17

Palestinian art has long featured symbols of
displacement, resistance, and hope for the
future. In many refugee households, a key to
the home where they once lived hangs on the
wall, an enduring commitment to return. The
kaffiyeh, a black-and-white scarf traditionally
worn by farm workers, represents popular
resistance. These and other symbols, like the
dove, olive tree, and prickly pear fruit, are used
to narrate resilience within a history of loss and
displacement. Rooted within this visual culture,
two projects by Palestinian artist Yazan Khalili
utilize light and sight as materials and strategies
that metaphorically restructure a landscape
otherwise marked by militarized infrastructure.
In this way, the artist addresses the psychological
impact of Israeli occupation, which began with
the founding of the Israeli state in 1948. Against
the reality of curfews, checkpoints, restricted
roads, and the infamous wall, Khalili retreats

to the imagination to reveal open landscapes
unburdened by architectures of confinement and
control that have come to define Palestinians.
Whether at night, as in Landscape of Darkness
(2010), or with overexposure, as in Blindness
of Love (2013), Khalili manipulates light in an
invitation to see Palestine differently.
Landscape of Darkness is a photographic series
that contends with the aftermath of the Oslo
Accords, a pair of failed 1990s agreements to
end the Israel-Palestine conflict. Khalili took
night shots around Area C, part of the West
Bank that is fully controlled by Israel.1 Area C
is also the site of Israeli settlements, illegal
under international law.2 Made for settlers and
Israeli citizens, smooth, well-lit roads in Area C
contrast with those in the Palestinian villages,
which are shrouded in darkness. In 30’ | f5
(fig. 1), none of this is apparent. A road curves
in the darkness, set against a distant, lit horizon.
The romantic scene reminds us of thoughts
spurred by the night, and that which lurks
beyond perception. Here, Khalili’s project
emerges out of fantasy: Bored and under curfew
one night, he and a friend set out on a night
hike. As they crested a hilltop, they saw the
coastal city of Jaffa. Darkness collapses distance
and shrouds realities on the ground, making

150

151

Reframing the Palestinian Landscape:
Yazan Khalili’s Landscape of Darkness
and Blindness of Love
by Kathy Zarur

the forty-three-mile trek seem walkable in a few
short hours.
“I didn’t know it was that close,” Khalili’s
friend remarked.3 They set out for the coast, only
to have the impossibility of their journey revealed
by the light of the rising sun. The dark, dreamlike
landscapes of these wistful scenes are set against a
brutal reality of violent inequality.
Though the wall in Palestine has become the
quintessential symbol of Palestinian oppression,
in Blindness of Love (fig. 2), Khalili contends
with its prominence without ever depicting it.4
Instead, the nearly two-minute video is a fastpaced slideshow of banal images of the landscape,
often washed-out and framed askew. A poem
by Khalili appears in captions, unfolding with
the succession of images. Here, Khalili writes
about the end of a romance, with interspersed
references to sight, photographs, and a “cement
wall unfurling from the landscape.” The pain of a
failed relationship stands in for the artist’s regret
at ever having photographed the wall, a process
of image-making that reifies both the wall’s
violent and humiliating effects and what Khalili
describes as “Palestinian pain.”5 In juxtaposing
lost love, the wall, and its photographic record,
an affective relationship with the land emerges.
Dashed is the elation felt in naïve anticipation of

a perfectly blissful relationship—a metaphor for
other losses, namely, the possibility that a nation
might shape its own landscape. It is a mournful
elegy that uses subjective pathos to address a
collective experience.
As in Landscape of Darkness, light functions
metaphorically in Blindness of Love. Overexposed
photographs suggest a process whereby the
excess of light might create a new landscape. In
this way, the elegy becomes a catharsis in which
light burns the wall out of the psyche, looking
toward a future of internal freedom.
Palestinians have long conjured the landscape
in visual images, text, film, and music to express
forms of nationalist desire.6 Drawing on
autobiography, critical theory, and photography,
Khalili contributes to this body of work by
revealing an emotional engagement with the
landscape. Living under occupation in Palestine
is fraught with loss and trauma. In contrast,
Khalili’s landscapes, cloaked in darkness
and shot through with light, are open with
possibility. Mediated through photography and
its manipulations, seeing emerges as an act with
emancipatory possibilities.
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Fig. 1. Yazan Khalili, 30’ | f5 (2010), digital inkjet print, Courtesy of the Artist and Transit Gallery.
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Fig. 2. Installation view of Yazan Khalili, Blindness of Love (2013), video, 1'57". Courtesy of the Artist and Transit
Gallery.
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1 For more on Area C, see “Acting the
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