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Rendering Gaza Visible

The Visual Economy of the Nakba
in Palestinian Films of the Oslo Period

The Gaza International Airport

The runway of the Gaza International Airport, once a state-of-the-art facil-
ity, has long been abandoned as mounds of rubble. The terminal halls and
control tower have been decimated by bombs and missiles, and the detritus
picked clean by scavengers (Farrell and al-Mughrabi 2018). Opened in No-
vember 1998, the airport was fated to always be belated: by the time of its
opening, attended by US president Bill Clinton and other international dig-
nitaries, and built with funds donated by “the international community,” the
facade of the Oslo process, of which it was meant to be a glittering symbol,
was already collapsing.! The airport seemed willfully designed to ignore a
reality found less than a mile away in the narrow alleys of the Rafah refugee
camp. For the families in that camp, as with the other refugees who make
up a majority of the residents of Gaza, the airport may have represented a
certain hope for the future, but it also appeared to occlude the persistent
memories (and ongoing experiences) of a Palestinian Nakba. Palestinian



films of the Oslo period give voice to these and other tensions in how the Oslo
process was to be understood. The current chapter explores the dualities
that surround the role of Gaza within the “Oslo period” through an exam-
ination of Michel Khleifi’s 7%e Tale of the Three Jewels (1994) and Rashid
Masharawi’s Haifa (1996).2 1 end with a brief discussion of Elia Suleiman’s
short film Cyber Palestine (2000), which also focuses on Gaza and marks
the end of a period of Palestinian cinema. These films center Gaza within
Palestinian experience and resist the invisibility of both Gaza and the Nakba
in the Oslo moment by insisting on a visualization of Gaza that refigures its
place within the broader visual economy of Palestine.

What makes these films of particular interest is their setting in Gaza and
their insistence on Gaza’s centrality to Palestinian experience and identity
precisely when it was subjected to fantastical proposals as a future “Dubai on
the Mediterranean” (Friedman 2005). They shone a light on Gaza precisely
when the discourse on Oslo attempted to shift attention away from the claims
of Palestinian refugees (who constitute over two-thirds of the population of
Gaza) by sidelining the Right of Return and repressing the call for a recogni-
tion of the Nakba. Today, it is fairly common to argue that the Oslo Accords
were deeply flawed and largely served to offer international cover for Israel’s
continued policies of dispossession, settlement, and repression—all part of
what is increasingly understood as an apartheid regime between “the river
and the sea.” Butin the initial period after the announcement of the accords,
even some Palestinians who rejected them expressed ambivalent hopes for
certain positive outcomes from them. However, by 2000, the Second Intifada
would upend many of the Oslo pretenses, a product of the false promises of
Oslo and the failures of the politics it represented. As for the Gaza airport, it
would cease operations shortly after the outbreak of the Intifada and a year
later would be destroyed in Israeli air strikes. It now serves as little more
than an artifact in Israel’s unending campaign to systematically eliminate
not only the civil infrastructure of Gaza but also any symbols for a future
beyond siege and imprisonment. Like the Oslo films, the airport symbolizes
the dualities of Oslo, an illusory and short-lived moment of purported “op-
portunity” twinned with the burden of its own impossibilities.

Nakba Memory during Oslo

While optimism around Oslo was perhaps highest just after the accords were
signed, the films by Khleifi and Masharawi directly set out to challenge the
positive narrative around the accords, in large part because they concern
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the lives of refugees in Gaza—in other words, people for whom the lived
outcomes of 1948, and the continuing repression they experience, consti-
tute an ongoing Nakba. Suleiman’s short, which was made just before the
outbreak of the Second Intifada, offers a definitive rebuke to the two-state
myth that was buoyed by the Oslo “peace process.”

The Gaza setting is integral to these works. Specifically, Gaza serves as
a metonym for what Gil Hochberg has described as “the visible invisibility
of the Palestinian Nakba” (2015, 39). Building on Hochberg’s reading of the
Nakba as a “ghostly haunting that continues to taunt the Israeli visual field”
(39), I will argue that Gaza, both as an actual location and as an idea, is a
key site for indexing the dialectics of visibility and invisibility not just for the
Israeli visual field, but also for that of Palestinian cultural producers. This
visibility eventually is directed toward the “global” audience that serves as
the idealized audience for most Palestinian films from the 1990s onward.3
In my reading, just as the Nakba remains continuously present, even if also
cordoned off in ways and subject to denial and belittlement, Gaza serves as
a site marked by excesses of both visibility and invisibility—invisible until
spectacular violence renders it all too visible. Following Patrick Wolfe’s defi-
nition of settler colonialism, I define the Nakba as a structure rather than
an event defined solely by the dispossession that took place in 1948 (2006,
388). Hochberg locates the paradigm of visible invisibility around the de-
stroyed Palestinian village within Israel: “Absent in their presence, invisible
in their visibility, and visible in their invisibility, these ruins continue to an-
imate resistance” (2015, 55), and I propose to extend this reading to Gaza.
This dialectic of visibility and invisibility frames my reading of the films by
Masharawi, Khleifi, and Suleiman and links them to an emergent praxis of
rendering the Nakba continuous, present, and vzsible, rather than an event
from the distant past, relegated by the logic of traumatic memory as absent,
unrepresentable, and invisible.

This tension between representation and erasure also follows what Anna
Ball has termed “the absence/presence dialectic” (2014, 149). Ball argues
that Palestine’s “deeply traumatic history” results in “a dialectical interplay
between visibility and invisibility, presence and absence” (136). Gaza is the
test of this dialectic, in that it has often been presented to the outside world
as a blank slate, a wasteland, a marginal coastline, even while journalists
habitually note that it is the most densely populated territory of the world,
or amilitant urban jungle woven through by tunnels, or a space that can ab-
sorb a seemingly endless supply of bombs and other munitions. The simul-
taneous contradictions in Gaza’s representations index a concern around the
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place of Gaza in the broader challenges regarding the representability of the
Nakba.

Hypervisibility, Invisibility, and Oslo

in Palestinian Film History

The Gazan Oslo films are significant artifacts of the consolidation of a new
era in the history of Palestinian cinema. Nadia Yaqub has proposed that the
1960s through 1980s were the heyday of a Palestinian Third Cinema, a period
of filmmaking supported by Palestinian resistance organizations that ended
as a result of a number of confluent factors, foremost among them the 1982
Israeli invasion of Lebanon and the decimation of the Palestine Liberation
Organization’s (PLO’s) cultural infrastructure (2018, 63). The next broad
phase of Palestinian filmmaking, what Nurit Gertz and George Khleifi have
termed the fourth period, is characterized by the emergence of auteurist
filmmakers producing narrative films, most often with coproduction funding
from Europe (2008, 30-33). Michel Khleifi and Rashid Masharawi, as well as
Elia Suleiman, whose debut film Ckronicle of a Disappearance was released in
1996, at the height of the Oslo period, are foremost among this group. They
received warm receptions within the prestigious “blue-ribbon” film festival
circuits of Europe and augured a move away from the revolutionary cinema
of the PLO film units and other committed filmmakers of the generation who
had come of age in the ashes of 1948. This change in direction was both gen-
erational and political in that the new filmmakers had no direct association
with Palestinian liberation groups, unlike nearly all of those active in the
1960s through early 1980s. Moreover, due largely to material constraints,
the earlier, militant cinema was almost entirely dedicated to working within
a documentary space, even if many of these films were experimental and
innovative. Only a small number of fictional works can be attributed to the
earlier cinema (Yaqub 2018, 157-61). By comparison, this new generation
of cineastes was shaped by, and conversant in, different global trends. Two
of these three filmmakers, Khleifi and Suleiman, also benefited from Israeli,
and later European, citizenship. Although originally a stateless refugee from
Gaza, Masharawi emigrated to France in 2002, in the aftermath of Israeli in-
cursions in the Occupied Territories that year, due to the threat that he would
be deported from his home in Ramallah back to Gaza (Hudson 2017, 50).
The coincidence of Oslo and the consolidation of a new phase of Palestinian
cinema is not entirely accidental. Unlike the prior generation of Palestinian
filmmakers, who were from refugee communities outside of historical Pales-
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tine, the new generation was shaped by the First Intifada (1987-93). This
uprising took root among Palestinians living under Israeli rule, and the bru-
tality of the Israeli crackdown afforded greater international sympathies for
Palestinians. Young filmmakers turned to cinema to communicate to global
audiences of this post—Cold War era, especially in the traditional metropol-
itan centers of global cultural capital. The somewhat unanticipated political
reverberations of the Oslo Accords aligned these interests with a new dispo-
sition of increased visibility toward Palestinian political expression among
international cultural institutions. Under the authorizing Oslo-generated
discourse of “dialogue” and “peacemaking,” European and North American
film institutions, primary among them film festivals but also producers look-
ing for coproductions, sought out Palestinian films to feature and filmmakers
with whom to collaborate. Some promoted “collaboration” between Israeli
and Palestinian film professionals, as Irit Neidhardt notes in her discussion
of one such program: “MED-Media focused on support for co-operation be-
tween Palestinians and Israelis in the post-Oslo processes. Application for
funds was possible, if Israelis and Palestinians submitted joint film/cinema
projects” (2011, 4). Undoubtedly, the growth of Palestinian independent
filmmaking—meaning a filmmaking independent from the PLO or other
protostate entities—is at least in part due to the opportunities presented
by international coproducers at this moment.

During this early period of the consolidation of an auteurist Palestin-
ian cinema, Gaza played a unique role as a setting for narrative films. Gaza
served as a symbolic, liminal space that is both of Palestine and an extremis
metaphor for Palestine. With a population that is more than 70 percent ref-
ugees, Gazais, on one hand, a space defined by the historical reverberations
of Palestinian displacement, while on the other hand the foremost symbol of
a continuing Palestinian Nakba. Like the Nakba, Gaza has proved elusive to
sufficient figuration within cinematic representation. Of course, the Nakba
has been a subject of Palestinian cinema from its beginning, specifically in
the opening shots of Kassem Hawal’s Return to Haifa (1982), which stages
the evacuation of Haifa in the 1948 war, casting Palestinian refugees in Leb-
anoninits scenes of the mass flight of Palestinians from Haifa. Later, Yousry
Nasrallah employed wide-angle crowd shots and close-ups of anguished faces
in the 1948 scenes of his epic film Gate of the Sun (2004), while the subdued
pathos of the 1948 scenes of Elia Suleiman’s 7/e Time That Remains (2009)
seems almost an admonition of the former work. Suleiman’s staging does
not involve crowds or mass violence, but his vignettes of mostly individual
experiences in Nazareth in 1948 accumulate in their understated treat-
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ment of the process of ongoing dispossession that was inaugurated in that
year.

Suleiman’s fragmentary and unspectacular approach is a testament to the
fraught nature of attempts to represent the Nakba cohesively or objectively.
The Nakba remains in many ways invisible or unrepresentable, in particular
when framed as an “event” centered on the dispossessions 0f 1948. The Oslo
vision of a two-state solution did nothing to address this register of Pales-
tinian experience and memory; in fact, it was designed to annihilate it. Oslo
was designed for and predicated on Palestinian relinquishment of both an
understanding of the Nakba as a structure and the memory of it as an event.
As Edward Said has suggested, “Perhaps the greatest battle Palestinians
have waged as a people has been over the right to a remembered presence
and, with that presence, the right to possess and reclaim a collective his-
torical reality, at least since the Zionist movement began its encroachments
on the land” (2000, 184). The “right to a remembered presence” requires
a right to self-representation not only in the political sense but also in the
sense of retaining a right to produce cultural representations of Palestin-
ian experiences. Reflecting on the role of Palestinian cinema to contribute
to this battle, Said elsewhere writes that “it became obvious to me that the
relationship of Palestinians to the visible and the visual was deeply problem-
atic” and produces a Palestinian “desire to be visible” (2006, 3).

A similar tension exists between invisibility and a “desire to be visible”
within the archive of representation of Gaza. The graphic journalist Joe Sacco
speaks eloquently of the challenges of representing Gaza when he describes
a massacre that took place in Khan Younis in 1956 — “the greatest massa-
cre of Palestinians on Palestinian soil” —as having been discarded “in the
pile of obscurity” (2009, ix). In response to this oblivion, his Footnotes in
Gaza, an epic work of graphic narrative journalism, animates the archives
that attest to this forgotten massacre (and another around the same time
in Rafah) and produces a record—however mediated—that preserves the
event within a visual vocabulary. So, while Palestine’s politics of represen-
tation have always been subject to contestation and denial by Israel and its
supporters, Gaza has long been at the extreme end of what has remained
unrepresented, even in the Arab world.

The archive of Palestinian cinema also speaks to Gaza’s relatively liminal
place in what we might term the predominant Palestinian imaginary. In the
earlier record of Palestinian resistance organizations that necessarily focused
more on Jordan, Lebanon, and the West Bank as their primary theaters of
operation and imagination, Gaza is mostly absent. Only one film of the body
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of works produced by committed Palestinian filmmakers adopted Gaza as
its topic: the short film Scenes from the Occupation in Gaza, which Samirah
Alkassim discusses in chapter 3 of the present volume. Put otherwise, given
the size of its population, Gaza is disproportionately underrepresented as a
site of production or representation of Palestinian cultural productions (in-
cluding films) over the course of its post-1948 history. The reasons for this
are several, perhaps most obviously the territorial divide and geographic
location of Gaza. As aresult, even to those Palestinians outside its borders,
Gaza’s visual outlines have generally remained indistinct.

At the same time, considering its size, arguably Gaza has been overrep-
resented within a global mediascape, especially since the Second Intifada
and during Israeli military campaigns that have punctuated the state of siege
and blockade around the territory for nearly twenty years. In this period,
just as the Nakba has constellated and grown more widely recognized glob-
ally, Gaza has also gained a certain “visibility.” Hochberg frames the visi-
bility and invisibility of Gaza in relation to the spectacle of Israeli violence:

Gaza has long become a popular news item. But only during wartime,
following this or that “operation.” In between “operations” and during
so-called ceasefires, Gaza disappears from our TV screens and newspaper
charts. From time to time we hear about “a humanitarian crisis,” which
is always already on the verge of taking place in Gaza, or about another
failed attempt to break the Israeli sea blockage. But without great num-
bers of dead or images of massive injuries and destruction, the chances
of Gaza making the news are slim. The reality of everyday occupation—
the underlining reality that marks the periods in between the various
military “operations” —remains for the most part invisible as it escapes
the threshold of spectacular violence. (2015, 243)

The siege of Gaza, emerging first from the Israeli “disengagement” with
Gazain 2005, and then going into full force in 2007, has produced bifurcated
and paradoxical outcomes. Set behind a military blockade, Gaza is now
widely understood as a “prison.” Gaza is both invisible—as the interior of
a prison may be to those outside it—and yet subject to intensive surveil-
lance and monitoring. The bursts of illumination from behind the siege walls
come during the periods of “war” when Israeli military operations in Gaza
(which are continuous) take on a more spectacular nature (as during the
military-named Operation Cast Lead in 2009, Operation Protective Edge
in 2014, and Operation Guardian of the Walls in 2021). These moments
attract intensive interest in Gaza but often through a very limited visual
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repertoire of air strikes, casualties, rubble, and so on. Gaza also appears
during moments of mediated solidarity or activism, both by international
campaigners (e.g., the Gaza flotillas in 2009 and 2010) and by Palestinian
protesters (e.g., the Great March of Return in 2018-19, discussed by Shaira
Vadasaria in chapter 77), which punctures the invisibility of Gaza but again
with fairly limited imagery. Anandi Ramamurthy argues that despite over-
whelmingly uneven dynamics in access to and support from international
media, “images circulated by Palestinians and their supporters [after the
2014 Israeli attack on Gaza] did intervene to (a) challenge and expose Is-
raeli barbarity through the production, exposure and circulation of images
of extreme suffering and (b) through the space of social media intervened
to widen the visual discourse surrounding Gaza” (2016, 32). However, this
visibility remains conditioned on the broader context driven by Israeli mili-
tary escalations—Gaza remains “seen” only as a site in which the debate
may be reduced to which (and not even whether) Israeli strikes are legiti-
mate acts of self-defense. Yoav Galai reports on an Israeli “militarized visual
economy” that has formed the Israeli visual archive on Gaza, at least since
2009: “During the. .. military operations in Gaza in 2009, 2012 and 2014,
the Israeli media constantly referred to the ‘victory image’ as a strategic
goal. Numerous op-eds and on-air pundits explained that what was needed
was a ‘victory image.’ For example, journalist Ronit Zach (2014) wrote that
‘for a month I've been hearing endless blabber from the television studios
about the wished for “victory image”’” (2019, 305).

What has prevailed in this period (and is a direct legacy of the Oslo pro-
cess) is a dialectic of repression and resistance as an exercise of necropower
in which “sovereignty means the capacity to define who matters and who
does not, who is disposable and who is not” (Mbembe 2003, 27). Put other-
wise, Gazais invisible unlessit is the site of mass military escalation by Israel
when the narrowly over-visible spectacle of death, destruction, and injury
offers a productive testament to Israel’s command of necropower. The use of
mass-scale violence, and the image economy that represents this violence, is
not incidental. As Laleh Khalili has suggested, “Civilians are not ‘collateral’
or accidental casualties of war between combatants, but the very object of a
settler colonial counterinsurgency. The ultimate desire of such asymmetrical
warfare is to transform the intransigent population into a malleable mass,
a docile subject, and a yielding terrain of domination” (2014). Even politi-
cally “sympathetic” attempts to visualize the scale of destruction by Israel
during its escalations often remain limited in their ability to step outside of
this visual economy. As Samirah Alkassim notes in her review of Blumenthal
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and Cohen’s documentary Ki//ing Gaza, “The cinematography captures the
level of destruction—miles of desolated scorched landscape where once there
were buildings and homes, under a beautiful sky, fringed by a captivating
Mediterranean coast,” and in doing so the film is fated to “reproduce the
problematic tendencies of ethnographic documentary” (2019, 376, 381). Such
is the power of Israel in its exercise of necropower, whereby the supremacy
of destructive asymmetrical warfare is matched in the cultural sphere by a
spectacularization of destruction and death in which Gaza serves merely as
a tableau for exemplifying this power.

Oslo Films and Everyday Visibility

Viewed within today’s normative visual economy in which Gaza serves ei-
ther as invisible or as narrowly hypervisible, 7%e Tale of the Three Jewels
and Haifa both offer a mode of representation of Gaza that accords it the
status of being simply visible. The Tale of the Three Jewels, one of the first
feature narrative films shot in Gaza, was directed by Michel Khleifi, who is
originally from Nazareth and has been a resident of Belgium for most of his
adult life (Greenberg 1994, 20). The film was coproduced with Belgian and
other European funds, and the executive producer was the British-Palestinian
cultural producer Omar al-Qattan. Haifa, shot a year later in 1995, was di-
rected by Rashid Masharawi, a Gazan refugee from al-Shati camp whose
family was originally from Jaffa. Masharawi’s film was a coproduction be-
tween Palestine, Germany, and the Netherlands and was coproduced by the
Armenian-Egyptian producer Nora Armani (Gregorian 2020). Both films
represent very well the coproduction model that has resulted in a globalized
Arab cinema (as a cultural condition resulting from the twin processes of the
collapse of the Eastern bloc and the universalization of neoliberal econom-
ics). As the German film producer Irit Neidhardt reported in 2011, “Due to
very high production costs of cinema movies, and a lack of funding in the
region of origin, most of the financing for films from the Middle East is pro-
vided by European public funds” (2011, 1). Despite generic similarities, the
films also reflect the differences between the life experiences of their two
directors. Khleifi, born a Palestinian citizen of Israel, was celebrated for his
1987 feature Wedding in Galilee and has directed features and documen-
taries that often combine Western European film aesthetics and Palestin-
ian mythopoetics. Masharawi, by comparison, is an autodidact filmmaker
(Rastegar 2006). His earlier films such as Passport (1987) and Long Days

100 Kamran Rastegar



in Gaza (1991) “established his recurring themes: life in refugee camps,
occupation, dispossession and exile” (Trbic 2020, 62).

Thematically the films overlap a great deal, even as they treat their shared
themes differently. Both films center on characters whose identity and fu-
ture are tied to working through Nakba memory and resist the occlusion of
the Nakba by the Oslo Accords through a stubborn desire to render Gaza,
as a metonym for the Nakba, visible. In both films, a Gaza family strug-
gles to sustain its social cohesion under the strains of Israeli occupation.
The Tale of the Three Jewels centers on a prepubescent refugee boy, Yusef,
and his friendship with a mysterious girl, Aida, who is from a Domari, or
“Dom,” community.* Woven into this story are those of Yusef’s friendship
with a boy from a wealthier family, Salah, and of Yusef’s family members.
His brother is a guerrilla fighter on the run from the Israeli military, while
his father has been in prison for some time and is about to be released. His
mother and sister, Suad, are the only forces for stability in his life. Here,
the patriarchal nuclear family is already deeply strained, but the women of
the household try to keep Yusef on track as a student, even as he devotes
himself more to his passion for catching exotic birds, which he occasionally
sells to supplement the family’s income. The trope of a failing patriarchal
family that lies at the heart of both films resonates with what Amal Amireh
describes as a “crisis of male virility” that is connected to a “marker of mas-
culinity in Palestinian culture: the ability to provide,” that is threatened “as
a result of their refugee experience” (2003, 751-52).

Khleifi imagines a redemption of this “crisis” by displacing virility into
the character of Yusef, despite his status as a child. Early in the film Yusef
crosses paths with the charismatic Aida, whom he befriends and eventu-
ally decides to marry when he grows up. Aida’s grandmother is from Jaffa,
and the family has an heirloom, a necklace that is missing three jewels. The
grandmother has told Aida that whoever finds the missing jewels will marry
Aida. Yusef asks where the jewels are, and Aida tells him, “In South Amer-
ica.” Yusef becomes preoccupied with finding a way to leave Gaza and travel
to South America to recover the missing jewels and marry Aida. His friend
Salah, whose father exports oranges from Gaza, offers to hide Yusefin a
crate of oranges on the day they are to be shipped abroad. However, a cur-
few delays the shipping of the fruit, and Yusef is left in the crate overnight.
Meanwhile, Aida is told that the jewels were not lost in South America but
are in Jaffa, and she escapes her home to stop Yusef. She meets Salah in the
orchard where the crates have been left. In the morning an Israeli patrol en-
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counters the children just as Yusef sees one of his birds. He runs to recapture
the bird, and an Israeli soldier shoots him at close range. His mother and
sister arrive and find him, but he awakens and miraculously has no injury.
In the final scene, the necklace has recovered its lost jewels, and Aida puts
it on, telling Yusef that he was the one to find the lost jewels.

In The Tale of the Three Jewels, the determination and imagination of a
boy represents a challenging generational shift away from the norms of his
father’s generation, a generation in which a certain patriarchal structure is
collapsing from its own failures. 7%e Tale of the Three Jewels implies that an
acquiescence to the prior hierarchies, which have delivered the Oslo Accords,
is no longer vital, but the film cannot seem to make a decisive comment on
the vitality of the imaginative aspirations of the younger generation—it
may also be presumed to be facing death. In Rashid Masharawi’s Haifa, a
similar generational crisis is more explicitly linked to Oslo, and where 7a/e
ends on uncertainty, Haifa makes a bolder claim for the need to give visi-
bility to the Nakba.

As Gertz has suggested, in Haifa, “the Oslo accords are presented as a
surrender of the broad boundaries of the dream of return” (2004, 31). The
film concerns the story of the family of Abu Said, a kind man whose voca-
tion as a cotton candy vendor belies his earlier profession as a policeman.
His son, Said, is in an Israeli prison, and his imminent release has catalyzed
his mother to begin seeking a wife for him. Siad, a younger teenage son, is
following in the footsteps of his older brother.® He has begun provoking the
Israeli forces with other boys and sees his father’s quiescence and political
optimism for the Oslo Accords, which are just being finalized, as a sign of
weakness. Abu Said’s daughter, Sabah, pursues her dreams by painting.
Despite these differences, at the beginning of the film Abu Said’s family is
shown as an exemplary and resilient patriarchal refugee family. However,
by the end of the film a number of events — key among them the paralysis
of Abu Said in an accident—the family is all but falling apart: Said has been
released from prison, but he shuns his mother’s plans for him to immediately
visit his family-arranged fiancée, and Sabah has disappeared. The mother,
Oum Said, is left alone in the courtyard of their home, crying.

Both films highlight a childlike or liminal consciousness through one or
more characters who are only tangentially part of the social fabric of their
communities. This childlike consciousness allows for a narrative coming-of-
age framing in which a (near) adolescent’s youth allows him (both characters
are boys) a certain remove from the realities that constrain his older siblings
and parents. Siad and Yusef each appears reluctant to accept a more socially
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normative role in the family, and each has a particular distance, even hos-
tility, toward his faltering father (who, incidentally, is played in both films
by Ahmad Abu Sal‘um). As a result of his romantic feeling for Aida, Yusef
pursues plans that adults would view as fantastic, impractical, and unrea-
sonable. In this sense, both characters follow a common Palestinian trope
in which a younger generation rejects the logic that constrains and defines
an older one—a trope perhaps best developed in the short stories of Ghas-
san Kanafani but that is also found in recent films such as Annemarie Jacir’s
When I Saw You (2012).

Both films depict Gaza through a neorealist aesthetic, using authentic sets
(in the case of 7ule, on location in Gaza), naturalistic lighting, and minimal
extradiegetic music. Camera movement is limited, and most shots are static.
In Khleifi’s film, two dream sequences are subtly demarcated with soft focus
and somewhat more fluid camerawork. However, both films are defined by
an aesthetic of realism that at times even approximates techniques of con-
ventional documentary—naturalistic settings, the emphasis on diegetic
sound, the use of natural lighting, the employment of nonprofessional ac-
tors and extras. In their use of realism, the films render Gaza as a site of
quotidian experience and in doing so radically challenge normative public
discourse on the territory since at least 2008-9. If Gaza is usually burdened
by its occlusion from the register of representable spaces, both Khleifi and
Masharawi approach Gaza as eminently visualizable. In cinema, realism is
an aesthetic that makes the ideological claim that the social fabric is always
subject to the unproblematic mediation of the film camera. Thus, by visu-
alizing Gaza in this way, the ideological presumptions that are inherent in
realism take on further political resonance in challenging the invisibility of
Gaza in dominant media such as broadcast news.

Memory, Nakba, and Oslo Allegories

Both 7%e Tale of Three Jewels and Haifa are structured around two inter-
woven story lines— one of the children and another featuring an “outsider”
figure who also does not conform to the conventional sociality in the camp.
In The Tale of the Three Jewels, this character is Abu Iman, a blind man who
lives alone, awaiting in vain any correspondence from his sons who have
emigrated. He is a spent and extraneous figure in the social world of the ref-
ugee camp, who cannot work or otherwise contribute in any other manner
to society. In Haifa, the analogous character, Nabil, lives in a dilapidated
bus and appears to live off the generosity of the merchants and others in his
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community. Nabil, who is called “Haifa” (and who gives the film its name),
represents a dysfunction or blockage; he is symptomatic of a disorder born
from what is irresolvable about the Nakba as a result of its invisibility. There
is an implied comparison made between Nabil/Haifa—the outsider, truth
teller, past-obsessed refugee—and Abu Said and his typical refugee family.
A certain naivete or innocence or removal from sociality affords Abu Iman
and Nabil the ability to offer a distanced analysis beyond the crush of harsh
realities within which most characters live. These characters, which accord
in some ways with the archetype of the “village idiot,” play a specific role in
each film, socially excluded from normative life but offering uniquely wise
or useful insights in moments of crisis.

Asliminal figures on the edge of rationality, these “wise fools” present a
stubborn form of resistance to the Oslo vision that has no room for the forms
of experience and knowledge they embody. Masharawi himself says the “film
was related to the Peace Process and myself as a refugee from Jaffa. . . . After
this Peace Process agreement, it was the first time I felt I lost Jaffa” (Armaly
2002). The expression of such a sentiment, stated here in deeply personal
terms, was antagonistic to the dominant cultural discourse surrounding
Oslo at this time. Abu Iman’s blindness allows him a form of (in)sight into
the crises of Yusef’s family, and he gently advises the boy on how to live in
ways that are at odds with his family’s priorities. In their reliance on these
characters, both films challenge the “rationality” of the normative adult
world within the camps. Siad’s father has placed his hopes in the structure
of a political party (presumably Fatah) and anticipates that the peace pro-
cess will offer him social mobility, while Yusef’s father and brother have been
all but destroyed by their commitment to the resistance. As alternatives to
these forms of adult allegiances, Nabil and Abu Said, though they refuse
rationality, have a more profound understanding of the unbearable contin-
gencies of life in Gaza than these men do. Their liminal rationality renders
visible the ongoing Nakba.

Nabil is an avatar for the stubborn and unsettled memory of the refu-
gee, caught in the purgatory of a continuing Nakba. He calls, “Yaffa Hayfa
‘Akka!” as he meanders along the dusty byways of the camp. His damaged
psyche, trapped in the routines of a time that ended before his birth, com-
pels him to repeat day after day the call of what may be his idealized self,
most likely as a taxi driver calling out a coastal route of cities that trace
the contours of a lost Palestine. Given that he is too young to be reflecting
on a life before 1948 (Mohammad Bakri, who performs the character, was
born in 1953), Nabil’s signature call represents a form of intergenerational
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transmission—his pathological repetition of the names of the three cities
seems an echo of the despair of the loss of Palestine as his parents’ generation
had known it. Nabil is a spectral presence, acknowledged by all but perhaps
not entirely “real.” The title of the film bespeaks a certain impossibility:
Where is Haifa to those who are imprisoned in Gaza? The title also may be
an ironic reworking of the title of Ghassan Kanafani’s novella Returning to
Haifa (1969), that is, Haifa without “return” —the de facto status of refu-
gees under the Oslo Accords.

The Tale of Three Jewels presents an allegory for the losses of the
Nakba—symbolized through the three lost jewels—as a burden for later
generations to recompense. The Dom identity of Aida, while only alluded
to once or twice, appears to mark her as different from Yusef in significant
ways. Her multigenerational family and community appear less fractured
than Yusef’s. The juxtaposition of her family with Yusef’s idealizes the Dom
for their resilience and communal fortitude despite their history as victims
of social marginalization and stigmatization. 7%e Tale of the Three Jewels
posits this resilience as worthy of emulation by Palestinian refugees and
offers it, by gesturing to the traumatic history of Dom dispersal, as a model
of addressing the traumas of the Nakba.

The structure of a plot framed around the pursuit of a marriage—here,
Yusef’s desire to marry Aida—may be read allegorically as an aspirational
resolution to the losses of the Nakba. Yusef acts courageously, with the
assistance of Salah and Aida, to put in place a plan to escape Gaza and to
complete the quest that will allow for the resolution of the narrative. How-
ever, the film’s doubled ending is ambiguous. In the first ending, Yusef is
shot and ostensibly killed by an Israeli soldier. May Telmissany narrates
this ending as follows: “Just as he finds the three jewels, Youssef is shot by
an Israeli soldier. The jewels then transform into three drops of blood in his
hand, and he dies as he finally controls time, space, and flesh” (2010, 79).
In this reading, Yusef’s death is transformative and provides him a means
to gain “control” over all that the occupation denies him.

In a second iteration of the scene, Yusef revives and is found to already
possess the three jewels, which were in Gaza all along. Aida then wears the
necklace, symbolically marrying Yusef, to whom she attributes the finding
of the lost jewels. Against this “happy” ending, the film has detailed the col-
lapse of Yusef’s family: his father has returned from prison but is in a nearly
catatonic state, and his brother is badly injured and lives day by day, hunted
by the Israelis. Khleifi addresses this duality in the ending by explaining,
“This is the tale. The logic of it is based on the idea of being between life
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Figure 4.1 Yusefis shot by Israeli soldiers near the end of 7/e Tale of the Three
Jewels (1994).

Figure 4.2 Yusef revives after being shot in a second ending to 7%e 7ale of the Three
Jewels (1994).



and death. Yousef is brought to the brink of death and then returns to life.
Itis an initiation into life, a journey toward the meaning of life” (Khleifi and
Alexander 1996, 32). I read the ending within the Palestinian topos of end-
ings without resolution. Here, Khleifi terms the ending “a journey towards”
or an “initiation into” rather than an arrival at the meaning of life. In the
context of the Oslo period’s prerogatives, this refusal to enact a resolution
to the story serves as a stubborn refusal to embrace the “hopes” that Oslo
was ostensibly to serve. Producer Omar al-Qattan notes that 7%e 7ale of the
Three Jewels received a tepid response at Cannes in 1995 and was passed over
by other film festivals that year, suggesting that the predominant narrative
of Oslo—that of “hope” and “collaboration” — was at odds with the film’s
bracing view of Oslo’s promises and claims (Al-Qattan 2006, 124).

Richard Neupert argues that the conventional ending of what he terms
“closed text” narrative film (by which he means normative, popular nar-
rative cinema) is the “happy ending” or at the very least a “logical, direct
and efficient conclusion to its narrative” (1995, 40). James MacDowell notes
that “happy endings are commonly treated as synonymous with closure,
and final couples are commonly regarded as synonymous with happy end-
ings” (2013, 57). “Final couple” endings are most often heteronormative.
Palestinian films, on the other hand, cast the idea of a “logical, direct, and
efficient conclusion” in doubt, by closing unhappily with death or miscar-
riage, or perhaps even more frequently with a doubled or ambiguous end-
ing in which death and birth, or death and marriage, are simultaneous or
overlaid. For example, Elia Suleiman’s 7%e 7ime That Remains ends with
the death of his mother and with his protagonist’s recognition of his own
mortality, but the final scene celebrates the continued vitality of Palestinian
youth. Rashid Masharawi’s film Curfew (1994) contains a similarly ambig-
uous (if decidedly darker) ending, with a young man being arrested by the
Israeli military while, at the exact same time, a neighbor gives birth. The
celebration of the latter is tempered by the former. The new child is to be
named after a martyred son from the same family—in birth, death is ever
present. This Janus-faced ending, where hope shines alongside mourning,
is one variety of the Nakba narrative of dispossession.

The critique of Oslo culminates in the last sequence of Haifa, which
begins with people spontaneously pouring into the streets in response to
the announcement of the Oslo Accords. However, this news arrives simul-
taneously with the news of the death of Nabil’s aunt. Thus, as the public
begins to celebrate the peace accords, Nabil sets out at the front of a small
funeral procession for his only family member, his only link to Palestine

Rendering Gaza Visible 107



Figure 4.3 The funeral procession for Nabil’s aunt in Haifz (1996).

before the Nakba. The funeral procession encounters the march and inter-
ruptsit. Nabil, leading the mourners, meets the other primary characters of
the film, Abu Said and his son Siad. Abu Said gestures to his son, and they
leave the demonstration and join the funeral. Nabil himself falls behind the
mourners and then stands looking at both groups, as if at a crossroads, un-
certain of which path to follow.

It is in this final scene of Haifa that the Nakba’s continuation is most
acutely felt. Nabil had only shortly before learned that his cousin, to whom
he imagined himself to be engaged, has married someone in Canada. This
news represents the escape of his cousin from a refugee fate. But it also
disrupts the continuities of Nabil’s imagination that he, too, may find a re-
demptive ending in love, throwing him into despair. Instead of a conven-
tional wedding ending, we are confronted with the removal of a wedding
from narrative feasibility. Now he, too, joins the ranks of men whose social
status is stained by the mark of a patriarchal failure, or as a symbol for the
continuation of a “masculine crisis.” The twin tragedies of his failure to
marry and the death of his aunt constitute a bitter end to the fantasy that
he may eventually resurrect the patriarchal social order and establish his
social “virility.” Whereas earlier his madness seemed to be a strategy of re-
silience to cope with his condition, one that others seem almost to admire,
these losses come as too great of a blow, and his veneer shatters. The Nakba’s
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Figure 4.4 Nabil at a crossroads, unsure of which path to follow, at the end of
Haifa (1996).

realties come to be felt in the accumulation of lost possibilities for one’s life
as measured in terms of love and family.

These Gaza films of the Oslo period are examples par excellence of this
Palestinian predicament with endings. Aaifa’s conclusion overlays a funeral
with the ostensible celebration of the Oslo Accords, rendering the celebration
dubious and ill-timed. The death of Nabil’s aunt is a moment of the eruption
of the Nakba into focus and serves as a reminder of the continuity of the
Nakba along with the “hopes” that Oslo had ignited even as it scuttled any
justresolution to the plight of the refugees. The celebration becomes impos-
sible precisely because the Nakba has not been addressed. In 7%e Tale of the
Three Jewels, a similar ambiguity pervades the ending. The simultaneous
death/rebirth of Yusef provokes a similar confusion in how the future may
be imagined. While the film does not directly reference the Oslo Accords,
the ambivalence of the ending speaks directly to the contradictory ways that
historical moment was understood by Palestinians, in particular refugees.
Hatifa adopts a more bitter and pessimistic tone, rooted more closely in the
refugee view in that moment. 7a/e of Three Jewels takes a more metaphys-
ical approach, ending inconclusively on the simultaneity of life and death
as markers for an unformed Palestinian future. Both films, however, cast a
shadow on the attempts by various interests—among them a large part of
the Palestinian leadership, international organizations, European and US
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governments, and of course Israeli institutions and the state—to give as-
cendancy to a narrative of “hope.”

Cyber Palestine and the End of Oslo Cinema

Elia Suleiman’s short film Cyber Palestine presents a somewhat different
approach to the consideration of Gaza as a metonym for the Nakba. Self-
consciously allegorical and mythical, Cyber Palestine imagines Joseph and
Mary as millennial-era Gaza refugees seeking a route toward Bethlehem or
Palestine. As Joseph sits behind a computer and executes searches for “Cyber
Palestine” on the internet (he finds that the website for Palestine is “under
construction”), a pregnant Mary reads the Bible but then flips channels on
a TV. In between fashion shows, talk shows, and music videos, a brief clip
appears of Bill Clinton speaking at the White House ceremony announcing
the Oslo Accords, saying, “What we are witnessing today is not yet peace.”
Joseph’s cell phone begins to ring, and a close-up of the phone screen re-
veals that it is “Gabriel” calling. The two rise and look out the window from
which a ray of light shines on them. In a title card God instructs them to
go to Bethlehem to give birth, and so they pack for the journey. A photo of
Joseph staged as a Palestinian militant fighter and holding a machine gun
begins a montage of images from the dispossession of 1948, set to elegiac
music (Arvo Pért’s “Silouan’s Song”). In this scene, the legacies of 1948 in-
terrupt the language of the film and reverberate in relation to the framing
of Oslo within a montage of banal, clichéd, and meaningless television clips.
Later, Joseph and Mary ride a motorcycle along the Gaza coastline (passing
the Shaykh ‘Ajlin Mosque that was destroyed by Israeli bombing in 2014).
They pass through a refugee camp, and a POV camera captures its cinder-
block homes while “Silouan’s Song” returns on the soundtrack, linking the
present refugee experience and the events of 1948. In this, Cyber Palestine
renders the Nakba as an ongoing structure and codes it visually through
both archival photography of 1948 and contemporary documentary footage
of refugee camps. The film ends with the absenting of Joseph (it is unclear
whether heiskilled or detained after fighting Israeli guards at the checkpoint
to leave Gaza), and Mary, now with child, rides off into the Gaza landscape
on the motorcycle alone, propelled by driving electronic music (“Spybreak!”
by Propellerheads). The ending is ironic—although Mary and unborn child
riding away accords with a certain conventional visual vocabulary of free-
dom, they are still in Gaza and do not fulfill the divine command that they
return “home” to Bethlehem.
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Figure 4.5 A pregnant Mary speeds away on a motorcycle at the end of Cyber Palestine
(2000).

Suleiman’s Cyber Palestine also ends inconclusively. While the final shot of
Mary speeding away on a motorcycle is rendered thrillingly through the lan-
guage of the action film, we not only are acutely aware of the fact that given
her location in Gaza she cannot go far but also are left uncertain of the fate of
Joseph, the nominal “father” figure in place of God’s supreme patriarchy. If
Joseph is imprisoned or dead, then even God must bend to the power of the
Israeli state. In this way, Cyber Palestine also concerns itself with a crisis born
of the failure of fathers and imagines new forms of kinship and family in its
wake. However, with a longer perspective, now the tensions that mark the
endings of all three of these films come to be prescient of the fundamental be-
trayal that Oslo represented to the hopes of the great majority of Palestinians.

Conclusion

In their films, Michel Khleifi and Rashid Masharawi intuited that a project
for a Palestinian future that does not seriously contend with the Nakba is
doomed to failure. Each of these films is a further entry in the development
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of a poiesis of dispossession for Palestinian cinema, one that requires aes-
thetic formulations that are rooted in the question of how to represent what
isunrepresentable about the Nakba, in particular from its limit site in Gaza.
These “Oslo films,” coming soon after the 1993 Oslo agreements, capture
tensions both within Palestinian cinema production and within Palestinian
memory politics. On one hand, they are early examples of the evolving po-
litical economy of Palestinian cinema, which moved away from a cinema of
militancy and institutionalized political solidarity toward an auteur model of
filmmaking, propelled by the increased “coproduction” funding opportunities
that arose with the increasingly neoliberal models for cultural production
that came to be universalized in the 1980s and 1990s. This coproduction
model accommodated the Oslo cultural environment by incentivizing the
circulation of Palestinian cultural productions in a way that had been less
broadly acceptable within high cultural cinema venues previously. However,
both Khleifi and Masharawi, to different degrees, co-opt the coproduction
model and its marriage to a “hopeful” Oslo cultural discourse by revisiting
the problematics of staging Nakba memory, and by doing so in Gaza. Some
years later, Suleiman visualizes Gaza in a more mythopoetic register, using
a radical revision of the biblical story of Mary to again imagine Gaza at the
center of Palestinian experience. Nonetheless, in all three of these films, Gaza
serves paradoxically not only as a canvas of the limit of Palestinian experi-
ence but also as an exemplary form of Palestinian experience. All three films
capture and embody these tensions and stage endings that refuse to repro-
duce the discourse of “hope” that was ascendant at the time. This refusal
may well have set the films at odds with the dominant international currents
of their time, but in retrospect they remain valuable artifacts that through
visualizing Gaza return the Nakba to the center of Palestinian experience.

Notes

1 Ivisited the airport—we were only able to approach the outer gates—when I
was a study-abroad student at Birzeit University in the summer of 1999. The
university had organized a trip to Gaza in which we were ferried between vari-
ous offices to meet representatives of the Palestinian Authority and various
nongovernmental organizations, nearly all a result of the infrastructure that
resulted from Oslo, with “returnee” PLO members now administering the im-

poverished area. Looking back at my experience on that trip, I am struck by
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how our short visit to Gaza encapsulated the key energies and dynamics in the
“peace process” and the curious interregnum that the Oslo Accords repre-
sented within the broader sweep of modern Palestinian history.

I will be referring to the six or so years between the announcement of the Oslo
Accords and the outbreak of the Second Intifada as the “Oslo period.” I have
chosen not to include Masharawi’s Curfew in this discussion, for while it de-
buted at Cannes in 1994, just months after the announcement of the Oslo Ac-
cords, it was shot earlier and in many ways better reflects the political setting
of the last stages of the First Intifada. Moreover, Curfew, though set in Gaza,
was shot largely in Jenin and Nazareth, although it includes panoramic shots of
Gaza City (Gertz and Khleifi 2008, 104). Haifa was shot in Jericho rather than
in Gaza (Armaly 2002).

I acknowledge that this framing is problematic in excluding Gazans from the
category of Palestinian cultural producers and as an audience for these films.
Similarly, Gaza cannot be considered invisible for its residents. Nonetheless
we may find a value in reflecting on the consciousness of Gazans about the
relative visibility and invisibility of Gaza for various constituencies outside of
the territory—Israeli Jews, various Palestinian communities, or the “interna-
tional” community. It is beyond the scope of this chapter, but one need only
look to the spectacular nature of the Great March of Return to discern the
recognition by Gazans themselves of the power of contesting a visual economy
that relegates Gaza to invisibility or to a narrow overvisibility (when subject to

massive Israeli military attacks).

e

As Arpan Roy notes, “‘Dom’ is an ethnonym used to describe the confederation
of related Romani tribes scattered across the Middle East, who in Israel/Pales-
tine are concentrated in Gaza and in the greater Jerusalem area” (2020, 501).
The transliteration of Arabic names follows the romanization of the names as
they appear in each film’s credits. The name of Siad would be more commonly

transliterated as Ziyad.
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