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Steve Sabella’s photographic practice occupies a singular place in con-

temporary Palestinian photography. A genre that has appeared in the 

mid-1990s, dominated by documentations of the inscription of the Israeli oc-

cupation on the landscape. Sabella departs from this paradigm by develop-

ing in his wider practice both the conceptual depths of photography, as well 

as its surface and plastic properties.  

The publication of this book provides an opportunity to reexamine his 

Palestine focused work by contextualizing it and theorizing it. I argue that 

this series ruptures frames of perception of Palestinians by all that it shows 

and withholds, and by eschewing linear structure. It manifests a permutation 

of representational tropes and unsettling of recognizable visual references 

touching upon Palestine. The images collected in this book manifest a libera-

tion of perceptions by unscrambling what is known and seen about it. 

=== 

A contextualization within the corpus of contemporary Palestinian photogra-

phy bears making, as this book examines Sabella’s work on Palestine at the 

time of the second Intifada. The 1993 Oslo Peace Accords signed at the 

White House between the PLO and Israel did not bring peace, but increased 

land appropriation even before the second Intifada broke out, ineluctably. 

The mirage of peace persisted for a while given the withdrawal of Israeli mil-

itary control from urban Palestinians’ day-to-day lives in 1994-1995, the re-

turn of 150,000 Diasporic Palestinians to the West Bank and Gaza, and the 

establishment of a Palestinian proto state apparatus. The mirage was totem-

ized with an attendant increased visibility and curiosity for all things Pales-



tinian, amplified by the opening of foreign aid agencies, and more important-

ly of news agencies and televisions offices. This resulted in hiring and train-

ing scores of young Palestinians to work as photographers and cameramen, 

to feed the economy of attention’s new appetite for Palestine. These devel-

opments, along with the expansion of the local art scene led to the emer-

gence of a local photographic practice. The dominant trend in this newly 

formed and growing corpus is a quasi-uniform practice of documentary pho-

tography of landscapes as sites inscribed by occupation: the separation wall, 

ghettoized dilapidated urban scapes, military occupied city centers, check-

points, abandoned urban mansions, unrecognized villages; resembling crime 

scene photographs. 

Whereas the dominant paradigm at work in contemporary Palestinian 

culture across disciplines is a withdrawal into the self and a fixing of the col-

lective via the personal,   photographers’ selfhood appears to have been 

challenged by the enveloping visibility of the occupation, an occupation of 

surveillance and surveying, of marking and blocking. Palestinian photogra-

phy had to challenge the occupation’s visual regime, its “optical 

urbanism” (Weizmann, 111.) According to this regime of domination, Pales-

tinians are observed and illuminated from settlement hilltops, motion sen-

sors, and cameras, drones, while simultaneously being blocked from view by 

the Wall, ideology, bypass roads and forests hiding the ruins of their villages. 

Palestinian contemporary photography therefore, challenges this “one way 

hierarchy of vision’ (Weizmann, 133).  i

The second Intifada was the grimmest and most violent period in post-

Oslo Palestine. It rang the death knell of any hopes for peace Palestinians 

may have entertained since the 1993 Accords. Entire towns and agglomera-

tions were besieged, encircled militarily by land and by air; civilians were 

confined inside their homes for weeks to months by blanket curfews. Scores 
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of homes were demolished, historic old cities and refugee camps bombed, 

civilians mercilessly killed by the hundreds, thousands rounded up and im-

prisoned. Even public offices, art centers and theaters were overrun and 

looted. The Palestinian leadership itself was encircled and terrorized for 

months under gunfire.  

While Palestinian photography has been suffused with documentation 

of the scarring of the landscape by the occupation, Palestinian art at large, 

such as video art, multimedia and installation has been dominated by the 

mobilization of indisputable factuality, by an engagement with the documen-

tary. The adoption of the logic of the archive is an international contempo-

rary art trend since the 1990s, but acquires a heightened importance in the 

Palestinian context, as Palestinians’ discourse on their plight is routinely 

doubted, disbelieved and dismissed. Further, the question of documentation 

and archives resonates across the Palestinian cultural field even more as vi-

tal archival funds were repeatedly lost in wars.  As a result, artists have ii

regularly resorted across media and practices, to the documentary and the 

inventory.  While some include existing archives into their work, others 

adopt the documentary/archival approach to track absence, such as aban-

doned homes, ruins of destroyed villages, newly demolished homes; young 

men killed by the Israeli army, even 1980s paintings.   iii

In mobilizing the logic of the documentary and the archive –whether in 

contemporary photography’s landscape centrism, or via contemporary art’s 

mobilization of factuality- artists mobilize the physicality of objects invento-

ried, along with the authority and neutrality evoked by the display conven-

tions of the library and the museum, for claim making. Attendant to the use 

of the documentary approach is its affectless, clinical and detached tone.  

=== 
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Appearing in his 2004 film Notre Musique,  Jean Luc Godard’s famously 

commented that in 1948, Palestinians became visible to the world only via a 

documentary/news regime of visibility, while Israelis’ regime of visibility pro-

ceeds from biblical fiction and its concretization in 1948. Philosopher and 

theorist Jacques Rancière took up this argument by making a value judg-

ment about the desirability of one mode of visibility over the other. Fiction is 

a realm of freedom, access to which means having the “luxury of playing 

with words and images.” Therefore, stating, “documentary is for the Pales-

tinians is to say that they can only offer the bodies of their victims to the 

gaze of news cameras or to the compassionate gaze at their 

suffering” (263).  

I draw out a further observation from the opposition of documentary 

and fiction by arguing that if the dominant regime of visibility of Palestinians 

is indeed the documentary, the proliferation of documentary tropes and im-

ages deployed by Palestinian artists only perpetuates the immobilization of 

Palestinians in the abstract narrative of news, for whom others/the media/

relief organizations speak.  They deny themselves the freedom of free play 

that can re-frame perceptions.   iv

=== 

In this series of images taken in Palestine at the time of the Intifada, Sabella 

charts a third way between the documentary approach and fiction. The im-

ages enact also a third way between documenting the grim positivity of the 

occupation –and its scarring of the landscape- and romanticized representa-

tions thereof for journalistic or commercial consumption.  

He unsettles the notion of the documentary itself, by chronicling scores 

of ordinary days unfolding all over Palestine –an extraordinary feat of free 

movement in itself- in Gaza, Jerusalem and the West Bank. Sabella re-
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frames our perceptions by authoring a vision of Palestine as fully lived by 

Palestinians, not one narrowly framed for external consumption. A Palestine 

of toil and leisure time. A real but unknown Palestine of theatrical represen-

tations, advertising billboards and amusement wheels. An shattered Pa-

lestine of homes pockmarked, cut wide open by bombs, and the deadly 

snaking of the Separation Wall through the Mediterranean landscape. An in-

timate Palestine of quiet interiors and painstaking embroideries. A tragic Pa-

lestine of demolished homes, uprooted families, spent ammunition shells, 

and a hopeful Palestine of palm trees heavy with dates and of children play-

ing by the beach. A timeless Palestine of yellowed manuscripts, medieval 

rooftops and fields harbingers of future harvests.   Sabella’s record of the 

second Intifada bypasses the archival of the occupation’s assaults by open-

ing his lens to all the complexity, the paradoxical and the contradictory that 

constitute life in the contemporary Palestinian dispensation. He allows his 

lens to reflect the insolent beauty and the chromatic riot that are also found 

within sight everywhere in Palestine. This interweaving makes for images 

that are veracious, yet complex and unsettling.  

By their breadth, Sabella’s photos casually suspend expected coordi-

nates of representation of Palestine. These images offer a new way of see-

ing, out of Israel’s oppression of Palestinians, and occupation of the world’s 

frame of perception. They break with the exclusive and hence naturalized 

representations of sites of destruction and human suffering. The series also 

withholds the expected parade of suffering Palestinian faces, but unsparingly 

shows the encroachment of the occupation and its stunting of land and life. 

Further, the images’ unsettling nonlinear arrangement scrambles any plead-

ing stance. Sabella manages to do all this, to document the complexity of 

Palestinian land and life at one of the worst moments of their history by dis-

pensing with the cold clinical affect attendant upon documentation. Instead, 

unvanquished hope emanates from these images.  v
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