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The Palestine Poster:
The Visual Equivalent of Jazz
by Dan Walsh
In the aftermath of the 1968 battle of Al-Karameh, the Palestinian na-tionalist movement embraced the poster as both a major internal and
external communication medium. Forty years on the art that emerged
from that decision has become as integral a part of Palestinian visual
culture as calligraphy. Today Palestinian artists produce posters in profu-sion and many graphic centers of excellence have emerged. Palestinian
organizations of all sizes and missions publish posters as part of the rou-tine course of operation. Interestingly, the production of posters in Pales-tinian society is now so normative that few recognize how extraordinary
this cultural evolution actually is.
Simultaneously, over the past forty years artists from around the world
acting in solidarity with Palestine have been creating posters with equal
fervor. To their credit, the Palestinians have never sought to control or
even influence the international production of solidarity posters, and as
a result the genre has acquired an inclusive, authentically democratic
philosophy and aesthetic depth shared by no other category of politi--
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cal poster art. Moreover, no other modern political movement has ever
enjoyed such a long running and productive expression of global artistic
solidarity.
Viewed collectively, the posters comprise a continuous narrative of Pal-estinian culture and history, as told by the participants and their allies.
Viewed chronologically the posters may be considered the individual
frames of an exceptionally detailed documentary film. With each new
poster—and new posters are being created every day—a new voice joins
in the telling of this still-unfolding story. A holistic picture of the Palestin-ian people emerges; one that tells the story from the Palestinian perspec-tive via its own cultural icons and through its own artistic voices.
Palestine posters speak to specific aspects of the Palestinian-Zionist con-flict, but they also tell the much broader story of the Palestinian people.
The land, olive trees, orange trees, Jerusalem, “return,” “homeland,” – these
are just a few of the consistent, evocative themes that emerge. The Pal-estine poster is not merely about “armed struggle”: it is a kaleidoscopic
cultural catalog documenting Palestinian perspectives on theatre, music,
painting, language, literature, architecture, agriculture, poetry, textiles,
film, ceramics, women’s issues, health care, religion, history, labor, voting
rights, cuisine and a host of others narratives. The Palestine poster tradi-tion preserves an aesthetic, encyclopedic record of contemporary Pales-tinian life.
The other major nationalist poster genres of the twentieth century, for
example, those of revolutionary Cuba, Nicaragua’s Sandinista movement,
the Soviet Union, and the People’s Republic of China have more or less
faded away. Only the Palestine poster made the transition to the twentyfirst century. The real action now is digital, facilitating the global dissemi-nation of downloadable posters that would have been unimaginable just
ten years ago. The Palestine poster is the only twentieth century political
poster genre to transition to the Internet and is the only one to be actu-ally growing. More posters are being created today in/on Palestine than
ever before and this art is originating from more places than ever before.
The Palestine poster has, among other effects, opened up a new arena for
individual and group participation in the global conversation about the
Palestinian-Zionist conflict.
Another benefit of the Internet is that many Palestine poster exhibits
from earlier years that were censored, suppressed or cancelled now have
a second life. Owing to the expansive, viral nature of the Internet (which
can sidestep special-interest curating and pre-empt censorship efforts)
much of the historical poster art of Palestine can now be viewed unfil--
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tered by any individual with a computer monitor and Internet access.
This is an important corrective to the history of Zionist opposition to any
display of Palestine culture. The Internet represents a polar reversal of
that dynamic in favor of the artists and in favor of Palestine.
No one is organizing this new digital wave of solidarity for Palestine; it’s
just happening. Individual artists from countries all over the world are
contributing to the expanding global Palestine poster genre. Even Israeli
artists, including the Israel Award-winning David Tartakover, are creat-ing works in support of the Palestinian right to self-determination and
against occupation. All these international artists use their own resources
to print their Palestine posters and/or to post them to the Internet. Over
the years many acclaimed poster artists have created Palestine posters
and the continuing solidarity of artists of the stature of, for example,
Doug Minkler (USA), Marc Rudin (Switzerland) and Carlos Latuff (Brazil)
explains the persistence of Palestine as a vibrant issue in the local poli-tics of places far removed from Palestine.
A central irony in all this is that the poster is not an indigenously Pales-tinian art form: it was an import from the late nineteenth century Euro-pean commercial world. However, just as African Americans audaciously
fused European musical elements with African instruments, chords, and
lyrics to create jazz, an original musical form now cherished and cele-brated worldwide, so the Palestinians have seized on the poster as a form
and made it their own. In the process they have created a powerful new
genre that has been embraced and disseminated internationally lend-ing credence to the idea that the modern Palestine poster is the visual
equivalent of jazz.
*

Dan Walsh is a graduate student at the Center for Contemporary Arab Studies at Georgetown
University.
The Palestine Poster Project Archives may be viewed at:
http://www.palestineposterproject.org
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/palestine-1898
This poster, titled “Palestine”, may be the first Palestine poster ever published.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/al-karameh
Samir Salameh’s 1972 poster, published by the PLO, is one among the many
posters that commemorate the 1968 battle of Al-Karameh.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/the-palestinian-revolution
“The Palestinian Revolution” by Hilmy Touni (1975) articulates the Palestine be-lief in the inevitable triumph of the revolution. Dedicated to the tenth anni-versary of the launching of the Palestinian revolution in 1965, Touni’s poster
romantically depicts the very real civic communalism (as denoted by the more
or less common architecture) that permeates Palestinian culture. The Moon,
though distant, crowns the scene and suggests that the revolution’s progress is
as unalterable as the cycles of the universe.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/homeland-denied-return-tosender
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/one-sided-war
The internationalism of the Palestine poster is exemplified by the many poster
exhibits that have been organized over the years, such as Palestine: A Homeland
Denied (London, 1979), and the International Biennial of Posters of the Islamic
World (Iran, most recently 2007). Pictured here are Jacek R. Kowalski’s first place
poster from the 1979 London exhibit and Onish Aminollahi’s poster from the
Palestine Section of the 2007 Biennial.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/palestinian-folklore
Palestinian folklore is celebrated in this 1984 poster by Marc Rudin, a Swiss art-ist who spent 11 years working in Palestinian refugee camps in Syria. Rudin has
produced about 200 Palestine posters, mostly for the PFLP. Rudin introduced a
modern European aesthetic to the genre, and he also consistently provided cap-tions in Arabic and English (and sometimes additional languages). These practic-es have helped render the Palestine poster more comprehensible to non-Arabic
speaking audiences worldwide.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/un-decade-for-women
The General Union of Palestinian Women published this poster in 1985 to
celebrate the World Conference of the United Nations Decade for Women.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/israeli-apartheid-week
http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/israel-boycott
This poster by Brazilian artist Carlos Latuff was “born digital”. In a demonstra-tion of the amazing utility of the electronically downloadable Palestine poster
solidarity activists printed out copies and carried it in a recent pro-Palestine rally
in France. It was also at the center of a 2009 controversy at Carleton University
in Ottawa, Canada where it was banned and removed from walls and buildings.
The lesson of this poster’s trajectory is that the move to digitally generated im-agery does not mean the end of printed posters; rather, it indicates that printing
will be more selective and localized.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/stop-us-aid-to-israel
American artist Doug Minkler states that in his long career of creating posters
on a wide variety of political topics, no poster has been censored more than this
1988 work, “Stop U.S. Aid to Israel.” This poster continues to be popular and Min-kler is determined to keep it in print. It is permanently available at his web site
store.
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/i-am-gaza
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/solidarity-with-palestine
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http://www.palestineposterproject.org/poster/chiapas-palestina
American artists Michael Thompson (“I Am Gaza” - 2009), Melanie Cervantes
(“Solidarity With Palestine” – 2009) and Jesus Barraza (“Chiapas - Palestina” 2004) are among the many artists who, acting on their own initiatives, regu-larly self-publish Palestine solidarity posters. Thompson’s most recent Palestine
poster was in solidarity with the 2009 Gaza March. Cervantes and Barraza are
the co-founders of Dignidad Rebelde, a grassroots silk-screen poster collective in
Oakland, California. Dignidad Rebelde hosts regular poster-printing workshops
in their studio and they also make their Palestine posters available for sale via
their online catalog. This unique fusion of “old school” artist-centered produc-tion of Palestine posters with a cutting edge web-based sales effort provides in-sights into the evolving methods artists are using for the dissemination of Pal-estine posters.

