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c ha pte r 6

Bearing Witness
Memorial Murals in
Belfast and Bethlehem
Philip Hopper

The subway from Brooklyn through lower
Manhattan on the morning of September
11, 2001, was crowded and delayed. At
West Fourth Street the voice of our conductor came over the loudspeakers. Other
voices were already speaking to him and
garbled crosstalk bled out over our heads
and was at first unintelligible. Then the conductor announced that because of a fire at
the World Trade Center, trains were being
rerouted. When I finally exited my subway
at Grand Central Station, hundreds of people stood at a Hudson Newsstand before
television monitors displaying live video
of the twin towers burning. Among strangers we shared a common disbelief, staring
at unimaginable images, “like a movie,”
feeling terror. Ambulances and fire trucks
were screaming downtown, crossing FortySecond Street. Still, I did not know what was
happening, and I was not connecting what
I knew about global terrorism and all of its
associated political implications with what
I was watching on television and seeing on
the street. I simply felt fear. New York City
police officers appeared at entrances to
Grand Central Station, turning commuters
back to their trains and subways. I made
my way out of Manhattan and was unable
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to return for several days. When I did, lower
Manhattan below Canal Street was blacked
out and a pall of smoke hung in the air.
New York City airspace was a no-fly zone
except for military fighter jets and police
helicopters. It seemed to me that this familiar place was now something alien and
unnatural.
I understand that I am not an eyewitness
to the 9/11 attacks. Nor did family, friends,
or colleagues of mine perish. Yet, like so
many who were in the city that day, I remember viscerally the smell, sounds, and
feel of the tragedy. When I confront an image or item related to 9/11, I feel sadness
and loss. These feelings are partly a result
of the complex negotiations with which
many of us deal as documentary photographers. Documentarians like myself and
Jonathan Hyman make secondary images
of primary objects or subjects in an attempt to provide a contextualized social
and historical record. Questions arise, however, when the need to create an objective
document meets the subjective nature of
a camera frame. We must determine how
much context is allowed into a photograph.
For example, wide shots that show much of
the surrounding neighborhood—be it Belfast, Bethlehem, or the Bronx—often make
important details difficult for the viewer
to see. Icons, symbols, and texts may lose
some meaning or become entirely lost
when the sensibility, equipment, and shooting conditions to which the photographer
is subject inevitably impose themselves.
For me, losing details in the visual record,
especially within memorial murals, diminishes the richness of meaning and further
deepens a sense of loss. It can be difficult
to achieve one’s goals as a documentarian
and artist because the very act of point136
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ing a lens that cannot possibly record everything is a daunting task. Hyman and I
grapple with this limitation on a daily basis.
Whereas Hyman has photographed a
wide range of post-9/11 visual materials in
America, I have recorded unofficial political art in Belfast, Northern Ireland, and the
Palestinian West Bank, in particular public
memorials to victims of violence. The genesis of my own photojournalistic project
was a trip to Northern Ireland in 2004 for a
conference about peace and conflict resolution. During that visit I was exposed, for
the first time, to the visually sophisticated
sectarian murals there, especially in the
capital city of Belfast. I subsequently had
the opportunity to travel throughout the
West Bank, in particular to the Dheisheh
Palestinian Refugee Camp outside Bethlehem. Time has passed, and I have come to
believe there are both important links and
telling differences between the unofficial
public political art in Northern Ireland, the
Palestinian Territories, and New York City.
(I include New York City here and later
will point out significant differences as a
way to both connect my work to Hyman’s
and to make a comparative distinction between the murals each of us has recorded.)
In one such obvious link of cross-cultural
dialogue, murals on the Irish Republican
Solidarity Wall in Belfast support Palestinian statehood, while graffiti in a Palestinian
refugee camp pay tribute to a famous Republican inscription in Northern Ireland.
	Although images of gunmen, martyrs,
murder victims, and various local icons
and symbols overlap, murals in Northern
Ireland are changing. Cultural themes,
sports stars, and even some billboard advertising have replaced many paramilitary
murals. Vernacular image making there of-
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fers a kind of visual bridge between sectarian communities, Protestants and Catholics,
whose mutual animosity was once thought
intractable. In Northern Ireland, popular
murals and graffiti by and large mirror an
effective peace process.
This is not the case in the West Bank.
The separation barrier has provided a vast,
divided canvas. In some locations facing
Palestinian Territories, a chaotic jumble of
images are painted and repainted mostly
by foreign “protest” tourists and artists,
some (like the British street artist Banksy)
of international fame. Locally produced
Palestinian murals do exist, but these are
painted in hard-to-reach enclaves. They
thus remain largely inaccessible to most
foreigners, including Israelis. Conversely,
the Israeli side of the barrier is largely
blank except for the occasional sign or
warning typically issued by Israel’s ministry of tourism or defense forces. Few Palestinians ever see an Israeli political image,
official or otherwise. There is very little
visual evidence in the disputed territories,
including Bethlehem, that suggests cultural, religious, or political dialogue of any
kind. Without a doubt, this lack of dialectic
vitality mirrors local politics, in this instance
a long-term military occupation and highly
fractious “peace process.”
Photographs of murals—static or
dynamic, visible or unseen—pose a
difficult set of questions for photographers
such as myself and Jonathan Hyman. Are
we documenting the memorial or the
passing of time in the memorial itself?
I believe that we do both, but only with
the help of passersby, spectators, and
witnesses. These living individuals not only
provide scale but also connect the past
with a present that then also passes. Both

Hyman and I are aware of the temporal
process and always try to include that
context by returning to the sites of our
photographs over time to see what, if
anything, has changed in the murals or their
surroundings and who, if anyone, is passing
by and paying notice or not. I think of these
individuals as essential participants in the
making of a photographic document. For
me, the aesthetic value of my photographs
depends on the inclusion, if possible, of
largely anonymous people. Though Hyman
and I agree that the context provided for a
viewer when people are present in a photograph is important to the overall understanding of a documentary photograph, I
also believe that this human presence—
and not the search for any specific artistic
style or form—is of the utmost importance.

Belfast
In July 2005 a man, wearing bedroom slippers, returns home with a liter of milk and
a Sunday paper (Figure 6.1). He does not
even see the image of a hooded paramilitary gunman because it is so much part
of his daily routine. This is in the Lower
Shankill, a Loyalist neighborhood in Belfast,
Northern Ireland. Loyalists, or Unionists,
are usually of the Protestant faith. The terms
are often used interchangeably to denote
individuals or a group, a majority of the
population in Northern Ireland that would
like to remain part of Great Britain.
	Republicans, or Nationalists, are usually Catholic in Northern Ireland. They are
the minority and almost unanimously favor
union with the Irish Republic to the south.
This is the basis for a long sectarian struggle, at one time pitting the paramilitary
Irish Republican Army, or IRA, against the
Be ar ing W it n e ss
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Figure 6.1.

Ulster Freedom Fighter Mural, Belfast, Northern Ireland. This paramilitary mural, ignored by a

man going about his daily routine, appears in the Lower Shankill, a Loyalist neighborhood in Belfast. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2005.

British Army. Loyalists have their own paramilitary groups, like the Ulster Defense
Association, or UDA, and the Ulster Volunteer Force, or UVF. Much has been written
about this conflict, which resulted in “The
Troubles”1 and finally the April 1998 Good
Friday Agreement, which put an effective
end to most of the violence. My focus on
the visual culture of this conflict in Northern Ireland centers on the conflict’s difficult
political resolution and the impact of that
resolution on the images muralists create.
In Northern Ireland the symbol of the
red hand, like so many issues and images, has been a matter of contention: it
is claimed by both Unionists and Republicans (Figure 6.2). One of the best-known
tales in the oral tradition of Ireland describes a Viking longboat war party ap138
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proaching the shores of Ulster. The Viking
leader promises the first man to touch land
full possession of it. One of the men severs
his hand with a sword and throws it ashore.
Ulster is now his property and the mutilated hand becomes part of a local creation
myth immersed in violence and territorial rights. The paramilitary mural shown
in Figure 6.1 has now been repainted as
a version of this Northern Ireland origination myth, as depicted in Figure 6.2. There
are those in Northern Ireland who call for
the wholesale removal of this symbol, and
others who call for its “regeneration” as a
symbol of unity. It can be found in Loyalist
murals and on gravestones in the Catholic
Milltown Cemetery.
These debates over emotionally loaded
imagery speak to the complex nature of
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the local conflict, as well as images more
generally. Hyman and I have discussed at
length his own experience dealing with
emotionally charged subject matter and
icons surrounding the 9/11 attacks. The
experience and description of the mixed
reactions he hears from people who view
his photographs suggest there is some
disagreement over the meaning and use of
certain images. He notes, for example, that
most agree on the meaning of the bald eagle and Uncle Sam, but the American flag,
the Statue of Liberty, and the World Trade
Center towers have to a certain degree
become contested images (Figure 6.3).
An image thus can be inflected by political

Figure 6.2.

agendas and emotional states once it exits
the hand of the muralist.
In July 2005, I first encountered Republican muralist Danny Devenny. He was near
Falls Road in an “estate” (a working-class
housing project), painting a mural depicting a Celtic fantasy of swans and greenery
for an upcoming street festival. He immediately said: “I also do the other kind,”
meaning he also paints political murals. As
a young man, Devenny was wounded and
captured in a bank robbery attempt. After
his conviction he spent time in the infamous
Long Kesh Prison, later becoming the director of communications for the IRA. He is
largely responsible for the iconic image of

Cultural Symbol Mural, Belfast, Northern Ireland. This image had replaced the mural in Figure

6.1 by June 2008. Both Loyalists and Republicans make claims to the Red Hand origination myth as well as
to the symbol that derives from it. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2008.
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Figure 6.3.

Bleeding Statue of Liberty, Manhattan, New York. This bleeding Statue of Liberty in the Harlem

neighborhood of New York City has engendered starkly contrasting interpretations. For example, some
see Lady Liberty as bleeding the blood of a nation and those who died in the attacks, while others believe
that the notion of liberty itself is bleeding as a result of the American response to the attacks both at home
and abroad. Photograph by Jonathan Hyman, 2002.

Figure 6.4.

Bobby Sands Mural, Belfast, Northern

Ireland. This mural of Sands, a well-known Republican who died in 1981 during a hunger strike, is
just off Falls Road in Belfast. Photograph by Philip
Hopper, 2008.

140

II

Philip H oppe r

IRA hunger striker Bobby Sands as it exists
today in various locations including on the
side of the Sinn Fein bookstore and office
just off Falls Road (Figure 6.4). Sinn Fein is
the Republican political party that grew out
of the IRA and is now in a power-sharing
government with Unionist parties.
During the early to mid-1970s, at the
height of “The Troubles,” separation barriers or “peace-lines” were built in various locations around Belfast. These were
meant as temporary devices that separated neighborhoods in an effort to limit sectarian violence. The longest peace-line in
Belfast, separating the Republican neighborhood of Falls Road from the Unionist
neighborhood of Shankill, is about 4 kilometers (2.5 miles) long. Some peace-lines
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have now been in existence longer than
the Berlin Wall, which divided East and
West Berlin and measured 43 kilometers
(27 miles) long. In stark contrast, the Israeli
separation barrier, or “The Fence,” as it is
sometimes referred to in Israel, will stretch
over 480 kilometers (300 miles) if completed according to current plans.
Visitors to Belfast step out of buses and
Black Taxis to passively view and record
murals and sites related to “The Troubles”
and the subsequent peace process. The
Falls Road/Shankill peace-line has become
a popular destination for these “conflict
tourists,” whose presence is often debated
in the local press and online blogosphere.
Depending on which Black Taxi stand they
select in Belfast City Centre, tourists will

Figure 6.5.

visit one side or the other of the peace-line.
One Black Taxi stand in Belfast City Centre
takes passengers to the Unionist side of the
wall in Shankill. There they will see displays
of random graffiti and lackluster images.
On the Republican, Falls Road side they
will see a dynamic range of painted images
that often refer to other regional and international conflicts, including the Palestinian
conflict (Figure 6.5). The budding conflict
tourist industry has benefited the Fall Road
neighborhood in two ways: local images
reach a more global audience, and the
tourism generates economic growth.
During my 2005 visit, Danny Devenny
was working with sociologist Bill Rolston
on a mural depicting American antislavery
activist Frederick Douglass. (Rolston is au-

Solidarity Wall Mural, Belfast, Northern Ireland. A black taxi passes the Solidarity Wall on Falls

Road. The wall is employed strategically by Republicans to espouse ideology through the making of prescribed images. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2008.
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thor of a series of books collectively titled
Drawing Support, documenting the murals
throughout Northern Ireland.) Danny’s mural forms part of a block-long series of murals known as the Solidarity Wall. Images
there are executed on the outer perimeter
of an industrial complex directly abutting
the Falls Road/Shankhill peace-line. In addition to evoking the American antislavery
movement by depicting Douglass, the Republican Solidarity Wall features murals
that tie the Irish Republican cause to other
international conflicts, including Basque
nationalism and the Palestinian struggle for
statehood.
In an ironically self-referential gesture
that comments on the divisive nature of
walls, Danny decided to depict the Israeli

Figure 6.6.

separation barrier, inscribed “Free Palestine from 60 years of Nakba,” on the Solidarity Wall. In Palestinian terms, the Nakba,
or catastrophe, refers to the creation of the
state of Israel. His mural also includes the
inscription “We will return!” in both English and Arabic, as well as the graffito, “You
destroy our homes but we build a nation.”
In the lower right corner, a Palestinian girl
does not look out of the mural at us but instead directs her gaze either at a distant
homeland or at a house key, the symbol of
the Palestinian right to return (Figure 6.6).
These images are one of the ways children,
in both Belfast and Bethlehem, are used
to embody forms of resistance as well as
hope, return, and restitution. According
to Neil Jarman, director of the Institute

Detail of Solidarity Wall Mural, Belfast, Northern Ireland. With the Israeli separation barrier

behind her, a Palestinian girl gazes at a key that symbolizes the ownership of property and the Palestinian
political concept of “right of return.” Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2008.
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for Conflict Research in Belfast, these are
some of the ways Republican image makers have grasped the strategic importance
of public murals as an appeal to a wider,
potentially international, audience—an importance that until relatively recent years
eluded their Loyalist counterparts.
I met Bill Rolston again during July 2007
in a Belfast coffee shop. As the peace process in Northern Ireland continues to gain
traction, he sees a decline in the quantity
and a shift in the quality of sectarian murals.
He believes that, despite the ongoing work
of active muralists like Danny Devenny, Republican imagery will lose its vibrancy. It is
thus not surprising that sports stars, cultural icons, and occasionally advertising are
now competing with and replacing images
of paramilitary members bearing arms:
the mixed-up visual culture in Northern
Ireland reflects a largely successful peace
process. It also reflects the money recently
spent within Protestant communities by the
British government as part of the “Renewing Communities” program. According
to the published action plan for the program, £100,000 has been earmarked for
the “replacement of existing paramilitary
murals.”2
I spoke at length with Danny Devenny
again in 2008. He was working on a memorial mural in Andersontown, an outlying
Catholic neighborhood of Belfast. He told
me: “You know what’s happened up here?
In the last three days there’s been three suicides up here. . . . It’s an epidemic that isn’t
specific to age groups, from kids to fortyyear-olds, . . . some are on drugs, some
drink, some are just depressed. Overall it
just seems to be a fuck-all attitude toward
life in general.” The mural Danny was working on that day represents Julie Livingstone,

a girl who was fourteen when she was
struck in the head and killed on May 12,
1981, by a plastic bullet fired by a member of the British Army. She is one of the
children who are so often the tragic victims
of sectarian violence. Julie Livingstone is
also an icon of Irish nationalism. For these
reasons, Danny has framed his mural with
a Celtic knot design, which symbolizes a
unified Irish Republic.
When asked about the future of the Republican murals, Danny responds: “What’s
happened now ten years into the peace
process, there’s a lot of tourists and media
and people are realizing murals can be
about different things. They can be about
culture, about community issues. The
whole point about making the murals is to
get our message out, get the attention of
millions of people through exposure in the
media.” This exposure has mostly benefited Irish nationalists, although the removal
of images from their original contexts can
result in other interpretations.
These kinds of images can mean different things depending on local idioms,
changing circumstances, and the compatibility—or lack thereof—of national narratives of heroism, martyrdom, and victimhood through which these images speak.
The audience for these images may be
transnational, national, and local, as in the
memorial murals of Julie Livingstone. Unlike the American 9/11 murals, which are
relatively accessible on city streets or rural
barns, Irish images exist within constrained
Republican enclaves. Instilling fear or anger may be part of their intent, although it
seems that proximity of “the other” community is necessary for these intentions
to be operative. For example, in Belfast
a Catholic in a Protestant neighborhood
Be ar ing W it n e ss
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Figure 6.7.

Muslim Woman with Eagle, Brooklyn, New York. In New York City, from neighborhood to neigh-

borhood, people from all walks of life confront the artwork made in response to the 9/11 attacks. Here, a
Muslim woman lowers her head as a stern eagle appears to be staring her down. Photograph by Jonathan
Hyman, 2005.

may very well feel discomfort not only because of his or her surroundings but also
because of graffiti and murals. In the West
Bank, anger or resentment may be an immediate experience for an Israeli soldier
when confronted by graffiti or a mural in
support of Palestinians. A Palestinian may
feel similar emotions at the sight of a large
Israeli flag flying on top of the Mount of Olives in East Jerusalem. In the United States,
Muslims walking past certain murals may
experience negative emotions like fear,
anger, and resentment (Figure 6.7).
Ironically, the confrontational aspects of
such posturing may not be realized until
the images are removed from their original contexts and transmitted through other
media, like television or the Internet. As Bill
Rolston suggests, this kind of transmission
144
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may cause further misunderstandings. For
the most part, however, unofficial 9/11 murals served to consolidate public opinion
in the immediate aftermath of the attacks.
Hyman’s interviews with muralists reveal
that many of them, in addition to expressing their own sorrow, anger, or patriotism,
wanted to make community members feel
better by giving them a sense of security
and belonging. Whether or not those images will continue to do so—and whether
they ever really did fulfill that function—remains an open question.

Bethlehem and Dheisheh
In a café on the top floor of the Ibdaa3 Cultural Center within the Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee Camp, a young man tells me
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his name is Jihad Ramadan. I ask about
his first and last name with naïve skepticism: “You mean Jihad as in holy war and
Ramadan as in holy month of fasting?” He
answers: “I did not choose this conflict, it
chose me,” pointing to the inevitability and
consecrated nature of his destiny within the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict.
Dheisheh is one of three Palestinian
refugee camps close to Bethlehem in the
West Bank. The camp came into being in
1948 as a tent city under the auspices of
the Red Cross. Later the United Nations
built one-room cinder block structures.
At one time a tall wire fence surrounded
the camp, and the only way in or out of it
was through guarded turnstiles. The fence
was removed in 1995, and today the camp
is a jumble of multistory buildings spread
across two hillsides facing Hebron Road
just south of Bethlehem. At a central low
point is an entrance gate for cars and foot
traffic. One of the turnstiles remains near
a taxi stand. Here, graffiti reads, “You Are

Figure 6.8.

Now Entering Free Dheisheh,” itself a clear
tribute to the well-known Republican proclamation, “You Are Now Entering Free Derry,” in Londonderry, Northern Ireland. This
is another obvious connection between the
visual cultures of the Palestinian Territories
and Northern Ireland.
	Before arriving at the refugee camp,
most visitors must pass through the Israeli
separation barrier.4 The main checkpoint
into and out of Bethlehem from Greater
Jerusalem is a military installation bristling with observation towers, antennas,
and warning signs. The wall there is blank,
gray, and imposing—except for the official admonishments touting peace. On
the Palestinian side of the separation barrier there are extensive displays of graffiti.
There are also some very sophisticated
paintings. In one of the most striking examples, a dove—the universal symbol of
peace—has been crucified by two nails,
which recall Christ’s crucifixion (Figure
6.8). The 26-foot-tall barrier is near the

Crucified Dove Mural, Abu Dies, Palestinian Territory. This image is painted on the separation

barrier just outside of Jerusalem in the West Bank. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2006.
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town of Abu Dies, and this large painting of
the dove is made to scale with the structure. Handprints, a technique as old as
Paleolithic cave art, appear in a long line
of sanguine impressions. Here, the hands
serve as markers representing individuals who have witnessed martyrdom, in this
case the death of the individual along with
peace for the Palestinian people.
Unlike their counterparts in Northern
Ireland, Palestinian cab drivers in the
West Bank are economically desperate.
They wait en masse, on the opposite side
of this well-known checkpoint between
Jerusalem and Bethlehem, for tourists or
an occasional businessperson. The casual
visitors are for the most part Christians on a
religious pilgimage, although on occasion
there are a few of what the Israeli tabloid
press refers to as «protest tourists.» A distinction should be made between these individuals who come to actively participate
or protest in some way and “conflict tourists,” who more passively observe, often as
amateur photographers.
	Many visitors leave their disapproving thoughts on the Palestinian side of the
wall in English, Italian, Portuguese, French,
and Arabic proclamations denouncing the
barrier itself as well as the Israeli occupation. Few, if any, of these tourists stay long
enough to aid the area’s stifled economy,
however. If terrorist attacks on Israel have
been minimized because of the wall, so,
too, has Palestinian economic activity.
In 2006, when I first visited the wall,
the influence of international pop culture
on these separation barrier images was
undeniable. Today, it is even stronger, although there are now signs of rising tension between the local community and
“activist artists” from elsewhere. In De146
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cember 2007, “Banksy,” “Blu,” and other
international artist-provocateurs executed
large-scale murals on the separation barrier near Bethlehem. Like the annual guerrilla art shows that take place in London,
this event was called “Santa’s Ghetto.” Of
course the irony in that moniker is a bit
deeper in the West Bank, and Bethlehem in
particular. Peter Kennard, one of the artists
who participated in the event, wrote an article entitled “Art Attack” in the January 21,
2008, issue of New Statesman, calling for
artists to turn the separation barrier into an
“international canvas of dissent.”
	Yet someone dissents to this dissent,
taking a paint-roller to kilometers of mural work (Figure. 6.9). I believe whoever
did this “scrubbing” read another motive
in this work. These images are mildly provocative, but they were not created by and
have little to do with the daily realities of
most Palestinians. Although this work is intended to be altruistic, it is also an expression of ego, and it appears that some in
the local population understood it as such.
Almost immediately after Banksy executed
his satirical work, some of it was deemed
offensive by residents and so was painted
over.5 As of July 2009 most of the work in
Santa’s Ghetto had been overlaid with graffiti or purposefully defaced, pointing not
only to tensions between outside artists
and local Palestinians but also to an amorphous group of protest tourists who visit
the area (Figure 6.10). These iconoclastic
responses suggest that unofficial political
art in public areas of conflict may serve
as a kind of platform for debate over the
meanings of local visual culture.
	By contrast, 9/11 murals in the United
States seem static; there is no detectable
“visual debate.” This is where the visual
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Figure 6.9.

Protest Tourist Murals, Bethlehem, Palestinian Territory. This section of the Israeli separa-

tion barrier near Bethlehem displays “Protest Tourist Murals” that have been “scrubbed.” The works of
Banksy, Blu, and other well-known activist artists were all deliberately defaced in this manner. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2009.

Figure 6.10.

Detail of Protest Tourist Mural, Bethlehem, Palestinian Territory. This detail of “scrubbed”

artwork appears on the Israeli separation barrier near Bethlehem. The artwork was created in December
2007. Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2009.
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culture of memorial murals I have documented diverges from what Hyman has
photographed.6 Perhaps this is because,
eleven years after the attacks, what the murals express is too far removed from any actual conflict on American soil, and because
their content has not evolved over time in a
way that reflects the changes and debates
in American society that have arisen as a
result of the attacks. Hyman has returned
to murals over the past ten years and those
that still exist have not changed at all: indeed, the imagery, iconography, and texts
within them have remained the same, even
if a mural has been touched up or repainted in its entirety. What’s more, despite the
Afghan and Iraq wars, an active and wellpublicized “truth movement” espousing
a massive conspiracy on the part of the
United States government, the controversy
surrounding health care for the rescue and
cleanup workers at ground zero, and two
hotly contested presidential elections, Hyman has not found a single oppositional
mural in the United States. This lack of image battling is curious, to say the least.
	As interesting as the larger scale, international works executed on the separation
barrier near Bethlehem may be, I find the
indigenous political art within locations
such as the Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee
Camp more compelling. They are not derived from Euro-American ideas of fine
art or popular entertainment. Instead, they
arise out of a genuine urge to consolidate
a diverse community’s opinion, using readily legible visual forms and textual language. On the side of what was his family’s
home in the Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee
Camp is a memorial mural depicting a
boy named Kfah Obeid (Figure 6.11).
Kfah, a thirteen-year-old at the time of his
148
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death, was taking part in a demonstration
outside the camp. It was late September
2000, during the second, or al-Aksa,
Intifada. He was with a group of boys who
were reportedly throwing rocks at Israeli
soldiers. According to one shopkeeper, he
was killed by a single bullet to the heart. I
later learned from Kfah’s mother, Careema
Obeid, that he had been shot twice, in
the chest and in the leg. He died almost
instantly. Careema moved her family to a
new home overlooking a graveyard where
her son is buried so that she could watch
over him.
	Kfah’s mural was donated to the family
by a local commercial sign painter, though
no one could provide me with his name.
The mural contains familiar icons and techniques, including a stencil stressing Kfah’s
status as a shahid, or martyr. The stencil is
visible in the lower left of Figure 6.11. This
mural also includes a chalkboard with a
bilingual inscription as well as an image
of Handala, the political cartoonist Naji alAli’s (1938–1987) iconic barefoot boy, who
serves here, as always, in the capacity of
witness—in this particular case, as a witness to lost “childhood” (Figure 6.12).
	As I was photographing the mural in
2006, a group of boys gathered. They
posed for my camera with the image
behind them. One boy bore a family
resemblance to Kfah’s image in the mural.
At that moment the generational depth
and intractable nature of the Arab-Israeli
conflict became an image-driven narrative
for me: a conflict where sympathy or anger
may be expressed with a paintbrush, a can
of spray paint, a gun, or explosives. It is a
complex story with no apparent resolution,
only a question asked from both sides:
“How can you do this to me again and
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Figure 6.11.

Kfah Obeid Memorial Mural,

Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee Camp.
The young man depicted in this mural
was shot and killed in September 2000
during the second, or “Al Aksa,” Intifada.
Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2006.

Figure 6.12.

Detail of Kfah Obeid Memo-

rial Mural, Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee
Camp. The Palestinian political cartoonist
Naji al-Ali’s character Handala is featured here. Since al-Ali’s murder in 1987,
Handala symbolizes an innocent but
observant witness. Photograph by Philip
Hopper, 2006.
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Figure 6.13.

Ghassan

Kanafani Memorial Mural,
Dheisheh Palestinan Refugee Camp. A woman in
traditional dress passes
by this mural dedicated
to Palestinian writer
Ghassan Kanafani, killed
by a car bomb in 1972.
Photograph by Philip
Hopper, 2007.

Figure 6.14.

Woman with

Arched Back, Bronx, New
York. Echoing Hopper’s
photograph in figure
6.13, a woman walks
past this 9/11 memorial
mural in the Bronx without acknowledging its
presence. Photograph by
Jonathan Hyman, 2002.
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Figure 6.15.

9/11 Double Portrait, Brooklyn, New York. A pedestrian passes a memorial in honor of two

9/11 victims memorialized in Brooklyn. This mural represents one of the very rare times Hyman saw African Americans who died in the attacks commemorated publicly. Photograph by Jonathan Hyman, 2005.

again?” Another group of boys gathered
when I revisited this mural in 2009, and I
quickly realized that they were not just
being curious and cooperative. They were
declaring: «I am Kfah, and Kfah is me.»
Through oral narratives and lived space,
memorial murals thus can help to fuse the
identities of the living and the dead.
If the conflict between Israel and the
Palestinians is ongoing, so too are the public visual displays that comment on «the
situation.» The indigenous visual culture in
Dheisheh is vibrant but exists largely out of
sight to casual visitors, much in the same
way that Irish Republican visual culture
once did within Catholic ghettoes in Northern Ireland. Only time will tell whether lo-

cal paintings will emerge in more public
locations, like the Israeli separation barrier. For now, however, most of this work
remains hidden, seen only in local environs
by local community members.
	Another Palestinian shahid, or martyr,
depicted in a memorial mural is Ghassan
Kanafani. He was a writer involved in the
Palestine Liberation Organization who was
assassinated by a car bomb in 1972. In the
photograph, a woman walks by the mural;
Kanafani stares out into the distance (Figure
6.13). The presence of passersby in a photograph provides more than scale. In the
murals I photographed, they seem to blend
with the identity of the subject portrayed,
helping the memorialized dead, in a very
Be ar ing W it n e ss
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Figure 6.16.

Handala Memorial Mural, Dheisheh Palestinian Refugee Camp. This stark monochromatic

image depicts Handala both as a murder victim and a resurrected witness. The text at the top reads:
“Palestine is for Palestinian blood.” Photograph by Philip Hopper, 2011.

real sense, retain a semblance of life. The
photograph was taken in Dheisheh, not far
from the location of Kfah Obeid’s memorial
mural. The woman does not look at the mural but ahead to her destination or the next
street corner. Photographs of a Palestinian woman who passes by, a man walking
past a paramilitary mural in his slippers,
or a Muslim walking past a 9/11 mural in
America—all contextualize painted images in popular culture (Figure 6.14). These
are people who, for one reason or another
(perhaps overfamiliarity or perhaps underfamiliarity) do not even look at the images
as they walk past. However, even though
their responses are “automatic” and the
murals seem largely invisible to them, the
murals serve as cultural markers of the living in real time. Hyman’s photographs of
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9/11 murals and street memorials regularly
include the living. Additionally, his photographs sometimes record interesting or
jarring juxtapositions between the imagery and message in a mural and those who
happen to pass by at a given point in time,
thereby accentuating both the immediacy
of these images and a continuing sense of
loss (Figures 2.11 in Chapter 2 and 3.1 in
Chapter 3, and Figure 6.15).
The Kanafani mural is part of a body of
graphically sophisticated work that draws
on a long history of Palestinian political cartooning and has emerged in Dheisheh and
other locations. As noted, Handala, Naji alAli’s iconic barefoot boy, often serves as a
witness within some of these larger murals.
Handala does not look out of the frame;
rather, he looks in to it. He sees what we

Not for reproduction; all rights reserved
see and is potent precisely because he is a
witness to injustice and corruption. In Kfah
Obeid’s memorial mural, he witnesses the
death of a child. In another image, he is
one of several witnesses to his own death
(Figure 6.16). The inscription at the top of
the mural reads: “Palestine is for Palestinian blood.” The text below, written in black
and also blood red, contains a slogan that
repeats “Palestine is our country” over and
over again. Here, Handala is not only a witness to others’ suffering but also embodies the hope for an autonomous Palestinian
state.

Beyond the Photograph
In documentary photography, a visual record cannot stand alone. Captions or titles
simply cannot contain enough information,
and texts that support visual information
require multiple readings. This point has
been made before, but it seems that in our
era of “convergent journalism,”7 a reminder may be helpful. A full record requires
many forms of evidence, documentation,
and investigation. Moreover, it requires
many witnesses, both of actual events and
their residual, or secondary, meanings.
Photography is a way that practitioners
like Jonathan Hyman and I can participate
in national and international discussions
about the creation and impact of visual
culture, political conflict, and memorial
expression across cultures. In the end, our
photographs provide just one small way—
and one particular medium out of many—
to try to make sense of difficult times.

Note
1. For an excellent timeline of key events
leading up to “The Troubles,” see the University
of Ulster website at http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/. For an
exhaustive record of the visual culture of this conflict, see http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/photographs/.
2. Renewing Communities: The Government’s
Response to the Report of the Taskforce on Protestant Working Class Communities, available on
website of the Department for Social Development in Northern Ireland, www.dsi.gov.uk/, p. 42.
3. Ibdaa is an Arabic word that means “beginning” or, in the local vernacular, “something out
of nothing.”
4. A map of the Israeli separation barrier can
be downloaded free from the B’TSELEM website: http://www.btselem.org/english/separation_
barrier/.
5. See Rebecca Harrison, “Bethlehem Residents Vandalise Banksy Graffiti,” Guardian Weekly, December 21, 2007.
6. Conversations with Jonathan Hyman, October 2009 to the present.
7. See Stephen Quinn, Convergent Journalism:
The Fundamentals of Multimedia Reporting (New
York: Peter Lang, 2005); and Jeffrey Wilkinson,
Principles of Convergent Journalism (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2009).
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