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Introduction

Idioms Film

Suspended Time was conceived as a way to understand
the status quo of image production twenty years after
the signing of the Oslo Accords in Washington DC in
1993. The idea of producing short films around this
concept came from our disability in seeing where we
are standing today, both politically and cinematically.

Everything and anything in the lives of Palestinians
today can be linked to that moment. It is a complex
process to untangle the web of these relationships
after twenty years, as our desires and need to live a
“normal” Life became an act. After all, this is what Oslo
has come down to today, living day by day, forgetting
the past and the present, and building up new
progressive relations based on the economy, a pretence
of sovereignty and, worst of all, an illusion of freedom.

Realising the state of oblivion and denial that we,
Palestinians living in the West Bank, spend a rather
long time in, we began developing the concept of
producing short films about this particular event.

As filmmakers, we at Idioms Film couldn't see
the post-Oslo era only from the point of view of its
political, economical and social aspects as we are also
concerned with the image production since 1993 and
how that industry has been shaped over the span of
the last two decades.

Keeping all this in mind, the idea arose to attempt to
understand how Palestinian filmmakers might reflect
on the twenty years of Oslo. How would the personal
connect to the collective, and is this collective really
part of the filmmakers’ practices?

Oslo's most obvious impact is that its “vision” was
designed to accommodate Palestinians living in the
West Bank and Gaza. The remaining people in refugee
camps around the Arab countries, the Diaspora
and Palestinians living in the 1948 territories, and
their rights were disregarded. We conceived of this
production as mirroring this state of fragmentation,
and asked Palestinian filmmakers to reflect on the
twenty years of the Oslo Agreement regardless of
their geographical location.

Film projects were received through an open call in the
summer of 2013. Nine were selected by a jury, which
included filmmaker Raed Andoni and artist and curator
Shurug Harb. We would like to thank them for their
contribution and the insight they provided during our
conversations about the films.

Working with nine filmmakers and artists was a
challenging experience. Each comes from a different
background, with their own language, vision and
experience. Hundreds of e-mails, phone calls and Skype
meetings resulted in nine films, that stitch together a
contemporary filmic commentary on the Oslo Accords
as perceived, sensed and lived by nine filmmakers and
artists. We thank all the filmmakers who allowed us to
share with them their films and thoughts.

We also extend our gratitude to Katja Hermann and

the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation for their support of
this project.
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Knots In Time That Are Oslo
Naira Antoun

Edward Said suggests that we look at Oslo
“dramatically”, and we may be able to see more clearly.
In the voiceover to Mahdi Fleifel's “Twenty Handshakes
for Peace,” Said tells us that looking at the negotiations
dramatically or theatrically, we see that the letter the
Israelis wrote was one and a half lines long, while the
letter from Arafat, on the other hand, was a page and
a half long - single spaced, Said says — promising to
recognize Israel, apologizing for terrorism, and so on.

Hearing him say this as we reluctantly - painfully -
watch Arafat reach out his hand again and again to
Rabin, with Clinton presiding, we can understand the
meaning of that famous scene a little better.

Itis amixture of the choreographed and unchoreographed.
As Said reminds us, Oslo was a question of highly complex
arrangements choreographed to appear simple — to
appear as if land was being given back. The moment of
Arafat leaning in is part of the unchoreographed, it is as
if we are watching a highly and skillfully choreographed
play. The leader of the Palestinians extends his hand; the
\l/ictorious leader of the Israeli state responds moments
ater.

Looking at things dramatically can, counter-intuitively,
bring us closer to understanding reality. The
relationship, then, between performance and reality is
not one of opposites.

Like “Twenty Handshakes for Peace,” “Long War”
by Asma Ghanem works with repetition as a kind of
performance. Arafat is being interviewed, and the
film consists of the repetition of his answer to the
question of whether it will be a long war. He affirms
again and again that “it will not be an easy war” - two
years before signing the accords that in many ways
signalled the suspension of fighting for the Palestinian
homeland. With each repetition, sound and image get
increasingly distorted, the sound increasingly difficult
to understand, the image pixellated until it is almost
cartoon-Like. This incoherence through repetition points
to the incoherence within the original performance.

In Muhannad Salahat's “Message to Obama”, two
young boys make a video to send to the American
president after receiving no reply to a Facebook
message. They walk around Shati’ Camp, showing
him aspects of their Lives. They take him to the home
of the family of a martyred school friend that was
destroyed by Israeli fighter jets. In the rubble, we
hear the boy behind the camera urge his friend, “tell
him, tell him”. His friend does not say a word, but he
does indeed tell. He is still, then walks a few steps,
bends down, removes a couple of stones, uncovering
a small backpack. And from inside he takes out

school books. After he looks at the camera for a few
moments, his friend calls out “cut”.

Why leave the bag there? Perhaps because the boys
feel that silently going to it and slowly removing its
contents — a sort of performance — would be a more
truthful, more eloquent expression than a narration
with words.

Throughout the films, the presence of the media is
striking - whether it is the sound of the radio, the
television clips or the voiceovers.

Nothing in the call for Suspended Time made mention
of media. But perhaps the preponderance of the radio
and television speak to other elements of the call,
“The fracture of Palestinian unity” and the “Landscape
fragmentation in the form of checkpoints and walls”.

Checkpoints and walls are part of the familiar landscape
of still and moving images of the West Bank and Gaza.
In Suspended Time, we barely see checkpoints or the
wall, but this is not to say they are not present.

In Amin Nayfeh's “Interference”, in particular, a boy
paces his room, studying and memorizing from a
book, occasionally sneaking a cigarette, often gazing
dreamily at the girl next door — all as he listens to
the radio. He alternates between music and the news,
like the man in Tarzan and Arab’s “Apartment 10/14”
watching television as he dreams of his partner.

Both the boy in “Interference” and his young neighbour
listen to a show that enables communication with
prisoners.

Twenty years after Oslo promised a nation, its non-
citizens listen to the radio and watch television,
trapped inside, sometimes alone as others are trapped
elsewhere. This speaks not simply to checkpoints and
walls, but to practices of control and incarceration. In
this sense, the preponderance of the radio and television
speaks powerfully of Oslo, and of its insidious Life.

The sound of the radio and television that we hear
throughout is the sound of the attempt to travel, if not
through space, but to expand enclosed spaces or to
transcend the lines of fragmentation both of the nation
as a space and as a people.

As the land of Gaza and the West Bank - the land
which according to the believers in Oslo was going to
be a new independent nation - is fragmented with
checkpoints and zoning, the route is never direct;
there is waiting, there is being turned back, there are
frustrations. And as this larger space is fragmented, so



too are smaller spaces. In Alaa AL Ali's “Journey of a
Sofa”, the task of taking a newly bought sofa upstairs
to the flat is also characterized by waiting, turning
back and frustration, underlined by the use of the word
“journey” in the film’s title.

As one of the two friends waits — time suspended,
perhaps — for the other to get a rope to hoist the sofa
up to the roof as it's too wide for the narrowness of the
camp, we see that while there is stillness and killing
time, there is also movement - the young student
rushing to get to her lecture, for example. There is the
writer who remains suspended because the electricity
keeps cutting out when he wants to write - and by
the time it comes back on, he has forgotten what he
wanted to write. The aesthetics of the film point to
depictions of inner-city American neighbourhoods,
pointing in its visual language to the commonalities
in how time and space are suspended for marginalized
and oppressed groups globally.

How do you measure distance? What was 3 km away
gets farther away. Of course the checkpoints and travel
restrictions make it so. And of course conventional
ways to measure space — miles and kilometers —
become redundant and people turn to time to measure
going to work, hospital, going to visit that relative or
friend. Distance is measured by time as testament to
the fragmentation, or suspension, of distance.

Were the Palestinian negotiators aware of the distances,
the narrator of letters in Yazan Khalili's “Leaving Oslo”
asks? Or were they perhaps “measuring distance with
nostalgia”. As one of the many who came to Palestine
after Oslo, he points to the importance of crossing
into this space after 46 years, by measuring it in the
specifics of time — “it was the morning of Friday July
15, 1994, at 21 past 9".

Ayman Azrag in his “Oslo Syndrome” dreamt of travel,
of transcending space. Oslo, he says, was a magical
word; they believed it to be the key to their dreams. But
it is actually in Oslo that he understands the meaning
of the Oslo Accords — that he is “stateless”.

He has travelled far, and remains suspended — here,
as he was in Bethlehem - sitting on the platform
as he watches the trains and their passengers. The
images of airports, wings of a plane, train stations,
trains, complement the voiceover that speaks not of
movement but of stasis. And, alongside these images
of travelling through space, we are told, “Oslo narrowed
the nation and widened the prison cell”. He dreamt of
travel and finds himself in exile from a prison.

In “Leaving Oslo”, an exchange — letters from a father
and the internal voice of a son - also suggest exodus
and exile. A father who came back with the Oslo Accords
gives his son these letters, as he is about to leave — “I
crossed the bridge in the opposite direction of his return”.

This internal conversation — a continuous voiceover — is
spoken against the backdrop of the trip Palestinians
must make inside the enclosed space between the
Palestinian, Israeli and Jordanian terminals known
as “the bridge”. It is a rare documentation of the few
kilometres that Palestinians are forced to spend hours
crossing, a zone that has for obvious reasons rarely
been recorded in images.

The writer of the letters speaks of a return that isn't
return. He describes the alienation as an Israeli soldier
gave him an identity card application written in Arabic
with a Palestinian Authority logo letterhead. He tries
to describe the “texture of the knot in time” that was
that moment.

In Assem Nasser's “From Ramallah” - which, Llike
“Oslo Syndrome” and “Leaving Oslo”, uses voiceover
throughout - needles are interspaced at regular
intervals. But the threads are anything but ordered.
Increasingly the threads tangle, as the voiceover, a
steady, regular woman’s voice, tells the story of how
the British used the site of Byzantine ruins as a prison
for Palestinian fighters. A fairytale accompanies the
site relating how the women of a brothel were killed by
a military commander because they knew secrets of the
state from the soldiers who came to them. Their voices
- terrifying, we are told - can still be heard.

It is a narrative in which the story of a space, the space
that was to become the Palestinian capital in the era of
Oslo, is told. It is a narrative — mixing historical memory
and popular myth - of state secrets, the wanton cruelty
of empire, and its fragility.

Do the threads tangling against the linearity suggested
by the regular arrangement of the needles point to a
suspension of time, to the possibility of subversion of
history’s impositions?

What does suspended time mean in terms of space?
And what does suspended space mean in terms of time?
What might that sound Like? These films, functioning
in many ways as one film, explore the texture and
sound of those knots in time that are Oslo. Through
the notion of performativity, and particularly through
the use of sound, they explore the temporal and spatial
suspension and fragmentation that characterize twenty
years of Oslo.

Naira Antoun is currently news editor and reporter for
Mada Masr, an independent online Egyptian newspaper
that aspires to be progressive and self-reflective in its
practice. Previously she was a youth worker. She writes
other things and loves to cycle.
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Suspended Time:
Reflections on ‘post-Oslo’ Cinema

Rasha Salti

Confession: While I was flattered to receive the gracious
invitation to contribute an essay to this marvelous
initiative, I was not quite comfortable with the notion
of ‘suspended time’ as a guiding motif in film production
following the implementation of the Oslo Accords
(1993). Reflecting on ‘post-Oslo’ cinema (how strange
is our vocabulary?) in three thousand words or less is
another daunting, if not impossible, challenge, especially
in abstraction from retrospective considerations on the
historical context of Palestinian cinema. I have decided
to ‘reconcile’ all these expectations and foreground
schematically the motives or pursuits of Palestinian
filmmakers in the ‘chapters’ before and after Oslo,
looking at the Palestinians’ struggle to be visible,
‘representation’ as a shared political and artistic activity/
production respectively, and the shift from visibility to
subjectivity after the implementation of the Oslo Accords.

Historian and theorist Elias Sanbar has boldly argued
that Palestinians “dwell in two realms, disappearance
and invisibility” and that with time, expulsion from
place provoked a departure from temporality: “If one
were to extract the essence of the Palestinian National
Movement since 1948 - of course the movement was
concerned with much more, but here we are looking
specifically at essence - one could say it has been
precisely the struggle to reintegrate Time." He argues
further that these dual disappearances were possible by
virtue of a coincidence of two events, namely the first
photographic representations of Palestine from as early
as 1839, doctored to fit the European conception of the
Holy Land, and the emergence of Zionism. As Darwin
developed his theory of evolution, and argued that the
Bible be regarded as an allegorical text and not a historic
account of the creation of the species, the Church of
England (joined by other Churches across Europe)
became passionately vested in using photography to
prove otherwise. The technology's supposed ‘objectivity’
was intended to prove beyond the shadow of a doubt
that Palestine, the Holy Land, was the site depicted
in the Book of Genesis and had remained fixed in that
‘state’ for more than nineteen centuries. Thus was the
natural landscape, as well as the native population of
Palestine, re-staged to fit the Church's imaginary of
the Bible and, by the same token, the Zionist claim on
the land - itself rooted in the same conviction - was
legitimized. In other words, the process of eluding any
trace of modern Palestine with its cities, towns, social
classes, institutions, economic structures, etc., from
visibility, was initiated long before 1948.

With the Nakba, the prospect of a sovereign Palestinian
state dashed, the political class - or whatever
existing forms of political representation and forms of
governance (organizations, institutions and leaderships)

- were dispersed and dismantled. Through student and
professional unions, and in the midst of the squalor
of refugee camps, a generation of Palestinian activists
mobilized and formed political organizations that
reclaimed political agency. In 1952, the General Union
of Palestine Students (GUPS) was established and spread
very quickly across university campuses in the Arab
world, Europe and the United States. It was the crucible
for the emergence of Palestinian political movements
in Kuwait, Egypt and Jordan amongst the diaspora. By
1964, at the Arab League meeting in Cairo, the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) was formally mandated
with the mission of liberating Palestine through armed
struggle. This political class, as well as the intelligentsia
that rose within the PLO, was culled from refugees and
the diaspora, its discursive universe and aspirations were
informed as much by the lived experience of humiliation
as by the liberationist revolutionary fervor that swept the
region (Algeria, Egypt, Irag, etc.) and the world (Cuba,
Chile, Vietnam). On January 1st, 1965, the PLO organized
its first commando operation within Israel, proclaiming
the launch of the Palestinian revolution.

The PLO's intelligentsia understood early on that
the political struggle was as much political as it was
discursive and poetic. If homes were lost, the poetic/
artistic record of having had a home would remain alive;
if the land was too far removed from sight, its visual
imagining would be made visible and in myriad forms;
if citizenship were denied, then being in the world as
Palestinian would thrive in poems, films, novels. The
imperatives were to reinforce Palestinians’ sense
of peoplehood after dispersal across the occupied
territories, refugee camps, and worldwide, and to re-
assert the existence of Palestine and its people. In
fact, the Israeli state and its international supporters
systematically referred to Palestinians as the ‘Arab’
population of Palestine, with the explicit purpose of
instigating the ‘melting’ of Palestinian refugees into host
Arab societies, undercutting the discourse and action
of rights of return and reclaiming homeland. Moreover,
when it was not “absented’, the representation of
Palestinians that prevailed worldwide was shaped by
news and humanitarian organizations assigned to provide
relief to refugees, and for which purpose had focused
strictly on the idiom of tragic, hapless and disempowered
victimhood. Artists (Palestinian, Arab and international)
were inspired to forge a radically different language.
Palestinians were thus transformed from being non-
existent Arabs seeking relocation, from being silent
and submissive victims and/or terrorists to being a real
people with a national homeland and history. Fearless
fighters arisen from the ashen ruins of their tragedy
who were reclaiming their destiny, shaping history in
their own hands to redress the grave injustice they had



suffered. From the 1960s until the early 1990s (and
the Oslo Accords and the formation of the Palestinian
National Authority), artists from all disciplines furnished
the political struggle for nationhood with a ‘national’
culture - in other words, a national iconology (symbols,
allegories, landmarks) and a national chronology (days
of celebrations and commemorations): a representation
of peoplehood.

The signing of the Oslo Accords signaled a fundamental
shift in the Palestinians’ understanding of their being
in the world. On the one hand, they had finally earned
recognition from the world for the legitimacy of their
existence, the right to self-determination and a sovereign
state on their own territory. This shift in the world's
mindset normalized engagement with Palestinians,
previously cast away as suspect (or in the language of
the Israeli regime, as ‘terrorists'). The relative loosening
of borders eased travel and spurred the return of
Palestinians from the diaspora to the West Bank and
Gaza. A number of poets, novelists, artists, painters and
filmmakers returned, some to resettle permanently, or
for extended periods of residency. In a conversation
with Lebanese poet and critic Abbas Baydoun, the late
Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish reflected on the
predicament of poetry (and art more generally) in the
framework of the Oslo Accords:

“Palestinian poetry has come into consciousness, a little
more than a decade ago, that it ought to humanize its
themes and travel from the object, Palestine, to the
subject, the Palestinian. [..] It is time that the voice
of the Palestinian individual should resonate, broken,
ambivalent, pained. These experiences are material of
great wealth. Predicated on the condition of finding the
time for poetic contemplation. And that is more possible
now than in the past. I mean that the language of poetry
is no longer hurried, breathless as it used to be. Today
the Palestinian holds his dream in his hands and can
evaluate the degree of his truthfulness, whether he is
still loyal to himself, identical to his own original image.
Is the country beautiful, or is it menacing, reassuring?
Palestinians have not yet spoken their tragedy, and
they can finally do it. Because the battle has somewhat
quieted. In this interval, poetry can listen to itself more
and interrogate itself. I have buried a number of my
poems that had no legitimacy other than find support in
the theme of Palestine. I did it from a conviction that the
Palestinian poet has to recover his self, only then will the
tragedy of Palestine find its most refined expression.™

The keyword folded within Darwish's observation is
subjectivity, and as this essay strives to sketch a narrative
for Palestinian cinema threaded from shared motifs, then

1 Translation from French my own. Quoted from an interview with
Abbas Baydoun in Al-Wasat (N. 191, 192, 193; September-
October 1995) translated to French by Elias Sanbar in
Mahmoud Darwich, La Palestine Comme Métaphore. Paris: Actes
Sud (Babel/Sindbad), p. 27.

the post-Oslo chapter would mark the production of
films where their authors’ subjectivity takes center stage,
in contrast with the previous era's focus on transposing
the experience of collective struggle for recognition. It
did not take long for the deeply flawed trappings of the
Oslo Accords to become painfully clear. First, and to cut a
long story short, the Palestinian Authority was effectively
reduced to a veiled sanction for an Israeli military re-
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza (known to the
world as the Palestinian Territories), eventually besieged
within the zigzagged path of a concrete Separation Wall.
Secondly, the territorial purview was carved between the
West Bank and the Gaza Strip, with movement between
the two areas manned directly by the Israeli state, in
addition to access over Jerusalem. Thirdly, the expanse in
which the Palestinian Authority was allowed to deploy a
semblance of authority was furthermore preposterously
abbreviated, the West Bank being parcelled between
three zones, known as A, B and C. Within the writ and
implementation of the Oslo Accords, the Israeli state
wrested control over the political economy (the currency,
nature and scope of financial exchanges) and security
(movement of people and goods) of the Palestinian
Territories.

From the early years of the implementation of the
Accords, Palestinian cinema, in its rich gamut of genres
and artistry, became actively engaged in challenging the
legitimacy of the Oslo regime and its protagonists. Walls
blind sight, but in the case of ‘post-Oslo’ Palestine, they
have not rendered Palestinians invisible again; rather,
they have blocked sight of the horizon. It is not unsafe
to generalize that in the post-Oslo era, Palestinian
artists, from within ‘historic’ (pre-1948) Palestine or in
the diaspora, have been the most eloquent, bold and
creative critics of the prevailing order, at times clearing
a ‘political’ horizon that no dissenting or oppositional
political movement have been able to imagine. As
early as 1996, Elia Suleiman’s visionary Chronicle of a
Disappearance (Sijjil Ikhtifa’) plumbed the contradictions
of Oslo’s promise of sovereignty, lacing a sophisticated
poetic idiom with irony, heralding the disappearance of
an idea of Palestine, and the fateful accomplishments
of a society that had waged the First Intifada, one of
the most remarkable unarmed popular insurrections
in the twentieth century. Suleiman cast himself as
the central protagonist, reminiscent of Buster Keaton,
Charles Chaplin and Jacques Tati, but also as if Naji el-
Ali's Handhalah? turned around to face the camera (and
viewer) to become at once subject and witness of the
unfolding dramas of everyday life within the absurdity of
Oslo's so-called sovereignty.

2 Handhalah is a resilient plant, familiar to the Galilee, that has
a bitter taste. Naji el-'Ali was a Palestinian caricaturist, and
was living as a refugee in Lebanon. He created a character that
he named Handhalah, who became iconic. Barefoot, wearing
patched up clothes, and always his back turned with his hands
behind his back, bearing witness to a situation, he came to
incarnate the refugees in the camps, the peaple’s conscience.
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Suleiman directed two feature films subsequently,
Divine Intervention (Yadon Ilahiyya, 2002) and The
Time that Remains (Al-Zaman al-Bagi, 2010), in which
he unraveled further his singular cinematic language
of stitching drama from mundane vignettes of everyday
life in Palestine. Their searing naturalism, evoking the
exactness of documentary, is slow-paced, meditative,
and transposes to film how Palestinians experience
time. Suleiman, who hails from Nazareth and carries
an Israeli passport, is (theoretically) able to travel
across the inhibitive ‘security cordons’ of the Israeli
occupation, and has filmed in the West Bank and in the
Galilee. At the level of subjectivity, his dramaturgies
transgress the distinctions between Palestinian
residents of the West Bank and Palestinian residents
of the Israeli state. Without dogma or didactism, he
succeeds with remarkable mastery in representing
what it means to be Palestinian in Palestine today, far
and beyond the so-called peace process. The indolent
cadence of life is not affect. Ahmad Natcheh's Two
Meters of this Land (Metran Men Hathihi al-Ard, 2012),
an observational documentary that films the backstage
preparations of a festival in Ramallah, captures with
compelling precision how national celebrations have
become empty signifiers twenty years into the ‘post-
Oslo’ diktat. Kamal Aljafari's Port of Memory (Mina’
al-Thakira, 2009) is an essay documentary about the
remaining Palestinian residents of Jaffa, their lives
captive to the daily threat of expulsion, locked in an
almost wordless despair of knowing their imminent
fate but waiting resiliently nonetheless.

Subjectivity implies not only a shift in ‘scale’ from the
collective to the individual, the body politic to the body,
but also to agency - in writing a self in a here and now.
In addition to the manufacture of image and narrative,
cinema is also the production of time. With relocating
the heart of dramaturgy to subjectivity (rather than in/
visibility), the experience of time becomes foregrounded,
and the temporality of a military occupation’s regime
of subjugation incarnated. A temporality of humiliation
and alienation, where embodiment and sovereignty are
embattled and in which Palestinian political bodies are
ultimately complicit. To describe the lived experience of
time as being ‘suspended’ is at once a reference to that
temporality enforced by military occupation as to the
inhibition of a horizon.

Some filmmakers have transgressed the prohibitions of
that cruel regime and traveled with their cameras to
uncover scant and evanescent traces of a past, barely
sixty years old, ravaged by trauma. Michel Khleifi's
vanguard Ma'‘aloul Celebrates its Destruction (Ma‘aloul,
1985) is a short documentary that films the ritual
visit of displaced Palestinian inhabitants of Ma‘aloul
to the remains of their village in the Galilee, on the
day Israel celebrates its independence. In other words,
filmmakers use film to incarnate a lost - or almost
lapsed - archive from spoken memory and physical
vestiges. That transgression (and filmic record) weaves

a counter-archive and reanimates a repressed history.
Nahed Awwad's Five Minutes from Home (2008)
investigates the remains and memories of the once
thriving Jerusalem airport, located on the Jerusalem-
Ramallah road and now the site of a fearsome military
checkpoint. Mais Darwazah's My Love Awaits Me by
the Sea (Habibi Bistanani And IL Bahr, 2013) traces the
filmmaker's voyage through remembrances and stories
of Palestine that her family passed on to her as she
travels from her family's home in Amman, Jordan to
Jaffa, looking for a love lost. Part diaristic and part road
movie, the film is a poetic and profoundly compelling
non-fictional peregrination that intimates the viewer
to the filmmaker's writing of herself in history. Take
Me Home (Khuthni Ila Ardi, 2008), Darwazah's first
feature-length documentary draws a close-up portrait
of her grandmother, a Palestinian exiled to Damascus,
who reconstructs her life on camera with stunning
openness and frankness and writes another history of
Palestine, namely of the first diaspora generation. This,
too, is an attribute of ‘post-Oslo” cinema; namely, the
bridging beyond (and against) geographic displacement
and the trauma of the Nakba in drawing a polyphonic,
if not linear, historical narrative across geographies -
and precisely because of the shift in leitmotiv from the
necessity for representation/recognition to the desire
for exploring subjectivity and the complex reality of
being in the world.

The text of the Oslo Accords did not determine a
change in the status of Palestinian refugees in camps
in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Iraq (or elsewhere in the
Arab world), but they are an important item on the
agenda of the forever postponed negotiations. So in
theory, the ‘post-Oslo’ regime ought only to be relevant
for Palestinians living under its aegis. However, and
unsurprisingly, interesting parallels emerge between
the state of siege and regime of subjugation within the
Palestinian territories and the camps where refugees
Live in appalling conditions of tight policing and denial
of civil rights. This is particularly the case in Lebanon,
and to a lesser extent Jordan and Syria. In fact, the
notion of a ‘suspended time’ might be most apt to
describe the experience of refugees. Maher Abi Samra’s
Shatila Roundabout (Duwwar Shatila, 2005) and Mahdi
Fleifel's A World Not Ours (‘Alam Layssa Lana, 2012) set
respectively in the Shatila refugee camp in Beirut and
the Ain el-Helweh camp in south Lebanon, translate
with masterful eloquence the muted horror of lives
frozen in waiting for a political resolution ceaselessly
deferred, exposed defenseless to the cruelty of legal,
economic and social disenfranchisement. In essence,
both films could be set in the Palestinian Territories,
the West Bank or Gaza. Fleifel's A World Not Ours
speaks in the first person, as the filmmaker returns
to visit his grandfather and relatives in the camp, one
of his friends (and a former fighter) incarnates most
poignantly the despair of a once politically engaged
generation condemned to the Llimbo of failed promises
and empty rhetoric. Incidentally, Ain el-Helweh is



walled and entry points to the camp are tightly policed
by the Lebanese army.

Word count oblige, it is impossible to reflect on the
motives and attributes of ‘post-Oslo’ cinema in the
brief space of this essay. In lieu of a conclusion, an
afterthought which arises from listing Lebanese
filmmaker Maher Abi Samra’s Shatila Roundabout.
Few film histories are as challenging to map, survey
and indexify as Palestinian cinema. Scholars, writers
and filmmakers have proposed to transgress the
conventions and rules of the discipline, arguing it is
“post-national” cinema, to accommodate for the
hyphenated Palestinians (diaspora) on the one hand,
and the non-Palestinian filmmakers who directed films
considered majesterial in a serious film repository
of Palestine. For Palestinians in the diaspora, across
geography and generations, claiming their identity as
such, beyond the hyphenated integration to another
country, has been a foundational political act. The
affiliation to the nation is not rooted in a cogent
history of the development of an artistic trade, let
alone an industry, but rather a conscious choice in
the filmmakers' political and artistic subjectivity. In
other words, in theorizing what Michel Khleifi, Azza
el-Hassan, Miguel Littin, Annemarie Jacir, Sobhi al-
Zubaidi, Elia Suleiman and Hany Abu-Assad share as
Palestinian filmmakers is a relationship to being in the
world as Palestinian, rather than an engagement with
national structures of education, production, industry,
artistic trends, discourse.

The question becomes yet more complex when
considering the centrality of the embeddedness of
Palestine, its representations and narratives, in the
construction of the modern political and cultural
consciousness of being Arab in the world. The patina of
the bonds that drove countless Arab men and women
to fight alongside Palestinians in 1936, 1948, 1967,
and throughout the armed struggle for the Liberation of
Palestine was not merely grounded in solidarity, rather
a filiation of brotherhood. Until this day, Palestine
remains central to the definitions of what it means
to be an Arab in the world. The question becomes
more pertinent when reflecting on the salient trope of
“Palestine as a metaphor” in modern and contemporary
Arab artistic expression. For instance, discounting the
significance of Ahmad Qa'bur's and Marcel Khalifeh's
“Palestinian” songbooks for the generations of
Palestinians that were raised reciting them as anthems
would be absurd. Mohammad Malas' compelling
documentary Al-Manam (The Dream, 1982) filmed
residents of the Shatila refugee camp intimating to
the filmmaker's camera “what they see in their dreams
when they sleep”. Can this eloquent documentary
be subtracted from the body of Palestinian cinema
and classified as a “Syrian” film? Similarly should
Iragi filmmaker Qays al-Zubaydi's documentaries be
discounted from the repository of how Palestine was
transcribed, imagined and represented? The list goes

on. Elias Khoury's The Gate of the Sun (Bab el-Shams),
hailed widely as “the great Palestinian novel”, has
also been read, criticized and reviewed as an epic of
the Nakba and not as the Lebanese novelist's “foray”
into the question of Palestine. This first literary epic
of the Nakba was adapted to the screen by Egyptian
filmmaker Yousry Nasrallah to become the first film
epic of the tragedy of Palestine.

In January of 2013, as the Israeli government
expanded illegal settlement construction to areas
around Jerusalem, a group of Palestinian activists
(from the West Bank and Israel) “occupied” the land
“cleared” by Israeli bulldozers in preparation for the
construction process. The activists set up a camp to
halt - or delay - construction. They called their camp
Bab el-Shams, or The Gate of the Sun, in reference to
Elias Khoury's novel. An allegorical appropriation of the
novel's story of a Palestinian villager who returns home
iLlicitly crossing the Lebanese border. Khoury's novel
was inspired from hundreds of testimonies he collected
from the camps around Beirut over a few years, their
translation to fiction translated to novel, subversive,
non-violent political action. Art can be the most fertile
surrogate territory for a bankrupt political imaginary to
regenerate itself. Palestinians can write their future in
film. This, too, is ‘post-Oslo’ cinema.

Rasha Salti is a curator, film programmer, researcher
and writer who lives in Beirut.
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Leaving Oslo
dir. Yazan Khalili | 4 min

Synopsis

He returned in 1994, with the first wave of PLO
returnees that were allowed to come back after the
signing of the Oslo Accords. He hadn't been back since
he eft in 1968, when he fled to Jordan. He wrote me a
letter that day, telling me how happy he was to return.
He wrote how he had missed his city, the streets of his
childhood, his family, his friends. He also wrote how
angry he was to be checked by an Israeli soldier, to
see an Israeli flag so close that he had to cover his
eyes with his hands so he didn't see it. He told me
how sad he was to return with this half-won victory.
His dream to return fulfilled, his dream for freedom
postponed. Twenty years from that day, I'm leaving. I
don’'t want to stay in this half-dream. I want to leave
his failed victory, this land that has been cursed with
peace processes, with dreams blocked by checkpoints
and frustration.

Biography

Born in Syria in 1981, Yazan Khalili is an architect,
artist and cultural producer who works and lives inside
and outside Palestine. His art practice explores the
relationship between the social and spatial elements
of the built environment and the greater landscape.
He is a founding member of Zan Design Studio,
established in 2005, and was an artist-in-residence at
the Delfina Foundation, London, in 2008. Khalili's work
has been featured in numerous exhibitions, including
Sharjah Biennial XI (2013); #ComeTogether, Edge
of Arabia, London (2012); The Future of a Promise,
Venice Biennale, Italy (2011); The Jerusalem Show, Al
Ma'mal Foundation for Contemporary Art, Jerusalem
(2010, 2011). His writings and photography have been
published in print and online publications such as Class
and Race, Manifesta Journal, Frieze and Ibraaz.
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From Ramallah
dir. Assem Nasser | 4 min

Synopsis

Legend has it that a Roman woman used to run the
largest brothel in the region on the site where today's
Mogata'a is. The Roman army commanders would
meet there and discuss army matters. Eventually, the
mistress and the women of the brothel learned all the
army secrets. The Roman governor ordered the brothel
to be destroyed and all the women were brutally killed.
The legend goes on to say that for a long time shrieks
and voices could be heard coming out of the site of the
massacre. No one dared to go near it.

Biography

Assem Naser is a student of visual arts at the
International Academy of Art - Palestine. Over the
years he has worked as a photographer and graphic
designer. His works begin from personal but universal
questions, and challenge all that is sacred so as
to reveal a small part of the truth, which mostly is
grotesque. His works are often narrative, and deal with
legends as mirrors of the unspoken reality. Visually, he
juxtaposes the narrative with abstract images in order
to place the audience within the world of legends.
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Message To Obama
dir. Muhannad Salahat | 7 min

Synopsis

In a refugee camp in the Gaza Strip, two boys decide
to send a message to the American president Barak
Obama through his Facebook page. They ask him, as
the president of the United States, to intervene and end
the siege on the Gaza Strip and they invite him and his
wife to visit the Strip and witness people’s hardships
there. But they never receive a response. They decide to
use a small video camera to record a very angry video
message addressed to Barak Obama from the people
of the camp.

Biography

Muhannad Salahat is a Palestinian filmmaker, journalist
and writer currently based in Stockholm, Sweden. Since
2011 he has been working as a freelance filmmaker in
Stockholm where he works with a number of Swedish
film and media companies. He has written scripts for
a number of fiction and documentary films, and TV
series. Salahat also works as a consultant for a number
of media organisations in the Arab world.
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Journey of a Sofa
Alaa AL AL | 9 min

Synopsis

To transport a newly bought sofa to your home is
an easy task. At least in most parts of the world.
In a Palestinian refugee camp in Lebanon, this task
transforms itself into a Sisyphean journey, revealing
the complexities and absurdities of everyday life in the
Burj EL Barajneh camp in Lebanon.

Biography

Alaa AL Ali is a writer, filmmaker and multimedia artist
of Palestinian origin. He was born and lives in Shatila,
a refugee camp in Lebanon. Al Ali has worked with
local and international artists in making films and
multimedia works, with a focus on the Palestinian
refugee camps in Syria and Lebanon.
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Interference
dir. Amin Nayfeh | 11 min

Synopsis

In the midst of the Second Intifada, Malik is kept
captive in his room by his family in order to study. To
escape this oppression he finds comfort in two simple
habits: listening to the radio and secretly observing his
beautiful neighbour.

Biography

Amin Nayfeh was born in Palestine in 1988 and spent his
formative years moving between Jordan and Palestine.
Despite an early interest in filmmaking, in 2010 he
earned his B.Sc. in Nursing from Al-Quds University in
East Jerusalem. Two years later, he earned a degree in
film producing from the Red Sea Institute of Cinematic
Arts in Jordan; he is determined to produce and create
films that bring genuine stories from the region.
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Apartment 10/14
dir. Tarzan and Arab Nasser | 8 min

Synopsis

It's his birthday. While waiting for her to arrive, he
imagines the moment when he first sees her. What will
her gift be? As he shifts between dream and reality he
receives a visit from a strange old man.

Biography

Filmmakers and identical twin brothers Tarzan and
Arab (real names Ahmed and Mohamed Abu Nasser),
were born in 1988 in Gaza. After they both graduated
from Al-Agsa University with a BA degree in Fine
Arts, the brothers began to develop their film works.
In 2010, Tarzan and Arab received the A. M. Qattan
Foundation’s prestigious Young Artist of the Year Award
for their project “Gazawood”. With Rashid Abdelhamid,
a Palestinian architect and designer, they co-founded
the “Made in Palestine Project”, an independent artists’
initiative to create and promote contemporary visual art
with a focus on Palestine. Their short film “Condom
Lead” competed in the short film competition at
the Cannes Film Festival in 2013. They are currently
developing a number of film projects.
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Oslo Syndrome
dir. Ayman Azrag | 6 min

Synopsis

2013 brought the Oslo Agreement into the spotlight all
over again. It brought me back to 20 years ago, when
I had a dream, now lost. This dream haunts me again.
I feel as if I'm sitting in a train station watching trains
and people come and go. They all have a destination
to reach as I wait for a train that might never arrive.

Biograph

Ayman Azraq is a Palestinian artist and filmmaker,
born and raised in Bethlehem. He earned his MA
degree in Fine Arts from the Oslo National Academy
of the Arts in Oslo where he currently Lives and works.
Since 2002 he has worked as an editor, director and
cameraman in multiple film projects. His short film
“The Passport” was screened at the National Museum
of Cinema in Turin (Italy), Cologne International Video
Art Festival (Germany), among other places. His video
and photography installation “You From Now On
Are Not Yourself” was screened in venues in Spain,
Norway, Denmark and the Gaza Strip. In 2012 he was
an artist in residency in UNIDEE - University of Ideas
at the Cittadellarte - Fondazione Pistoletto in Biella
(Italy), where he created “Lets Talk About Women and
Football”, a performance collaboration between the
locals of Biella and other artists in the residency.
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Twenty Handshakes for Peace
dir. Mahdi Fleifel | 3 min

Synopsis

‘T remember the handshake very clearly. My dad
recorded the ceremony on video and would play it
over and over again. He could not believe what had
happened. In fact, none of us could. One time he threw
his shoe at the TV and shouted so loud, the next door
neighbours complained about him.” Listening to the
last interview with Edward Said while watching the
ceremony made me realize that father's anger was
because chairman Arafat was the first one to reach
out his hand.

Biography

Mahdi Fleifel is a Danish filmmaker of Palestinian
origin. Born in Dubai, he was raised in the Ain El-
Helweh refugee camp in Lebanon and later in the
suburbs of Elsinore, Denmark. He began filmmaking at
an early age, a hobby he picked up from his father's
obsession with video cameras. Fleifel studied at the
NFTS (National Film and Television School) in England
under directors Udayan Prasad, Ian Sellar and Stephen
Frears. His first year film, “Arafat & I", screened in
many international festivals and won prizes in Romania,
Ttaly and the Czech Republic. In 2010 Fleifel and Irish
producer Patrick Campbell set up the London-based
Nakba FilmWorks through which they released Fleifel's
autobiographical feature “A World Not Ours”. The film
is currently on the festival circuit, and has received
multiple awards in Brussels, Krakow, Reykjavik and Abu
Dhabi, and the Peace Film Award at the Berlinale 2013.
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Long War
dir. Asma Ghanem | 2 min

Synopsis

“Long War” interprets the repetition of political speeches
by a very simple process of the repetitive recording,
replaying and re-recording of a short segment from
an interview made with Yasser Arafat in 1991. As the
image and sound slowly mutate, we arrive to the final
point, the Oslo Accords.

Biography

Asma Ghanem, born and raised in Damascus (Syria),
currently lives and works in Ramallah, occupied
Palestine. In 2013 she earned a BA degree in Visual
Arts from the International Academy of Art - Palestine.
In her work she explores that space between reality
and illusion and its representation. Asma employs
imagination to experiment with our perception of
objects and concepts that surround us in our everyday
life. She works with photography, sound and film.
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