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T he work of Palestinian artists appears in the homes and 
offices of every Palestinian, hung in framed reproduc-
tions on walls, reworked into school projects, and placed 
on the covers of Palestinian magazines, journals, and 

books.  In most contexts fine art is the realm of the elite, but in the 
1960s and 1970s, Palestinian artists joined the emerging Palestinian 
liberation movements and inserted the rich vocabulary of images 
they were part of developing into the struggle for Palestinian in-
dependence and self-determination. Artist Samia Halaby expressed 
that her desire to “be an artist,” in the 1960s was “the most political 
thing I can be as a Palestinian.” Through their artwork, these artists 
participated in building and defining Palestinian culture, revolu-
tionary struggle, and artistic taste. They regularly made posters and 
graphics for the liberation movements, and reproductions of their 
work were sold in bookstores and seen on street corners every day. 

One of the reasons for the popular appeal of these artists’ 
work was that they took the traditional imagery associated with 
Palestinian handicrafts, folklore, music, and poetry, and combined it 
with the potent symbols of Palestinian resistance. Using techniques 
and methods gained in their fine arts training, they created a new 
visual representation of Palestine in oil, watercolor, and gesso. The 
popularized usage of these fine art works was facilitated by acces-
sible reproduction technology and the absence of copyrights. 

Imaging Palestine
         The Artwork of     
                 Palestinian Affairs

                 Rochelle Davis and Emma Murphy
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One Palestinian journal, 
Palestinian Affairs (Shu’un Filastiniyya, 
in Arabic), provided a showcase for the 
work of Palestinian artists from the 
early 1970s through the 1990s. It pio-
neered the use of fine art works as cover 
illustrations, and featured Palestinian—
but also other Arab and internation-
al—artists and graphic designers who 
exemplify both the trends in represen-
tation of the Palestinian struggle as well 
as broader currents in the art and design 
of the era.

Palestinian Affairs was a publica-
tion of the Palestine Research Center 
(PRC), which was founded in 1964 by 
the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO). The PRC began publishing 
Palestinian Affairs in Beirut in 1971 as a 
monthly journal that specialized in pub-
lishing articles and research related to 
politics, culture, economics, and inter-
national relations, along with monthly 
reports on Palestinian and Israeli issues. 
The cover art of Palestinian Affairs pro-
vides us with a window into the work of 
Palestinian artists during this period as 
well as the political events that shaped 
Palestinian history. 
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It is important to note that the 
political environment depicted on 
many of the covers of Palestinian Affairs 
effected the publication of the maga-
zine itself. In September 1982, during 
the Israeli invasion of Lebanon, Israeli 
troops confiscated the records and li-
brary of the Palestine Research Center 
and carried them back to Israel (to be 
returned to the PLO later as part of 
a prisoner exchange deal). Although 
the PLO moved from Beirut to Tunis 
as a result of the Israeli invasion, the 
PRC continued its work in Beirut. In 
February 1983, the PRC was the target 
of a car bomb that killed eight employ-
ees. These events and harassment by the 
Lebanese authorities pushed it to relo-
cate to Nicosia, Cyprus, in the summer 
of 1983. The PRC published 245 issues 
of Palestinian Affairs from 1971 until 
September 1993, when it was closed for 
financial reasons. In 2011, Palestinian 
Authority President Mahmoud Abbas 
decided to revive the PRC and start 
publishing the journal again. To date, 
eight issues have been produced.
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Art and the PLO

Artists’ participation in the in-
stitutions of the PLO began with its 
founding in 1964. The Palestinian 
artist Ismail Shammout set up the 
PLO’s Arts Section (qism al-thaqafa 
al-faniyya) in 1965 and drew in a broad 
swath of Palestinian artists, includ-
ing those who were already members 
of the PLO and the resistance move-
ments. According to artist and art his-
torian Samia Halaby, in her study The 
Liberation Art of Palestine, “The artists 
had become sufficiently organized by 
1964 that one day after the meeting of 
the Palestine congress to establish the 
PLO, they opened an exhibition in al-
Quds [ Jerusalem] to celebrate the oc-
casion. The show had such an impact 
that people began to think of art as part 
of the liberation movement.” 

In addition to heading the PLO 
Arts Section, in 1969 Shammout 
was elected president of the General 
Union of Palestinian Artists [al-itti-
had al-`am lil-fananin al-filastiniyyin] 
and the Union of Arab Artists. The 
PLO also established an Arts and 
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Heritage Section, which was headed 
by Tamam al-Akhal, Shammout’s 
wife and an accomplished artist in 
her own right. Pioneers in the world 
of Palestinian art, both al-Akhal and 
Shammout were incredibly prolific 
and their art took on strong nation-
alist symbolism. This is the politi-
cal environment for artists in which 
Palestinian Affairs, what became the 
PLO’s main intellectual publication, 
created its covers.

Born in the coastal city of Lydda 
(Lyd/Lod) in 1930, Ismail Shammout 
was trained in his hometown by artist 
Daoud Zalatimo. Following the 1948 
war, Shammout worked as a street 
vendor in a Gaza refugee camp prior 
to moving to Egypt where he attended 
art school. Over his long career and in-
volvement with the PLO, Shammout’s 
work both drew on and simultaneously 
helped create the visual symbolic vo-
cabulary of Palestinian nationalism. 
The dynamic flow of his canvases 
contrasts with the more static and sta-
tionary images of similar subjects that 
other artists pictured (see n.208, 1990 
or n.221–222, 1991). 
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Tamam al-Akhal (b. 1935 in Jaffa) 
was trained in Lebanon and Egypt, and 
is both an artist and an art educator. She 
maintains that she first started paint-
ing realistic representations of life and 
landscape, then shifted to painting “sto-
ries of Palestinian heritage” using “the 
historical style of Arab painting.” Her 
art was used on the covers of almost a 
dozen issues, each deploying different 
aspects of her work, from abstracted 
scenes from refugee camps (n.122–123, 
1982) to recreations of embroidery 
(n.158–159, 1986) to detailed mytho-
logical representations of Palestinian 
landscapes (n.187, 1988).

The Early Years 

For many Palestinian artists, their 
work is a means of voicing the struggles 
of their people. As evident in the selec-
tion of artwork chosen for Palestinian 
Affairs, the ever-recurring visual theme 
is that of resistance. Through represen-
tations of armed struggle, symbols iden-
tified with Palestine, and depictions of 
daily life, artists conveyed this universal 
sentiment through a nationalist lens. 

n.
33

/M
ay

 1
97

4/
Is

m
ai

l S
ha

m
m

ou
t

n.
34

/J
un

e 
19

74
n.

41
–4

2/
Ja

n.
–F

eb
. 1

97
5



n.27/N
ov. 1973



Signal04  *  16

n.
35

/J
ul

y 
19

74



Additionally many artists faced censor-
ship of their work in Israel, the destruc-
tion of their art, and even imprison-
ment. Due to its sharing colors with the 
Palestinian flag, Sliman Mansour once 
asserted that “[he] cannot even paint a 
watermelon.” This repressive context 
led many to leave their work unsigned.

The early covers were graphic and 
illustrative in block colors with abstract 
images hinting at subjects Arab and 
Palestinian in the use of arabesques, 
symmetry, and the curves of calligraphy 
(see n.3, n.4, n.5, 1971, and  n.6, 1972). 
Josh MacPhee, in his blog on politi-
cal book cover design on Justseeds.org, 
describes these graphics in which “the 
clean masthead and limited palette 
combine with the classical print imag-
ery to generate a very clean, efficient, 
and almost conservative design.” Other 
covers include more overt selections 
from Palestinian history and culture, 
such as issue 26 (1976) with its imagery 
of embroidery from a Palestinian dress 
overprinted with a vibrant fuscia wash. 
In an act of reclaiming the history of 
the area, redrawn images of Philistine 
pottery from the second millennia BCE 

n.49/Sept. 1975
n.48/A

ug. 1975
n.44/A

pril 1975



Signal04  *  18

n.
38

/O
ct

. 1
97

4



n.45/M
ay 1975



Signal04  *  20

appear on the cover of issue 24 (1973). 
The Philistines pre-date the Biblical 
history of the region and are the sources 
of the names “Palestine” (English) and 
“Filastin” (Arabic) to refer to the land. 
The early covers include reworked 
selections from the lithographs of 
Europeans who traveled in Palestine in 
the mid 1800s (n.16, 1972).

The early Palestinian Affairs cover 
designers also placed images and designs 
related to current events on the covers. 
Issue 12 from August 1972 features re-
petitive images of the writer, novelist, 
artist, and activist Ghassan Kanafani 
placed above a colorized reproduction 
of the city of Acre, where he was born 
in 1936. The cover commemorated his 
assassination in July of 1972 in Beirut 
by a bomb planted in his car, allegedly 
committed by the Israeli Mossad.  

Less than a year later, issue 27 
from November 1973 shows the arma-
ments of the October 1973 war in which 
Syria and Egypt coordinated a surprise 
attack on the Golan Heights and the 
Sinai to regain their lands occupied 
by Israel in the 1967 War. The cover 
illustrates one of the largely forgotten 
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elements of the war: that Israel only 
repelled the attack and regained lost 
ground after the United States provided 
them with heavy arms. Pictured here is 
a Palestinian fida’i (fighter) surrounded 
and locked in by the armaments of the 
countries who fought the war and the 
weapons with which they were supplied 
by the U.S. and others.

Neither artist nor cover designer 
is noted on the first twenty-seven vol-
umes.The first use of a signed work is a 
painting by Tawfiq Abdel Al, featured 
on the cover of issue 28 from December 
1973. Born in 1938 in the coastal city 
of Acre, his family fled to Lebanon in 
1948, where he spent the rest of his life 
(d. 2002). He described his early work 
as “an abstract, impressionistic style” us-
ing the clear colors of pastel chalks with 
which he learned to draw. The cover of 
issue 28 features an abstraction, in the 
background and on the woman’s dress, 
which then coalesces into a portrait of 
a female fida’i  holding both a rifle and 
a dove

The written word appears in the 
artwork on a number of different covers, 
drawing on a long history of calligraphy 
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as a graphic element in Islamic art as 
well as in modern Arab art. The unat-
tributed artistic rendering of the word 
Jericho on issue 34 (1974) references 
this city in the Jordan Valley as both the 
oldest urban settlement in the world as 
well as one that played host to hundreds 
of thousands of refugees following both 
the 1948 and 1967 wars. Rendered in 
youthful colors, with flowers and suns, 
its full letters fill the frame and make 
it contrast with the much more seri-
ous and rigidly rule-based calligraphy 
that would have been used in signs and 
manuscripts 

The calligraphic use of the vocab-
ulary of Palestine and the Palestinian 
revolution appears in the cover work of 
a number of artists, most prominently 
Kamal Boullata (b. 1942 in Jerusalem). 
Three examples of his strong graphic 
language can be found on issue 62 in 
1977 (“The 12th anniversary of the start 
of the Palestinian revolution,  1965”), 
issue 94 in 1979 (“Victory”), and is-
sue 215–216 in 1991 (“Revolution-
Richness”/”Thawra-Tharwa”).

Boullata’s work, although utterly 
modern in its conception, messaging, 
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and layout, harkens back obliquely to 
Palestinian heritage. Boullata, an art-
ist and a prominent historical authority 
on Palestinian art, works in an abstract 
geometric and symbolic style. Before 
emigrating to the United States to 
complete his studies, he was trained 
in the tradition of Byzantine icons 
under Jerusalem artist Khalil Halabi. 
Boullata’s designs refract the interlac-
ing loops of calligraphy but also evoke 
the Hellenistic, Byzantine, and Islamic-
era mosaics composed on the floors of 
churches, mosques, and other buildings 
throughout Palestine (see n.23, 1973 
and n.29, 1974). The multiple angles 
and layers of color and line that are 
emblematic of Palestinian embroidery 
also illustrate  Palestinian Affairs. . The 
cover of issue 20 (1973) is rendered as a 
colored sketch of a fabric pattern. 

Michel Najjar—who we have 
been able to find little about, so this is 
possibly a pseudonym—created similar 
covers using calligraphy embedded in 
a folkloric form. On the cover of issue 
111 (1981), the motifs that appear in 
the common-place flat woven basket 
articulate the word “Palestine,” which 
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is mirrored four times in the squares in 
the center, with “revolution” featured 
repetitively in two bands around the 
outside. 

Rather than simply defaulting 
to the masculinist militarism of so 
many political publications of the era, 
these covers are profound because of 
how deeply they draw on symbols of 
Palestinian daily life— the historical 
ruins that dot the landscape, the folk-
loric forms, and women’s embroidery. 
Architectural and human environments 
of Palestinian villages, towns, and cit-
ies are also used as inspiration by artists 
such as Sliman Mansour (n.104/105, 
1986), Ibrahim Hazimeh (n.172/173, 
1987), Leila Shawa (n.174/175, 1987), 
Nabil Anani (n.168/169, 1987), and 
Jumana el-Husseini (n.74/75, 1978). 
For many of these artists, the landscape 
and material culture that surrounded 
them in Palestine served to provide 
material for their designs, motifs, and 
palettes—emphasizing, while also cre-
atively reworking and reimagining, the 
connections of Palestinians to their his-
tory and land.
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GUPPA and Internationalism

In the late 1970s and 1980s, the 
covers of Palestine Affairs reflected 
a new relationship with the General 
Union of Palestinian Plastic Artists 
(GUPPA) and featured GUPPA art-
ists’ work on its covers. GUPPA grew 
out of the Palestinian Fine Arts Section 
(qism al-funun al-tashkiliyya, also called 
the Plastic Arts Section) which was es-
tablished by the PLO in 1977. At the 
time, GUPPA was under the direction 
of Mona Saoudi (b. 1945 in Amman, 
Jordan) a sculptor who studied at the 
École des Beaux-Arts in Paris. 

During this period the covers of 
Palestinian Affairs expanded to include 
artists from all over the Arab world and 
beyond, drawn from joint exhibitions 
and solidarity work with Palestinians. 
Works featured in the International 
Art Exhibit for Palestine, organized 
in 1978 by the PLO, provided many 
covers for the journal. For example, the 
work of Moroccan artist Mohammad 
Chabaa used on the cover of issue 77 
(1978) echoes Palestinian themes—the 
key symbolizing the right of return and 
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the kefiya (the black and white check-
ered scarf ) symbolizing Palestinian 
resistance. Iraqi artist Diaa al-Azzawi 
created covers for many issues in the 
late 1970s. His painting of a surrealist 
rider on a horse on issue 87–88 (1979) 
obliquely connects to the struggle with 
its use of the white horse, a symbol of 
the Palestinian revolution. Surrealism 
and other Modernist art movements 
are a strong influence on this era of 
covers, including issue 95 (1979) which 
features a painting by the German artist 
Max Ernst and Lebanese artist Emile 
Menhem’s almost futurist cover for is-
sue 92–93 (1979). 

The twenty year arc of the jour-
nal’s covers reflect a great range of 
artistic themes, styles, and symbols, 
paralleling the renaissance and subse-
quent development of Palestinian art 
and culture which began in the 1960s 
and was aided by the founding of the 
PLO. Tawfiq Abdel Al notes the shift 
in his style moving from direct im-
ages to the more symbolic: “When the 
PLO was established, I switched from 
painting fighters to painting horses 
and my style became more surrealistic, 
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with the sun playing a huge role in my 
canvases, along with birds, horses, and 
roosters.” His shift in style mirrors 
what many Palestinians felt with the 
establishment of the PLO—that they 
had created a body that represented 
them and the tangible manifestation 
of their struggle for political rights, 
and thus they themselves felt liberated 
to pursue other ways of expressing 
themselves and of choosing imagery 
and styles. Over the two decades of its 
existence, Palestinian Affairs captured 
these trends and diversity in their cov-
ers, providing a retrospective view onto 
the changing relationship between art-
ists, their work, and Palestinian libera-
tion movements.

For additional information:

An almost complete collec-
tion of Palestinian Affairs covers is 
available on the Palestine Poster 
Project Archive: http://www.pal-
estineposterproject.org/publisher/
palestine-research-center-prc.

s

n.156–157/M
arch–A

pril 1986/‘A
bdel H

adi Shala
n.152–153/N

ov.–D
ec. 1985/K

am
el al M

ughanni
n.129–131/A

ug.–O
ct. 19782/Ism

ail Sham
m

out



Signal04  *  36

For additional information on the 
PLO Arts Section and other Palestinian 
arts organizations, see Samia A. 
Halaby, Liberation Art of Palestine 
(New York: H.T.T.B. Publications, 
2003): http://alwanalteef.blogspot.
com/2010/09/1967-1994.html

For more information on 
Palestinian art, see Kamal Boullata and 
John Berger, Palestinian Art: From 1850 
to the present (London: Saqi, 2009).

For additional information on 
the US supplying Israel with weap-
ons during the 1973 war, see the US 
Department of State website: http://his-
tory.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/
ArabIsraeliWar73.

The current issues of Palestinian 
Affairs are published in Arabic, and 
available here: http://www.shuun.ps/.
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