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Art and Politics: 
Looking for Critical Distance in the Holy Land 

 

“...it is the cultural and/or ethnic other in whose name the committed artist most often 

struggles”. – Hal Foster1 

Introduction 
 

For writer-critic Hal Foster, there are makers and critics who practice in the space of 

anthropology who “…aspire to fieldwork in which theory and practice seem to be 

reconciled”2. These he calls “artist ethnographers”3, and they work under the current 

model of advanced art practice for those whose subjects are defined in terms of 

“cultural identity”4, and one of taking up the side of “the cultural other”.5   According to 

Foster, this model of creative activity is very much the same as Walter Benjamin’s 

“Artist as Producer”6 in which the artist who sides with the proletariat attempts to 

transform or subvert bourgeois culture. In Foster’s model, the artist sides with the 

oppressed, victimised or disenfranchised “Other” in order to transform or subvert 

some aspect of culture or history that dominates them. 

In a recent Art Asia Pacific article7, Asian art specialist H. G. Masters asserts that 

Palestinian contemporary artists are unable or unwilling to separate their art practice 

from current politics. “Nearly everything” he writes, “is contested on the factual and 

semantic levels” via a wide variety of “documentary based techniques” in which the 

“storytellers and emissaries of Palestinian culture... have been caught up in or have 

                                                             
1 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 173. 
2 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 181 
3 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 172. 
4 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 173. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Published 1936. 
7 Masters, HG. No Occupation without representation: artists in Palestine. 
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willingly participated in this struggle, as they address the urgent subjects of modern 

Palestinian culture: dispossession, nostalgia, exile and resistance.”8 

In order to analyse Foster’s proposed model of art practice more clearly, this paper 

will look at the work of seven artists (including two Palestinians, three from Israel, 

and two from Europe), all with specific interests in the Holy Land. They each work in 

a variety of ways – site-specific installation, film/video, photography – Palestinians 

and Israelis alike use documentary tactics in some form, seeking to understand or 

expose something about the Other. 

Foster asserts that this kind of art practice comes with dangers or problems that the 

artist may fall prey to in their artwork:  firstly, that of “ideological patronage”9 where 

he or she gives up the message to be promoted by the dominant culture and 

secondly, the same “artist-ethnographer” who successfully avoids “ideological 

patronage”, may fall into another trap of “philosophical narcissism”10.  In this case, 

his or her art practice centres around examining the self in terms of the Other – and 

goes no further. 

However, Foster offers a potential solution to these sticky issues he has outlined in 

his text, mainly that of “reflexivity” or “critical distance”11 which may afford the artist a 

less problematic place in which to do his or her work. The following text will analyse a 

work from each of the seven artists in order to determine the degree of success or 

failure in their attempts to meet critical distance: 

                                                             
8 Ibid. 
9 Foster, Hal. In: Returns of the Real, p. 173. 
10 Foster, Hal. In: Traffic and Culture, p. 304. 
11 Defined by Foster, In: Return of the Real, p. 203, as “reflexivity [in contemporary art] needed to protect against over-
identification with the other”. 
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 Is the work too close: Has the artist overly branded him or herself with the 

cultural Other, and what problems result? 

 Is it too far away: Has over-simplified connection to or under-identification with 

the Other resulted in the artist suffering “philosophical narcissism”? 

 Is there critical distance: Is it possible for artists working here to mitigate 

Foster’s dangers and make space for reflexivity in his or her work? 
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Part 1: Too close? 
 

Yoav Gershon 

 

Yoav Gershon, a former IDF12 soldier, now a film-maker, made a short film entitled 

“Eight Hour Shift” (2011) which was shown in Israel, September 2012, in the 

exhibition called “Wonderland: Israeli and Palestinians – Political Conflict in Art”13.  

The 16- minute film is what he calls a “mockumentary” – situations which he 

experienced himself in his service as a soldier in early 2000s which are re-staged 

and filmed in the actual locations. As convincing as the scenes are, Gershon 

confirms that everyone in the film, are in fact “all actors…[portraying] real stories that 

happened…and I built a script around them”14.  He continues to explain, “I was trying 

to say that the military makes you numb. It makes your judgement wrong. Even if you 

are a good person, you are in an impossible situation and environment.”15 

An important scene that describes this “impossible situation” is one where several 

IDF soldiers are guarding a checkpoint and a Palestinian man approaches, hoping to 

cross the barrier. The Separation Wall looms behind him, eight meters high. 

Unfortunately, the checkpoint has been closed, and the soldiers offer no reason or 

alternate route.  They repeatedly tell the man to go away, as there is nothing they 

can do to let him cross. The Palestinian man waits for hours, and pleads to pass as 

he has work and a family to support. On the last approach, the soldiers continue to 

rebuke him, and suddenly, one soldier shoves the man roughly to the  

                                                             
12 Israeli Defence Forces. 
13 Accessed 29 September 2012, Chagall Artist House, Haifa, Israel. 
14 Interview (Facebook chat) with Yoav Gershon, 10 Feb 2013. 
15 Ibid. 
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Figure 2: Yoav Gershon, screenshot from 'Eight Hour Shift', 2011, video, in 'Wonderland - Political Conflict in Art', at Haifa 
Chagall House, Haifa, Israel. 29 September 2012. Image courtesy the author. 

 

ground. As the soldier turns and walks away, the look of frustration or perhaps 

sorrow on his face is captured on camera. When asked about this scene, Gershon 

says the soldier is more embarrassed than sorry at that moment, “Because the regret 

is something that comes later.”16 

Gershon’s film at first seems to offer an opening to allow for the possibility that Israeli 

soldiers aren’t all cold, inhuman machines of the IDF. He attempts to show that it is 

not just Palestinians who are victims of the occupation; the Israeli soldier is a victim, 

too, but of a different kind.  Gershon says the film is a direct response to how he has 

often heard “people say how brutal the Israeli soldiers are, and I wanted to make a 

                                                             
16 Interview (Facebook chat) with Yoav Gershon, 10 Feb 2013. 
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statement that explains how a 19 year-old child becomes that way.”17  The reality for 

these soldiers is that service is required by Israeli law, and if they choose not to 

serve, then the only other option is a prison sentence. Once in service, the soldier 

then is trapped by lack of self-determination; he or she may do things that feel wrong 

in situations where he or she has no control and no other options. Guilt and regret 

are the result. 

After a little more thought, one of the problems as outlined by Foster’s text surfaces: 

that of “self-othering”18 to detrimental effect.  By portraying himself as a victim of the 

Occupation, along with the Palestinian, Gershon’s over-identification with the Other 

has “flipped into self-absorption”19. Also described as “philosophical narcissism”20, in 

this case, the Occupation and adverse impact on Palestinians becomes more about 

the artist and his complicity in that Other’s plight. In Gershon’s words, “[The film] is 

an attempt to deal with this issue myself, with my military service… a kind of 

therapy”.21  

From Gershon’s perspective, he wanted to show what the Israeli soldier must deal 

with, that he or she is not just a bad person, and that “it’s not all black and white as it 

seems”.22  Whether or not the viewer agrees with Gershon’s view, his film launches a 

dialogue and in doing so, has achieved a small degree of critical distance. 

Nonetheless, this distance may be lost again by the filmmaker in a position of cultural 

(and physical) dominance who seeks to portray himself as a victim. 

                                                             
17 Ibid. 
18 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 180. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Foster, Hal. In: Traffic and Culture, p. 304. 
21 Interview (Facebook chat) with Yoav Gershon, 10 Feb 2013. 
22 Ibid. 



Page | 7  
 

Khaled Hourani 

 

Khaled Hourani23 is a 47-year old artist from Hebron, currently living in the West 

Bank, and works as Arts Director of the International Academy of Art Palestine. In his 

site-specific installation, “Road to Jerusalem” (2009) the artist placed more than 80 

plaques signifying the distance in kilometres to Jerusalem. A part of the 2009 project 

“Jerusalem as Capital of Arab Culture”24, the plaques denote the ideological and 

physical centre for Palestinians and Israelis, Muslims, Jews and Christians alike. 

Each plaque is made of six 4-inch ceramic tiles painted blue in a traditional Oriental 

style; for example, a visitor to Jericho might see several of these plaques in the town 

centre25, 23 kilometres from Jerusalem.  

It is noteworthy that all of these markers are placed within the boundaries of the West 

Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem26, and thus, they are inaccessible to Israelis who 

are forbidden to cross into areas completely controlled by the Palestinian Authority. 

Tourists, scholars and visitors, non-Israeli or otherwise, are strongly discouraged 

from entering these same areas, and so, only Palestinians and West Bank 

Palestinians at that, would be likely to see these plaques.  

In this project, Hourani attempted to protest certain conditions in the State of Israel, 

the same institution which also confirms that he is Palestinian and lives with the 

reality he describes: he knows the distance to Jerusalem, but cannot go there. He 

says of the work, “Through the art I wanted to overcome Israeli obstacles that have 

prevented activity for the celebration of Jerusalem as the capital of Arab culture.   

                                                             
23 Biographical information on Khaled Hourani: http://www.artacademy.ps/english/pages/administration.html  
24 In cooperation with the International Academy of Arts, Ramallah, Palestine. 
25 See Figure 3, page 8. 
26 From “The Road to Jerusalem” article, Palestine News Network, 2003-2009. 

http://www.artacademy.ps/english/pages/administration.html
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Figure 3: Khaled Hourani, installation view 'Road to Jerusalem', 2009, in Jericho city centre. 4 October 2012. Image 
courtesy the author. 

 

 

Figure 4: Khaled Hourani, installation view, 'Road to Jerusalem', 2009, one of 80 plaques in West Bank, Jerusalem and 
Gaza. Image courtesy the artist and Art Asia Pacific Online, http://www.artasiapacific.com 
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I wanted to confirm that it is an Arab city and the capital of a Palestinian state.”27 

But perhaps there is one of Foster’s problems with this type of work, in which the 

work “confirms rather than contests the authority of mapper over site that reduces the 

desired exchange of dialogical fieldwork”.28  In other words, the piece doesn’t quite 

work in that Hourani is too close to his subject matter; or more aptly put, the work is 

too literal. The main difficulty is that only Palestinians are likely to see the installed 

plaques – and any chance for dialogue about the issue raised is reduced to facts that 

can be easily measured (e.g., from this marker, it is 23 km to Jerusalem or it’s not). It 

is also unfortunate that it may not occur to the viewer who comes across these 

plaques that they are artworks placed there by a Palestinian artist; these plaques 

don’t stand out as the wry comment they are intended to be. 

For Foster, there are other dangers where a work might be read as patronising, that 

of “facilitated self-representation”29.  That is, the principles of the artist as 

“ethnographic participant observer”30 are not critiqued which results in a “limited 

engagement of the community”31. In other words, this performance/installation of 

blue plaques all over the Palestine Territories remains Hourani’s view of things 

speaking for the Palestinian Jerusalemites, whether or not any of them gave input or 

consent. 

That Hourani placed the work himself outside of any bricks-and-mortar museum or 

gallery is significant; moreover, he has been able to display his work directly within 

the institution that he critiques (where Israel controls Palestinian territories) yet in 

either place (outside of a museum, inside of Israel control) he is left no opportunity 

                                                             
27 From “The Road to Jerusalem” article, Palestine News Network, 2003-2009. 
28 Ibid., p. 190. 
29 Ibid., p. 196. 
30 Ibid., p. 196. 
31 Ibid., p. 196. 

http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Palestinian+state
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for exchange of cultural capital. Furthermore, the viewer that does not already 

sympathise or understand his work is stuck. There’s no more room for “dialogical 

fieldwork”32 or reflexivity in the “Road to Jerusalem”; further discourse is prohibited 

because no one outside of the West Bank can see them, and the work itself very 

directly states a few facts without prospects for other levels of interpretation.  

                                                             
32 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 190. 
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Part 2: Too Far Away? 
 

Victor Sloan 

 

Victor Sloan is known for his works “commenting on various political, social and 

cultural aspects of [his home country] Northern Ireland”.33  His practice centres on 

photography, as well as video, etching and screen-printing. In a recent exhibition, 

“Voices from the Levant”34, including work from Sloan as well as artists and writers 

from Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, Palestine and Egypt, was shown in the Centre for 

Contemporary Art35, Derry in July 2011. 

Sloan’s exhibition included photographs from his first visit to Syria and Lebanon (in 

2011), a slide show of Egyptian political posters and graffiti36 and a short film, 

“Voices from the Levant”37.  This film compiled interview clips from artists, historians, 

writers and filmmakers from or working in the Levant. The main focus of this 

exhibition was to bring together artists, writers and filmmakers from the Middle East, 

as an attempt to forge “an insight into the creative aspirations of artists in the Arab 

world at an important historical moment”. 38 

One key idea out of Sloan’s film comes from Palestinian artist, Khaled Hourani, in 

which he discusses the current difficulties faced by Palestinians as a result of the 

Occupation, though Hourani says, “Art has the magic; it’s not yet something 

forbidden”.39  

                                                             
33 From the artist’s website:  http://www.victorsloan.com/2011/02/about.html  
34 The Levant denotes the region that includes Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, and Palestine. It may also include parts of North 
Eastern Egypt. 
35 Formerly known as Context Gallery. URL:  http://cca-derry-londonderry.org/  
36

 “Political Posters from the Levant” by Victor Sloan, slideshow (duration 00:06:40). 
37 Sloan, Victor.  “Voices from the Levant”. Duration: 00:36:28. 
38 From the artist’s website: http://www.victorsloan.co.uk  
39 Sloan, Victor.  “Voices from the Levant”. Duration: 00:36:28. 

http://www.victorsloan.com/2011/02/about.html
http://cca-derry-londonderry.org/
http://www.victorsloan.co.uk/
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Figure 5: (L-r) Brian Kennedy and Raed Ibrahim, a Jordanian artist, in 'Voices from the Levant', 2011, directed by Victor 
Sloan. Image courtesy http://www.victorsloan.com 

 

Figure 6: Palestinian artist Khaled Hourani holds up his non-passport Palestinian 'travel document' in Victor Sloan's 
'Voices from the Levant', 2011. Image courtesy http://www.victorsloan.com 
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He goes on to say how nonetheless, current events make it “…hard to produce art in 

this region…”40 because artists and non-artists alike are preoccupied by the 

hardships of daily life as well as political and social difficulties.  For him, the artist 

must work differently in this situation.  “[Art] must be a dialogue”, Hourani says, “a 

time of thinking, being a part of what’s going on.  Art is now not about genius, or 

doing something away from what’s going on”.41   

Northern Ireland is mentioned several times in the film and it seems like Sloan has 

made some tenuous connection between the Troubles in Northern Ireland and 

current social/political situations in the Middle East. The subject matter of the film as 

well as accompanying photographs in the exhibition are somewhat of a broad 

introduction to art-making in the region as well as a vague comparison to Sloan’s 

experience in Northern Ireland – thus as a measure of “critical distance”, Sloan 

cannot be painted as committing what Foster might term “over identification with the 

Other”42. Although the film met the objective as a very high-level introduction to art-

marking in the Levant, when Sloan seems to miss a trick when it seems the film tries 

to make metaphorical connections to Northern Ireland’s political history. The viewer 

is left wondering why the film was made at all and what was the artist’s intention, 

particularly that it’s not news that many artists from the region have been making 

work for decades (Hourani is one) and also, it is curious that there is no mention of 

Israeli artists who live and work in the Levant. 

Perhaps Sloan’s exhibit is a case of “disguised travelogue”43 that Foster suggests in 

this kind of ethnographic artwork, in which “reflexivity can disturb automatic 

                                                             
40 Sloan, Victor.  “Voices from the Levant”. Duration: 00:36:28. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 203. 
43 Ibid., p. 180 
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assumptions about subject-positions, but it can also promote a masquerade of this 

disturbance”44, categorised as belonging to “a vogue for pseudo-ethnographic 

reports”45…in other words reports which offer a pile of images and words not much 

more than a loose collection of information. 

In another segment in the film, Syrian actress Nora Murad gives her thoughts on her 

work.  Though she was born in Russia, she states that she can only make 

meaningful work in Syria, “Art is not something you can do outside your country… It’s 

something that belongs to your home… your people, your country… because for me 

it’s a way to discover myself.”  Like Murad, perhaps it is Sloan too, who in focusing 

on the Middle East from a Northern Irish perspective, “…cannot discover [himself] 

from a distance.”46 

 

Smadar Dreyfus 

 

Smadar Dreyfus is an Israeli-born artist based in London and Tel Aviv. Her work is 

largely video/installation-based, in which she deftly combines image and sound while 

keeping the two elements separated, achieving an interesting tension and dialogue 

between these two elements, each at any moment absent from the other.  

Dreyfus’ piece “Mother’s Day” (2008) was compelling in its simplicity and candor; 

through sound and a few intermittent images, Dreyfus portrayed the situation in 

which Arab university students studying in Syria could only communicate using loud 

hailers and PA systems with their Israeli-Arab families on the Israeli side of the Golan  

                                                             
44 Ibid., p. 180. 
45 Ibid., p.180 
46 Quote from Murad in Sloan’s film, “Voices from the Levant”. 
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Figure 7: Smadar Dreyfus, screenshot from ‘Mother’s Day’, 2008, video/installation. Image courtesy 
http://www.extracity.org 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Smadar Dreyfus, screenshot from ‘Mother’s Day’, 2008, video/installation. Image courtesy 
http://www.magasin3.com 
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Heights47. Along with the difficulties prescribed by this geo-political border dividing 

the students from their families, the work effectively combines Dreyfus’ sound 

recordings with the subject matter to describe a physical and metaphorical distance 

which exists daily for the Israeli and Palestinian living side by side. 

In the content of her work, it seems that Dreyfus tries to remain firmly in the middle, 

or perhaps the aim is not to choose a side, by illuminating both sides at once. But 

this as with other artists may lead to an impossible place. Dreyfus is trying to show 

something about the culture and life in this conflict-torn region, but in reality, she can 

only do this from the vantage point of an Israeli, on the Israeli side. 

The work is problematic from the start because her work seems to be from a place 

that may recall Foster’s “primitivist fantasy”48 – that she attempts to not only 

associate with the Other, she also appropriates the Other in an “idealisation of 

otherness... in which one group is privileged as the new subject of history, only to be 

displaced by another [with the result that] politics may consume its historical subjects 

before they become historically effective”49.  In this situation, there doesn’t seem 

much hope for critical distance. 

What happens instead is that her “self-othering flips into self-absorption, in which the 

project of an ‘ethnographic self-fashioning’ becomes the practice of narcissistic self-

refurbishing”50.  It is an attempt to take politics out of the work entirely, in order to 

focus on the human issues of love, longing, and hope. However, she can never truly 

take the mantle of Other with any efficacy, and thus cannot see or examine the Other 

                                                             
47 This is the demilitarised zone and the geographical region of approximately 700 sq. mi that separates the borders of 
Israel and Syria, currently under control of Israel since 1973. 
48 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 173 “...that the other has special access to primary psychic and social processes 
from which the white subject is somehow blocked... an automatic coding of apparent difference as manifest identity.” 
49 Ibid., p. 179. 
50 Ibid., p. 180. 
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at all; her work becomes ethnographic self-fashioning again in which Dreyfus refers 

to and works from a clear Israeli perspective while at the same time portraying a 

unique Arab situation on Mother’s Day and thus, under-identifies with the Other . 
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Part 3: A Suitable Distance 

 

Francis Alÿs 

 

Francis Alÿs is a Dutch artist whose work is “centred around observations of, and 

engagements with, everyday life... the artist himself has described his work as “a sort 

of discursive argument composed of episodes, metaphors, or parables.”51. One of his 

well-known works, “The Leak (The Green Line)” was created in 2004. In this 

performance, Alÿs carries a can of green paint as he walks along the border between 

East and West Jerusalem, the so-called Green Line52. The can has a hole in it, and 

thus dribbles a line of green paint along the path that Alÿs walks. 

The piece is meant to speak to the arbitrary and temporary nature of borders, the 

way in which maps/borders are drawn and also to the way people ignore borders, 

even when demarcated clearly on a map. Perhaps most importantly, the artist 

“wanted to ask what the role of poetic acts could be in highly charged political 

situations, while acknowledging that the relation of poetics to politics is 

always contingent.”53 

Alÿs does not seem to be trying to work in the “impossible place” that Foster 

suggests, that of both patron and beneficiary, because even though Alÿs has picked 

neither the side of Palestine nor that of Israel, he still has picked a side:  that of 

observer. Looking on affords Alÿs a great deal of “critical distance” from which to 

comment, in that he is outside of the situation, and looking at two groups who  

                                                             
51 Source: http://www.davidzwirner.com/artists/francis-Alÿs/biography/  
52 Referring to the borders defined in 1949 Armistice Agreements, between Israel and Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria. 
53 Tate Online. Exhibition room guide “Francis Alÿs: The story of Deception”, 2010. 

http://www.davidzwirner.com/artists/francis-alys/biography/
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Figure 9: Francis Alÿs, 'The Green Line', 2007, performance, in Israel and West Bank. Image courtesy 
http://www.guardian.co.uk 

 

regard the other group as Other.  This is not an impossible place but perhaps a 

perfect place in which to practice the kind of art within “a state of cultural-political 

impasses”54 such as exists in the Holy Land, in which “anthropology is the 

compromise discourse of choice”55.  

In this kind of work, Alÿs fits the description of what Foster calls an “artist 

ethnographer”. By doing so, it’s possible that Alÿs encounters some problems that 

Foster describes in this sort of artwork; firstly, the observer or audience of Alÿs’ work 

may be led to “abstract the culture under study”56 and secondly, by Alÿs doing the 

“mapping”, he has reduced the framework for dialogue, by becoming or asserting his 

authority of the Green Line border. 

                                                             
54 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 183. 
55 Ibid., p. 183. 
56 Ibid., p. 190. 
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However, Alÿs did not simply dribble the line and leave it at that; he actively 

encouraged comments from observers (recorded in the videos documenting his 

action). He involved onlookers at the time of making the painted line, and still it is 

possible for any viewer today to consider the ramifications of his artistic act. Thus he 

has created a sort of exchange of his ideas with the audience in a reach to “recover 

repressed histories that are sited in particular ways”57 – an endeavour that Foster 

indicates is a successful one; in that work such as Alÿs’ “can propose historical 

counter-memories”58 and do it with great effect. 

Another problem that Foster asserts is that these types of “ethnographic mappings 

are commissioned”59 (or in this case, appropriated by the institution showing the 

work) allowing the gallery or museum displaying the work to be seen as 

broadminded, giving them “inoculation”60, in which “contemptuous criticality is 

rehearsed”61.  This suggests that the problem where the sponsor of the work (or 

gallery or museum) gets to “import critique”62 as their own, in doing so, takes away 

from the strengths or message of the artist’s work.   

Alÿs’ artwork “The Green Line” was shown first in the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art (2005), and again at the Tate Modern in 2010. (The work was notably missing 

from New York MOMA’s retrospective of Alÿs work in 2009.) Although it is nearly 

impossible to avoid the problem that “sponsors may regard these properties as sites 

to develop”63, even shown in the various museums, “The Green Line” maintains Alÿs’ 

message with a great deal of reflexivity. If Alys is to avoid “ideological patronage”, the 

                                                             
57 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 197. 
58 Ibid. 
59Ibid., p. 191. 
60 Ibid. 
61 Ibid., p. 196. 
62 Ibid., p. 191. 
63 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 197. 



Page | 21  
 

only solution seems to be not to make the work in the first place, which is no solution 

at all.  

In fact, each of his artworks deals with thorny social or political issue and breaks it 

down so that even the uninitiated could understand. “The Green Line” works because 

it simplifies and sums up a complex issue of the dividing line that is precious to both 

Palestinians and Israelis – and at the same time, makes the two sides look a bit silly 

for focusing on that border when there are more pressing issues at hand. It seems 

that the way to achieve critical distance is as noted from Holland Cotter of the New 

York Times, “Mr. Alÿs takes no political position... He merely points it out”.64 

 

Yael Bartana 

 

Yael Bartana is an Israeli video artist whose work is around homeland, return and 

belonging and which “challenges the national consciousnesses that are propagated 

by her native country Israel”65. Her work “And Europe Will Be Stunned” (2011, 

film/installation) was installed in the Polish Pavilion at the Venice Biennale 201166.   

The installation comprised of three screens in a dark room, each playing one part of 

the entire work in series. The first, “Mary Koszmary [Nightmares]” (11 minutes) 

showed the rise of an ideological leader (played by a Polish actor), giving rousing 

speeches to near empty stadiums, to encourage the mass return of the Jews to their 

true Zionist ideal, their true homeland of Poland.  In the second film, “Muri Wieza 

[Wall and Tower]” (16 minutes), a small contingent of settlers arrive to Warsaw’s 

central park and with sublime joy, carry out their leader’s vision to build a settlement 

                                                             
64 From http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/13/arts/design/13chan.html  
65 Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yael_Bartana 
66 http://www.annetgelink.com/l/artists/5-Yael-Bartana/works/And%20Europe%20Will%20Be%20Stunned  

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/03/13/arts/design/13chan.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yael_Bartana
http://www.annetgelink.com/l/artists/5-Yael-Bartana/works/And%20Europe%20Will%20Be%20Stunned
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to the exact specifications of those built in Israel in the 1930s.  This settlement also 

happens to resemble a concentration camp, with high fences all around the central 

building and a central watchtower, both topped with yards of barbed wire (as a 

means to keep the settlers in or the non-settlers out is not clear).  The final film, 

“Zamach [Assassination]” (35 minutes) follows the crowd to the leader’s state funeral 

and the outdoor memorial service to him and his vision. Even though the visionary 

has died (he has been assassinated), there are a few people along who seem to 

poke holes in his vision and without him to clarify or stand up for it, the vision is no 

longer clear; nonetheless, the true believers seem determined to follow it. 

The set of films bring the Zionist out of Israel (an ideological homeland) and back into 

Poland (the “real” homeland) by subverting the Zionist aim to Warsaw instead.  Can 

Bartana really maintain critical distance in that she herself is the granddaughter of a 

Polish immigrant to Israel, and is an Israeli citizen herself, working from Tel Aviv? Is 

she critiquing Israel‘s current Zionistic aims to effect, or simply promoting them with 

pride? 

It would seem she is criticising Zionism effectively, by flipping the perspective. In her 

narrative, hopefully it brings to crystal clarity how Zionist ideals are in fact, doomed to 

a certain death, and the utopia becomes tarnished by realities such as indigenous 

people, country borders, colonial attitudes, and politics. Works such as this seem to 

fit Foster’s ideas, in which he suggests the viewer is “asked to reflect as if it [the 

artwork] were not only authentically indigenous but innovatively political”67. 

 

                                                             
67 Foster. Hal, In: Return of the Real, p. 183. 
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Figure 10: Yael Bartana, screenshot from 'Mary Koszmary', 2011, part 1 in 'And Europe will be stunned', at Venice 
Biennale 2011, in Polish Pavilion. Image courtesy http://www.ago.net 

 

 

Figure 11: Yael Bartana, screenshot from 'Muri Wieza', part 2 in 'And Europe will be stunned', at Venice Biennale 2011, in 
Polish Pavilion. Image courtesy http://www.artribune.com 

 

 

Figure 12: Yael Bartana, screenshot from 'Zamach', 2011, part 3 in 'And Europe will be stunned', at Venice Biennale 2011, 
in Polish Pavilion. Image courtesy http://www.guardian.co.uk 
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While the film addresses some hysteria around Zionism, it does not come out and 

directly refer to the current problems of such sentiments – of displacement of 

indigenous people, issues related to colonisation/settlement.  Secondly, the piece 

feels fictional, almost self-deprecating, steeped in parody (the main character 

dressed in huge comical glasses, even in his coffin) while it addresses the diaspora 

of the Jews during WWII.  

This trio of films is completely effective in which Bartana “invites popular primitivisms 

to parody them, to force them back on [her] audience explosively”68. Bartana makes 

it easy to make these sorts of associations in her three films. And from a place of 

being “authentically indigenous”, she’s made a completely ridiculous and dark 

comedy of Zionism that is at the same time perhaps a bit uncomfortable for the 

viewer to consider:  what are the ramifications of 3.3 million Jews flooding back into 

Poland much in the same way thousands of Jews emigrated to Israel, but in the 

reverse direction. 

Authentically indigenous, maybe; innovatively political, maybe not, but still she 

manages a certain kind of reflexivity by doing exactly as Foster suggests:  “by 

framing the framer as he or she frames the other” and simultaneously, aims to 

”negotiate the contradictory status of otherness as given and constructed, real and 

fantasmatic.”69 The piece works because she critiques the institution by poking at the 

ideology; she remains plausible but not too literal, just on the edge of historical 

accuracy but not completely factual, which makes the viewer smile as her point hits 

the mark. 

 

                                                             
68 Ibid., p. 199. 
69 Ibid., p. 203. 
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Jamal Khalaile 

 

Jamal Khalaile is a young Israeli-Arab70 filmmaker who studied at the Israel Film 

Institute, Tel Aviv. His recent documentary-style film “Sho’Qostak? [What’s your 

story?] Part I” (2011, 58 minutes), contains interviews of five young Israelis speaking 

to the camera, intertwined with clips of seemingly unrelated activities (building a wall, 

playing ping pong in a prison yard, a woman on a beach). These scenes nonetheless 

offer time for the viewer to consider his or her own thoughts and feelings on the 

subject at hand. Khalaile is not seen or heard throughout the film. The participants of 

the film are confronted with their own perceptions as much as they are confronted by 

an Other, an Arab who is making the film, and they cover a range of topics: Israel, 

Palestine, Arabs, the occupation, Zionism, religion, history, etc.  

A key moment in the film is when one of the interviewees, a young Jewish man, has 

stated his own long-standing fear and dislike for the Arabs (he even admits that he 

almost ran away from Khalaile when he sees the filmmaker coming). Later, when 

talking about his views on his faith and religion, centred on love and understanding, 

he realises, he has been wrong all the time; that this fear and loathing has impeded 

his compassion for the Other, which is a sin in the eyes of his God. Regret and 

sorrow seems to shadow his face, followed instantly by determination to do right, to 

do differently, and to change. This moment sums up the entire film. 

The main sponsor of the project, the Israel Film Institute, writes, “From this point, 

their discussion moves toward creating a space for the Other to exist - without 

delegitimizing their own reality. From here, the focus begins to shift more heavily 

                                                             
70 Identification as an Israeli-Arab means that Khalaile has an Israeli passport, and is ethnically an Arab, which is stated on 
his passport as such: “Arab” and “not Jewish”. Whether or not he considers himself a Palestinian also is not addressed in 
the film. 
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toward the issue of … feeling trapped in fear... The central issue becomes admitting 

the Other without having to giving up one's own identity.”71 

By putting himself as the mirror for the Israeli view of the Palestinian/Arab, Khalaile 

has succeeded in “framing the framer”72 which gives him reflexivity and thus, critical 

distance as described by Foster. However, Khalaile still may have some problems in 

staying inside the critical distance into which he seems to try to fit his work. 

The film was first shown in Haifa, Israel in an Israeli art gallery/museum, as part of an 

exhibition entitled: “Wonderland – Israeli and Palestinian Artists – Political Conflict in 

Art”, which attempts to place the artworks within a context of both sides presenting 

views and ideologies. The film’s main sponsor is the Israeli Film Centre and Israeli 

Film Database, thus the film is labelled from the outset as an “Israeli film”. That 

Khalaile, who is an Israeli-Arab, makes his film from inside Israel, in an Israeli film  

 

Figure 13: Jamal Khalaile, screenshot from 'Sho'Qostak', 2011, in 'Wonderland - Political Conflict in Art', at Haifa Chagall 
House, Haifa, Israel. 29 September 2012. Image courtesy the author. 

                                                             
71 From Israel Film Institute’s website: http://www.israelfilmcenter.org/israeli-film-database/films/shoqostak-part-1-whats-
your-story  
72 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 203. 

http://www.israelfilmcenter.org/israeli-film-database/films/shoqostak-part-1-whats-your-story
http://www.israelfilmcenter.org/israeli-film-database/films/shoqostak-part-1-whats-your-story


Page | 27  
 

institute is a potential problem for Khalaile if it is an attempt to “reconfigure its 

audience”73.  

In other words, Khalaile potentially loses some of the strength of his message by 

giving it to be delivered by the one in the position of power (physical and ideological), 

and thereby, that entity offers the message (artwork) as their own ideology.  This 

may be a case of, “... a museum event in which the institution imports critique, 

whether as a show of tolerance or for the purpose of inoculation”74 

The work itself and the siting of it seems to be a kind of “ethnographic mapping”75 by 

being shown within the dominant culture. Khalaile’s film will also be shown outside of 

Israel in another iteration of the “Wonderland” exhibit in Bundestag Berlin from 

January 201376, which further opens the possibility that critical distance can be found 

by viewers who are not so deeply involved in socio-political concerns of the Holy 

Land that they may be able to see the film’s message more clearly. 

 One could argue that either way, Haifa Chagall House gallery has achieved a sort of 

“inoculation against a critique undertaken by the institution, within the institution”77; 

however, Khalaile has gained something, too. His work has the credentials from a 

prestigious film institute and an international audience, one which is likely to be 

sufficiently independent in order for there to be a space of reflexivity for the subject at 

hand, the very essence of critical distance.  In any case, the film’s power comes not 

due to of the location where it was displayed, but because he managed to capture 

                                                             
73 Ibid., p. 191. 
74 Ibid., p. 191. 
75 Ibid., p. 185. “... mapping in recent art has tended toward the sociological and the anthropological, to the point where an 
ethnographic mapping of an institution or a community is a primary form of site-specific art today. 
76 http://www.berlin.de/orte/sehenswuerdigkeiten/reichstag/index.en.php  
77 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 191. 

http://www.berlin.de/orte/sehenswuerdigkeiten/reichstag/index.en.php
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the image of his Other-ness; using five Israelis as a mirror, the audience understands 

fear of the Other, the Arab … without Khalaile ever showing his face.  
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Conclusion  

This project came about due to personal interest in the concept of “Other” specifically 

in context of Palestine and Israel, and also the aim was to determine if it is possible 

to get around or overcome the “impossible place”78 as described by Benjamin and 

Foster. By studying a few artists who already work in the in the Holy Land, hopefully 

their tactics would become clear; are their methods and media effective, and what 

can be successfully applied to a similar art practice. 

Hourani and Gershon approach Foster’s “impossible place”; in Hourani’s case, he is 

an international artist, who has exhibited in many places outside of Ramallah and the 

West Bank, including Jerusalem. He is a victim, a definite Other yet it would seem he 

is too close to his subject through over-identification with the Other. In Gershon’s 

case, he looks at the young Israeli soldier as another victim of Occupation (not just 

Palestinians). In that the Israeli soldier is a direct representative of dominant culture, 

it’s hard to pity the Israeli as a “victim of circumstance” when he’s the one carrying an 

automatic rifle and from that position, dominates another group of human beings. 

Both men fall short to “self-othering”, too close to his own subject to find critical 

distance. 

Reflexivity and critical distance are viable solutions to the problems that Foster 

relays, but this distance seems difficult to attain. Sloan and Dreyfus stray too far from 

reflexivity – it seems their work is so close to middle or even so far removed that it 

remains unclear as to what they are on about; Dreyfus tries to addresses human 

issues through a distinct Israeli perspective while referring to the Other yet does not 

attempt to address how these human issues are relevant to this Other.  Sloan offers 

Arab/Palestinian artists, writers, etc. an instrument with which to voice their opinions 

                                                             
78 Foster, Hal. In: Return of the Real, p. 184. 
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and experiences of working under Occupation yet from Sloan there seems to be no 

specific perspective being addressed, leaving the viewer with non-information. 

Alÿs, Khalaile and Bartana seem able to find a balance by using subversion and/or 

parody effectively.  Khalaile looks at himself as “Other”, through Israeli eyes as the 

mirror. Through her own eyes as Jewish-Polish-Israeli, Bartana looks as Zionism with 

Poland as the ideal, and how this Utopia becomes meaningless when the visionary is 

gone from the picture. Alÿs looks at political boundaries, observes the Israeli border 

as strictly an onlooker but doesn’t make judgement on it himself except to put a 

spotlight on it as he comments on fragility and impermanence, leaving the rest for the 

viewer to decide. 

It seems the best way to avoid or mitigate Foster’s the snags of “self-othering” and 

“philosophical narcissism” is not for the artist to become Other nor to avoid close 

association, but rather, the creative maker must observe and speak in a way that 

creates space for dialogue and consideration. 
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