…giving rise to…a multileveled coherence of dispersion.”9 Makhoul and 

Hon argue that the Nakba can be theorized as a point of origin as it “centrally dominates 

what derives from it,” but that it can also be a beginning as it “gives rise to a multileveled 

coherence of dispersion.”10 While this is true to some extent, it is important to consider 

how viewing the Nakba as a point of origin places Palestinian nationalism and modernity 

                                                        
7 Bashir Makhoul and Gordon Hon, The Origins of Palestinian Art (Liverpool: Liverpool 

University Press, 2013), 10-11.  

 
8 The term “staging” is used in reference to Timothy Mitchell. See Mitchell, “The Stage 

of Modernity,” in Questions of Modernity, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 

2000), 1-34.  

 
9 Edward Said, Beginnings: Intention and Method (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1985), 372-373. 

 
10 Makhoul and Hon, 9. 
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at a later stage, ignoring the many vibrant manifestations of Palestinian modernism and 

nationalism prior to 1948.11 The Nakba, it follows, is not the source of Palestinian 

modernism or nationalism, rather it is one of its many stagings. Perhaps it is more 

productive to think of 1948 as the origin of the Nakba, which continues to “derive from 

it” an urgent need for Palestinian self-articulation under Israeli colonialism. Considering 

how the Nakba is an ongoing episode, we can also posit it as a “nonlinear multileveled 

coherence of dispersion,” as malleable and mutable as the traditions and memories it 

shapes.  The fact that Said’s beginning is a modern beginning also evokes the various 

temporalities and stagings of modernity. Palestinian art after 1948 often engages with 

nationalism. Set in the modern staging of Israeli colonialism, this post 1948 staging 

engendered self-articulations like that of the farmer, refugee, and freedom fighter, all of 

which played crucial roles in the articulation and determination of Palestinian self-hood. 

It is difficult to determine the provenance of the symbols of the farmer, refugee, 

and freedom fighter, largely due to the ongoing destruction of Palestinian institutions. In 

fact, this makes it difficult to even chart a linear history of Palestinian art. Palestinians 

therefore rely on memory to retain and revive cultural traditions. While the refugee and 

freedom fighter emerged after the events of 1948, the Palestinian peasant farmer or fellah 

traces back to a distant pre-colonial past. Fellaheen are considered the indigenous people 

of Palestine. This indigeneity, along with the physicality of ploughing and harvesting the 

soil, reinforces a kind of innate attachment to the land. It is for this reason that the fellah 

has become a crucial symbol of Palestinian nationalism, representing the indigenous 

                                                        
11 For evidence of nationalism and modernism in Palestinian art see the works of Nicola 

Saig and Zulfa al-Saʿdī as discussed in Boullata, 68-69 and 117-119.  

 



 
8 

Palestinian Arabs, a harmonious peasant population from time immemorial, now 

banished from the land that they inhabited and cultivated for generations. The post 1948 

paintings of the fellaheen are always viewed in the context of Israeli settler colonialism, 

signifying a wistful longing for the lost homeland. Although Palestinian land is now 

punctured with checkpoints, walls, and barbed wire, I can vividly imagine an arcadia of 

olive trees and orange groves seamlessly blending into the landscape. Of course those 

who experienced the Palestinian Dream and its subsequent devastation have retained a 

more tangible recollection of this era, which they continue to pass down to the next 

generation. 

The Palestinian artist Ibrahim Ghannam (1931-1984) has passed down his 

memories of the Palestinian Dream by painting vibrant scenes of his hometown of Yajur. 

On April 25, 1948, Zionist forces led by Yigal Allon seized the village of Yajur, 

expelling its native population of Palestinian fellaheen.12 Among those was seventeen-

year-old Ghannam, who sought refuge in the camp of Tel el-Zaʿtar in Lebanon.13 A year 

later, Ghannam was infected with polio. It is hard to imagine how Ghannam ever painted 

such beautiful detailed scenes of peasant rituals and festivities in the miserable confines 

of a refugee camp. His Olive Harvest painting (figure 1) depicts the olive-picking ritual 

of the fellaheen. Their movements are elegant and they appear to be in harmony with the 

land. One fellah has climbed up an olive tree and is seen emerging from the leaves. He 

looks relaxed and natural, referring back to that innate bond between the indigenous 

Palestinian fellah and the land. In this way the man’s familiar and intimate bond with the 

                                                        
12 Jonathan Dimbley. The Palestinians (New York: Quartet Books, 1980), 90.  

 
13 Boullata, 139. See also Ankori, 54. 
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deep-rooted olive tree implies his indigeneity to this land. This recalls the infamous 

verses of Mahmoud Darwish’s poem, “ID Card”:  

My roots were planted before time was born 

Before history began 

Before the cypress and the olive trees 

Before grass sprouted.14 

  

In his comprehensive study on Palestinian art, the artist Ismail Shammout 

commends Ghannam’s remarkable ability to remember the most minute details of village 

life: “Not a single detail escapes him,” says Shammout, “not even the small clay pot on 

the window sill of a village house, which one would hardly notice at first.”15 In this 

capacity, Ghannam’s paintings recreate the realities of peasant life in a wealth of detail. 

Despite the Nakba’s destruction and erasure of tangible cultural relics, Palestinian culture 

and tradition has continued to persist through memory. Ghannam’s memory of a pre-1948 

Yajur plays a crucial role in visually communicating the rich traditions of the fellaheen, 

whose homes have been razed to the ground. We have very little information about 

villages like Yajur, where “no traces of the houses remain on the site.”16 Ghannam’s 

memory, materialized by his paintings of fellahi life, becomes an important historical 

source for understanding Palestinian lives before 1948. Ghannam was aware of the 

importance of memory in the project of Palestinian self-articulation, and had actively 

used his firsthand experiences to reconstruct a tangible image of a Palestinian past. In a 

1980 interview he stated: “I try to keep alive the Palestinian traditions and to pass them 

                                                        
14 Mahmoud Darwish, “Identity Card,” in Mahmoud Darwish: Select Poems, ed. Daoud 

Ya’qoub (Beirut: Al-Manhal, 2011), 96.  

 
15 Ismail Shammout, Al-Fann al-tashkili fi filastin (Kuwait: Kabs Press, 1989), 93.  

 
16 Khalidi, All That Remains, 203.  
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on to the children…When I seek enjoyment, I go to the camp and find the old men and 

hear their stories and their songs and their poems. I am searching for the past. It is my job 

to transmit this to the next generation.”17 Ghannam’s paintings embrace the spirit of 

Palestinian tradition; a spirit that “he could not, would not, shake off,” despite his 

ghurba.18 Like Jabra’s unwavering tradition, Ghannam’s paintings have become etched in 

the Palestinian national imaginary, not only as a nostalgic lament of a Paradise Lost, but 

also as a will to return.  

Although Ghannam portrays a peaceful time prior to the disasters of 1948, we 

read his paintings in terms of the present, or rather his present: in exile, far away from the 

Yajur olive harvests, dabkeh dances, and Eid celebrations that he paints. Ghannam’s 

present is not too different from the present realities of Palestinians, who continue to live 

under occupation. The continuity between Ghannam’s present and our present is a result 

of the 1948 break in Palestinian space-time, where Palestinian lives continue to be 

suspended in a perpetual Nakba. Ghannam sought refuge from the perpetual present of 

disruption and fragmentation by “searching for the past” in his memories and in the 

stories, songs, and poems of camp elders.  

During his visit to a Galilee refugee camp, Jonathan Dimbleby notes the way 

Palestinian elders recall the past: “When they speak of Palestine they use the present 

tense. Their faces become animated as they compete to recall stories, remembering 

forgotten details, arguing about names and places and correcting dates. They talk without 

                                                        
17 Dimbleby, 170-1.Ghannam has also transmitted these traditions by teaching Palestinian 

refugee children at the Tel el-Za’atar camp school. 

 
18 Ghurba is the Arabic word for exile, but can also used to refer to a feeling of 

estrangement. 
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pause for over hours about a world which they still inhabit.”19 Although it is not clear 

whether these elders spoke in English or Arabic, their intonations of past and present 

reveal the act of remembering and re-membering the nation.20 This is of course a political 

strategy. In fact, these elders themselves become politicized: their existence alone proves 

that there was an indigenous Arab population, who, even under Ottoman and British rule, 

referred to their land as Filastinuna (our Palestine).21 Fully aware that their villages have 

been erased, these fellaheen continue to recall and inhabit their Palestine, gluing the 

cracks of Palestinian history to reconstruct and re-present a modern Palestinian nation. 

Like Ghannam’s paintings, the stories and memories of these fellaheen become central to 

the self-determination of Palestinians. 

While these elders rejoiced in their recollections of Palestine, there seems to be a 

degree of sadness involved in the act of remembering. As Homi Bhabha has articulated, 

“Remembering is never a quiet act of introspection or retrospection. It is a painful re-

membering, a putting together of the dismembered past to make sense of the trauma of 

the present.”22 The paintings of Ghannam, as pleasant as they are, also remind us of the 

grim present-day realities. Ghannam himself has described this contradiction, claiming 

that his paintings bring him joy and sadness: “Joy because I feel that I am still living in 

Palestine. I dream of it, It is always present. Sadness because it is a dream. I feel that my 

                                                        
19 Dimbleby, 25. For more on the memories of Palestinian fellaheen see Rosemary 

Sayigh, The Palestinians: From Peasants to Revolutionaries (London: Zed Books, 1979). 

 
20 Homi Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 2012), 90. 

 
21 Said, The Question of Palestine (New York: Times Book, 1979), 118. 

 
22 Bhabha, 90. Reprinted in Boullata, 123. 
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life stopped at the age of seventeen, because that is how old I was when I left, and I only 

live when I dream of those days.”23  

Ismail Shammout (1930-2006) was another influential artist of the jeel al-Nakba. 

On July 12, 1948, during the month of Ramadan, seventeen-year-old Shammout was 

exiled from his hometown of Lydda.24 Shammout and his family of nine sought asylum 

in the camp of Khan-Younes in Gaza. During his time at Khan-Younes, Shammout 

continued to paint, frequently exhibiting his works in the camp’s classrooms.25 In 1950, 

he earned a scholarship to study at the Fine Arts Academy in Cairo, where his works 

caught the attention of leaders and key political figures, including the Egyptian president, 

Gamal Abd al-Nasir, and the president of the General Union of Palestinian Students (who 

went on to become the founder of Fatah and the president of the Palestinian National 

Authority), Yasser Arafat.26 Shammout returned to Gaza in 1953, where he held an 

exhibit featuring sixty paintings, including Beginning of the Tragedy and Where to? 

(figures 6 and 7).27 The exhibit was met with great enthusiasm, leading to an 

unprecedented surge of support for Shammout’s works. In the exhibition’s guestbook, 

one visitor wrote: “Shammout’s paintings have proven that visual art is for the sake of the 

                                                        
23 Dimbleby, 90. 

 
24 Shammout, 45.  

 
25 Ibid, 49. 

 
26 Ibid, 54-55.  

 
27 Ibid, 50-1. Shammout’s 1953 exhibit is considered to be the first Palestinian modern art 

exhibit in Palestine. 
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community and not just for art’s sake as most Arabs consider it to be.”28 Another wrote: 

“Your nation awaits you, and you are an artist who believes in the nation, so let us go 

forth in spreading your message.”29 These comments reveal that Shammout, even in his 

early days, was considered an artist for the people, representing the Palestinian struggle 

and spreading its word to the world. Shammout himself has stated that he, and all the 

artists of the jeel al-Nakba, painted “not necessarily for pleasure,” but out of an urgent 

need to “deliver the message of the oppressed and uprooted Palestinian people.”30 Having 

experienced the devastations of 1948, Shammout felt that it was his duty to document 

what he saw. Unlike Ghannam’s nostalgic village scenes, Shammout’s paintings reveal 

the current realities of Palestinians, using an “all-of-us-together present tense.”31 A Sip of 

Water and Beginning of the Tragedy (figures 5 and 6) were exhibited in Gaza only four 

years after the Nakba. These two works re-member the very recent experiences of 

Palestinians, visually concretizing and communicating the traumas of 1948. 1948 has 

caused a break in the progression of Palestinian modernity. It is the origin of Israeli 

colonialism, a centrifugal force that “centrally dominates what derives from it,” while 

also “giving rise to a nonlinear multileveled dispersion,” both physically, as it ensued in a 

mass dispersal of Palestinians, and more figuratively, as these dispersals continue to 

make breaks in linear time. Due to the magnitude of the 1948 catastrophe, Shammout’s 

                                                        
28 Ibid, 51. 

 
29 Ibid. 

 
30 Ibid, 47. 

 
31 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 

Nationalism (London: Verso, 2006), 28. 
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paintings, like Ghannam’s, have continued to be understood through “a perpetual present 

tense.”32   

Shammout has played a crucial role in articulating and representing the modern 

Palestinian nation. His emotionally charged figurative scenes exemplify the Palestinian 

struggle. Where to? and We Will Return (figures 7 and 8) are two of Shammout’s most 

well-know representations of the 1948 Exodus. Both scenes are conspicuously devoid of 

any young men or women. Shammout’s intentional exclusion of women in his images of 

exiled children is therefore symbolic; these children represent the jeel al-Nakba, the 

motherless sons and daughters of a lost homeland.33 In his accounts on 1948, Shammout 

notes that there were almost no young men or fathers on his march to exile as they had 

died heroically fighting for their homes.34 The absence of men becomes more evident in 

Here Sat My Father (figure 9), where a Palestinian boy is depicted awaiting his martyred 

father.  

Shammout’s national importance and artistic merits earned him appointment in 

1964 as Director of Arts and National Culture at the Palestine Liberation Organization 

(PLO).35 1960s Palestine saw rise to a new generation, the jeel al-thawra (the generation 

                                                        
32 Makhoul and Hon, 11. 

 
33 Tina Malhi-Sherwell, “Imaging Palestine as the Motherland,” in Self Portrait: 

Palestinian Women’s Art, ed. Tal Ben Zvi (Tel Aviv: Andulus Publishing, 2001), 166. 

See also Ankori, 50-1; Boullata, 256-7.  

 
34 Shammout, 45.  

 
35 Shammout, 67-8.  
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of the revolution), ready to take back the land that was stolen from them.36 The PLO 

spearheaded the revolution, and Shammout designed its political posters. At this point, 

Shammout was declared Palestine’s artist, and his paintings and posters had become 

widely recognized by Palestinians all over the world.37 The weeping boys of Shammout’s 

Nakba scenes were now resilient men heading the revolution, ready to avenge the 

destruction of their homes and the deaths of their fathers. A 1969 PLO poster by 

Shammout manifests this transformation (figure 10). In this poster, a fida’i, no older than 

eighteen, is depicted in guerrilla gear holding a gun and running forth to fight for his 

land. In the background, are several other young fedayeen, also carrying guns. The Arabic 

heading reads, “The Cubs of Today are the Commandos of Tomorrow.” This poster, 

along with countless others, occupies a future tense. Unlike the distant past of Ghannam’s 

fellahi landscapes or the grim perpetual present of Shammout’s refugee scenes, the PLO 

posters gesture towards a future; a new generation pushing to reclaim the Homeland by 

any means necessary.  

 

It is not difficult to see how these posters, with their “menacing” Arabic scripts 

and “irrationally violent” Arabs, were reduced to symbols of terrorism. Ankori, while 

trying to remain “as objective as possible,” 38 critiques these posters through the voice of 

Said, quoting his denunciation of the fetishization of arms, but leaving out his 

                                                        
36 The Palestinian National Liberation Movement (Fatah) was also gaining prominence 

during the 1960s. 

 
37 Boullata, 131.  

 
38 In her preface, Ankori goes into detail about her positionality as an Israeli art historian 

writing about Palestinian art. While she wants to remain objective, certain biases (perhaps 

unintentional) seep through her book.  
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condemnation of Israel’s distortion and manipulation of these images. Ankori continues 

by stating, “Said also notes that these images were instrumental in transforming 

Palestinians into stereotypical ‘terrorists’ in the eyes of the West.”39 Yet Ankori takes 

Said’s quote out of context: it is not just the emphasis on arms that “inadvertently 

contributed to…negative views of Palestinians in the West,”40 rather it is, as Said 

explained, Israel’s “superior propaganda apparatus [that] turned everything we did 

against its occupation of our lands, its devastation of our villages, and its oppression of 

our population, into ‘terrorism.’”41 While Israel and the West viewed the PLO and the 

fedayeen as terrorists, Palestinians (whether they supported or denounced its tactics) saw 

them as a product of Israel’s violent militant occupation.42 What the West regarded as an 

irrational terrorizing violence was, for Palestinians, a means of survival. In the eyes of 

Palestinians, these “terrorists” were fedayeen, heroic men and women willing to sacrifice 

themselves for their land. Perhaps the best way to understand this admiration for the 

fedayeen is through Ghannam’s account of his son: 

Sometimes Abu Ammar [Yasser Arafat] comes to see me because he likes my 

paintings. My son who is only four years old gets very excited and likes to take 

his hero’s machine-gun and try it for himself. So I ask my son, what does he 

                                                        
39 Ankori, 52. Ankori’s phrasing is interesting: She make it clear that Said—a prominent 

Palestinian scholar— “also notes” what she noted. Said seems to be (mis)used more so to 

mask her own bias here.  

 
40 Ibid, 55. 

 
41 Said, After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives (New York: Columbia University Press, 

1999), 107-8. Maymanah Farhat also picks up on Ankori’s (mis)use of Said in her review 

of Ankori’s book. Maymanah Farhat, “Gannit Ankori’s ‘Palestinian Art,’” The Electronic 

Intifada, October 2, 2009, https://electronicintifada.net/content/review-gannit-ankoris-

palestinian-art/3556. 

 
42 Makhoul and Hon, 75-6.  
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prefer, watermelons or the Palestinian leadership? He answers, “Watermelons, 

except for Abu Ammar.” “Why do you like Abu Ammar?” I ask him. “Because he 

is fighting Zionism,” he answers. “Aren’t you ashamed of someone like that, 

killing people?” I ask. “No,” he replies, “because they killed my people and took 

my home.” You see the children know already.43  

 

 As we have seen, the images of the fellah, the refugee, and the fida’i occupy 

different temporalities. It is important to note that these three national symbols have been 

used as positive affirmations and articulations of Palestinian identity. In a 1965 PLO 

poster (figure 11), Shammout brings together these three national figures to represent a 

modern national image of Palestine. The fellah, the fida’i, and the different social classes 

of Palestinian refugees are depicted frontally in upright stances, supporting a classical 

Greek pediment crowned with the PLO logo. The Arabic text inscribed on the pediment 

reads “Palestine Liberation Organization.” At the base of this abstracted temple façade is 

the Arabic slogan “We are all for the resistance.” In an interview, Shammout stated, “I 

wanted to introduce the [PLO] logo, and at the same time convey the idea that the 

Palestinian people are the pillars of this organization.”44 This organization takes the shape 

of a classical Greek temple, the structure of democracy, and is supported by various 

social classes of Palestinians. It is interesting that a Palestinian nationalist organization 

chose to represent itself through a symbol of Western civilization. In this context of 

nationalism and self-sovereignty, the classical Greek façade gestures towards the origins 

of Western statehood and democracy. The poster stresses the self-sovereignty of the 

                                                        
43 Dimbleby, 171. The children definitely knew, not simply because of the ubiquity of 

these posters or the ‘propaganda that was fed to them,’ rather they grew up with firsthand 

experiences of violent Israeli oppression.  

 
44 Shafiq Radwan, The Palestinian Poster (Damascus: Palestine Liberation Organization, 

1992). 
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Palestinian people as they hold up an “Arabized” structure of democracy. Palestine, 

throughout its three very different colonial stagings, was never recognized as a legitimate 

state. And without a state, the Palestinians had no authority over the land on which they 

lived. Attaining statehood is therefore the only means to survive and to be recognized as 

“a people.”45  

Shammout’s poster reconciles the modern self-articulations of Palestinians. It is 

an amalgamation of three periods and generations, the past, present, and future, coming 

together to represent Palestine as a modern nation-state. The Palestinian past is not a 

linear progression of time that can be traced back; rather it is a reimagined modern 

construction existing in a national Palestinian consciousness. Despite the erasure of 

tangible evidence of Palestinian existence, Palestinian culture continues to persist through 

memory. Ghannam taps into his memory to give life to his past. However, Ghannam’s 

conscious effort to materialize the past is a direct consequence of his abrupt break from it. 

It is through this break that a new stage of Palestinian modernity emerges, resulting in a 

visual language that tries to restore and reshape Palestinian traditions while also 

producing new traditions in the process. Shammout manifests the moment of this break in 

his paintings of exile. The break in Palestinian space-time has resulted in a perpetual 

present, where even the past is read in terms of the present realities of settler 

                                                        
45 In 1969, during her appointment as prime minister of Israel, Golda Meir declared, 

“There is no such thing as a Palestinian people…it is not as if there was a Palestinian 

people in Palestine considering itself as a Palestinian people and we came and threw them 

out and took their country. They…did not exist.” What Meir meant by this was that the 

indigenous Arab population of this land was stateless, and therefore unrecognizable as ‘a 

people.’ Golda Meir, interview by Robert Giles, Sunday Times, 15 June 1969. 
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colonialism.46 Shammout saw it as his national duty to recall and represent the painful 

memory of his exile, quickly recording his personal experiences, which came to be a 

national symbol of Palestinian resistance.  

It seems that the images of the fellah, the refugee, and the fida’i exist in “a 

multileveled coherence of dispersion” in the national Palestinian imagination. For most 

Palestinians, memory is the only way to reconstruct a national Palestinian identity, to 

make sense of the “nonlinear dispersion.” Due to the rupture of 1948, it is difficult to 

narrate a linear and continuous history of Palestinian modernism. Instead, Palestinian 

modernism follows a circuitous and fragmented trajectory of remembering and re-

membering the past. Among the many cultural manifestations of modernity, visual and 

graphic art offers a concrete surface for articulating and representing a Palestinian 

national image that is familiar to Palestinians all over the world. To echo Jabra’s words, 

“however revolutionary” Palestinian art may be, “a spirit of tradition hangs on to it,” a 

tradition that is of course continuously evolving.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
46 Markoul and Hon, 11.  
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Figure 2. Ibrahim Ghannam, Threshing Grounds, 1972, Oil on Canvas, 100 x 80 cm. 

Figure 1. Ibrahim Ghannam, Olive Harvest, n.d., Oil on Canvas. Printed in Kamal 

Boullata, Palestinian Art: From 1850 to 2005 (London: Saqi, 2009), 145. 
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Figure 4. Ibrahim Ghannam, Palestinian Dabkeh Dance, 1974, Oil on Canvas, 80 x 60 

cm. Printed in Ismail Shammout Al-Fann al-Tashkili fi filastin (Kuwait: Kabs Press, 

1989), 215. 

Figure 3. Ibrahim Ghannam, Home Courtyard, 1974, Oil on Canvas, 90 x 60 cm. 

Printed in Kamal Boullata, Palestinian Art: From 1850 to 2005 (London: Saqi, 2009), 

143. 
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Figure 5. Ismail Shammout, A Sip of Water, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 45 x 60 cm. Private 

Collection, Shammout Family. 

Figure 6. Ismail Shammout, Beginning of the Tragedy, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 48 x 68 

cm. Private Collection, Shammout Family. 
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Figure 7. Ismail Shammout, Where to?, 1953, Oil on Canvas, 95 x 120 cm. Private 

Collection, Shammout Family. 
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Figure 8. Ismail Shammout, We Will Return, 1954, Oil on Canvas, 79 x 94 cm. Private 

Collection, Shammout Family. 
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Figure 9. Ismail Shammout, Here Sat My Father, 1957, Oil on Canvas, 60 x 90 cm. 

Private Collection, Shammout Family. 
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Figure 10. Ismail Shammout, The Cubs of Today Are the Commandos of Tomorrow, 

1969, Poster published by the PLO, Digitized by the Palestine Poster Archives. 



 
27 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Ismail Shammout, We Are All For The Resistance, 1965, Poster published 

by the PLO, Digitized by the Palestine Poster Archives. 
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