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Outline
Claim: This paper examines contemporary Palestinian 
photography practice centered on representations of the 
occupation-scarred landscape, which challenges the dominant 
cultural paradigm, to challenge the visual regime of the oc-
cupation.  

I. Land and Representation:

II. “Peace” and Photography:

Introduction
Thought to be neutral representations of nature, landscapes 
have increasing been shown in art criticism to bear the imprint 
of human agency. Indeed contemporary Palestinian  photog-

redeeming photography from solipsism, by presenting land-
scapes bearing the traces of “historical construction” (140).

This paper examines contemporary Palestinian landscape 
photography which has appeared virtually ex-nihilo in the 

of photography which appeared at the time of the relative 
affluence and globalization of  Palestinian urban areas –and 
its art scene- as a practice quasi exclusively documenting the 
inscription of the occupation on  the landscape. Thus, marking 
a break from its romanticized representation when artists lived 
under effective direct occupation. The reason cannot be attrib-
uted to the disappearance of military censorship alone. This 
focus in particular, diverges from the dominant individual-
centered representational paradigm of contemporary Palestin-
ian artistic practice. Whereas a relatively great deal has been 

this paper will attempt to distinguish its major features.
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Land and Representation:
Disappearing Landscapes
The materiality of the land of –historic- Palestine has always 
been a crucial element in how its history, present and future 

landscape: Framed, hedged about, shaped, controlled, and sur-

a place of amnesia and erasure, a strategic site for burying the 

-
covers the ruins of a demolished Palestinian village under the 
embers of a pine forest that burned under his watch, revealing 
thus to the wide Israeli reading public the policy of planting 

-

he advances is that unlike historic colonial endeavors, this is 
not an ordered occupation of space, but a flexible, moving 
occupation of “structured chaos” (5) where the Israeli state is 
present and/or absent, and its absence relayed in this process 
of dispossession by non state actors such as settlers, Israeli 
private cellular network providers, supportive overseas com-

-
ployed includes not only military force but also “illumination 
schemes...architecture of housing, the forms of settlements, 

spatial mechanisms of circulation control and flow manage-
ment, mapping techniques and methods of observation, legal 

crowned by the ongoing building of the separation wall.

Nativist Representations
For the land of the military planner and the colonial architect, 
there is the land of the peasants working the land and the 
ghettoized urban inhabitants, and its cultural representations.  

photographed by French pioneers of photography and became 
subsequently an over-photographed destination, by religious 

the landscapes, but looking for the location of events of the 

Palestine had stood still in time and was theirs, again despite 
millennia of history and the presence of actual inhabitants” 

present and absent from the early days of its photographic 
representation. Palestinian studio photographers mainly 
captured command images of social and family events not so 
much landscapes. 

When easel painting was introduced in Palestine at the start 
of the XXth century, landscapes were not a prized topic, 

-

harvest, thriving orange groves, and jubilant peasants at work” 

artists with more individual pursuits of artistic careers not mo-
tivated by an instrumentalization of politics and who engaged 
in abstract painting. However, it reappeared in force in the 

-
tine, under occupation and who focused on painting realistic 

 Images of rural scenes and Palestinian village were one of the 
dominant themes of popular paintings produced in the early 
1980's. In the majority of paintings a specific place was not 
imaged but rather a generalized view of the rural landscape. 
The utopias, which in fact mean no-place, depicted a golden era 
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of Palestine in which the future Palestine was cast in an image 
of the past which in turn served to elide the present. The artists 
during this period did not chose to represent the consequences of 
modernization and occupation brought about by Israel and the 
accompanying sense of alienation, rather they took comfort in a 
nostalgic image of the past. It could be argued that these were all 
discursive responses to war a retreat to the comfort of past, with 
emphasis on the social unit of the family and the nation as a fam-
ily (Sherwell).

Thus, illustrating one of the phases the national culture of 
colonized peoples pass through -according to Frantz Fanon- 
when they embark on a :” Passionate search for a national 

very beautiful and splendid era whose existence rehabili-
tates us both in regard to ourselves and in regard to others” 

the anthropomorphism of the landscape, and in particular its 
echoing of the foreground depictions of curvaceous peasant 
women, where often a traditionally dressed woman is flying, 
crying, holding a dove, giving birth to thousands of resolute 
workers and farmers, etc. where Palestine came to be repre-
sented exclusively by idealized depictions of women with 
generous curves, representing the well known trope of land 

notes that in”the dialectic between painting and picture that 
-

were the dominant characteristics of landscape representation 

These images were the only visual representation produced 
by Palestinians for Palestinians at the time, as photographic 
and TV news images were solely produced then by the Israeli 
and international media. Thus, these paintings and their wide 
public showings shaped Palestinians self image for:” Under 
military occupation, such exhibitions constituted a new form 

public libraries, art exhibitions had a transformative effect, 
becoming a community event that drew ever-larger crowds 

Whereas the history of landscape painting and landscape 
photography may have been tied to the history of capital-

an idealized version of a pristine landscape in an industrial-
izing society) the paramount paradigm at work here was the 
representation of landscape as memento mori before its actual 
disappearance or its expected appropriation. 

“Peace” and Photography
Post-1993 transformations

not bring peace, indeed they brought about increased land 
appropriation through settlement expansion and the build-
ing of the Wall, along with unprecedented military violence, 
closures, sieges, invasions and pauperization. Paradoxically, 
this period also saw the withdrawal of Isreali military control 

relaxing of travel restrictions by Israelis to Palestinian holding 

curator tourism,  unprecedented holding of Palestinian visual 

international residencies and awards, etc. This was of course 
accompanied by an influx of foreign donor funding as well as 

boom that saw the holding of tens of performing arts festivals, 
the opening of a string and new cultural centers, galleries and 
cultural foundations, as well as the establishment of art com-
petition awards and the appearance of new artists and new 

educational opportunities either locally with new specialties 
taught at colleges and universities in video, photography and 

educational grants in the arts.

These transformations and the entry of Palestine or at least 
parts of its population, into globalization meant a new rep-
resentational paradigm in contemporary Palestinian culture: 
The abandonment of previous political problematics for a 

memory, experiences of the individual, where the political/
-

cally, revolutionary or romanticized representations were 
replaced by irony, self criticism, the exploration of subaltern 
identities, nihilism, and self narration. This new paradigm was 
replicated in other areas, in poetry for example a new turn was 
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-

-
tive westernized urban young protagonist replaces the heroic 

cinema. In media, this period saw the replacement of ceramics 
and painting by performance, video, photography, installation 

Photography and landscape:
This dissonance however is in photography. Commercial 
photography which flourished at the period tended to 
depict aestheticized landscapes or positive representations of 

documentation and material trace of performances centering 
on the female body and its exploitation by conservative society 

and growing corpus of Palestinian photography has been a 
quasi uniform practice of documentary photography breaking 
with the new representational paradigm in its single minded 
depiction of landscapes as sites inscribed by occupation: rural 
landscapes, Israeli settlements, the wall, ghettoized panoramic 
urban scapes, and urban scapes in times of invasion, military 

and unrecognized villages, resembling crime scene photo-
graphs.

The paradox is that these artists have unprecedented access to 
international venues, that their predecessors locked into the 

did not know. Indeed, many of the works make it straight 
from Palestine abroad without being shown in local galleries 

-
tion, if the images are being sold on the intentional art circuit, 

to be the case. 

example, which is noted to have evolved from its early days 
of preponderance of studio and documentary photography 
where it was used as an “exposing tool” to the contemporary 
period where there is a shift to multi media and moving image 

are “more cosmopolitan and self aware of being part of the 
-

tography is still very much in the direct exposing mode, not 

the introspective, ironic or self criticism mode of literature, 
cinema and other visual arts.

This focus on photographing occupation scarred landscape 
has been accompanied by a new focus, indeed landscape 
fetishism in urban areas and among the intelligentsia: Two 
international conferences on landscape held at the University 

-
ing six walks in the changing countryside: Palestinian Walks: 

repeat international conferences/tours of the Wall, refugee 
camps, and encircled villages for visiting international curators 
and artists (Tours), the formation of an Israeli-Palestinian 

in Israeli cities (Parrhesia), the successful publication and sale 
-

tions and sale of books on landscape and built environment 
(Riwaq), scores of exhibitions of commercial landscape 
photography, etc. 

Case Studies

-

wall images, settlements under the rain behind car windows, 

-

-

abandoned and/or destroyed Palestinian villages and neigh-

-
tion of her native valley, unrecognized villages, Korean and 

of his performance in his demolished home village of Koufar 
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earth and wilderness, one can say without fear of essential-

contested piece of land scarred by real and mythological 

romanticized anaesthetization. These are not images that hang 

museums. 

powerlessness of images at affecting change, and their short 

-
separable from any conception or categorization of the corpus 

-
-

-
ment of political inventiveness” which might, therefore, give a 
“substitutive political function to the mini-demonstrations of 

Palestinian culture is a withdrawal into the self and an explora-
tion of personal means to express the collective, photogra-

visibility of the occupation, an occupation of surveillance and 
surveying, of marking and blocking. Palestinian photography 
had to become a ‘human-visual act” challenging the occupa-

whereby Palestinians are observed and illuminated from 
settlement hilltops, motion sensors, cameras, drones, while 
simultaneously being blocked from view by the Wall, ideology, 
bypass roads and forests hiding the ruins of their villages. If 
settler architecture succeeds in making Palestinian visible and 

-
nal by making it visible, challenging this “one way hierarchy of 
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