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Disappearing cities is an ambitious cultural 
programme of exhibitions, talks and screenings  
focused on the destruction of Arab urban life in  
the post-colonial age. 

The city is the space where civic life becomes 
possible; where the tribal, ethnic or confessional 
divisions of the peoples who settle in it can potentially 
dissolve and mutate into unfamiliar forms of social 
order governed by new rules and customs. The city 
is also a centre of resistance to the invader and of 
rebellion against injustice. In it also, lovers will  
meet anonymously, discovering new spaces in the 
imagination that would have been unthinkable in the 
countryside or desert, and developing new kinds of 
relationships. The city transforms our perceptions  
of childhood; our experiences of light and sound,  
of space and perspective.

But cities are also great betrayers of their own 
inhabitants, repositories of vermin and dirt and 
pollution, as well as theatres of chaos, civil war and 
massacre. In the modern Arab world, cities have often 
been profoundly deceitful—promising lawfulness, 
peace, equality and freedom only to turn into prisons 
and traps for the unsuspecting citizen, who is often 
chased out from them or persecuted for the language 
he speaks or the God she worships (or indeed the one 
he repudiates).

Jaffa, Beirut, Lydd, Baghdad, Cairo, Aleppo, Basra, 
Tripoli (Libya and Lebanon), Kuwait City, Jerusalem, 
Mogadishu—these cities have, to varying degrees of 
course, undergone terrible destruction and violence  

Disappearing cities of the Arab World—
A cultural programme reflecting on the  
destruction of urban life in the Arab World
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in the post-colonial age, bearing witness to what can  
only be described as a failure of the civic project.

Our programme aims to explore the histories and 
consequences of this failure through art, architecture, 
literature, music and cinema. Far from a merely acad-
emic or nostalgic reflection on the processes that have 
led to this failure, we plan also to examine how the 
inhabitants of these cities have continued to resist the 
breakdown or destruction of their environments through 
civic projects or artistic expression—or simply through  
a lovers’ union.

This is an ambitious and long-term programme 
which will initially be structured around a number of 
events over a one-year period at the Mosaic Rooms 
in London beginning in Spring 2013 with Dor Guez’s 
show 40 Days. We also aim to tour some of its outputs 
to other spaces around the region and internationally. 
The programme will also be documented in a range of 
different publications.

The Mosaic Rooms are grateful to Ariella Azoulay 
for her help in making this show possible, as well as Heidi 
Zuckerman Jacobson, Director of Aspen Art Museum, 
who chose Dor Guez to be the International Artist in 
Residence in ArtPace, San Antonio and to ArtPace,  
San Antonio for co-producing the 40 Days project. 

It is a tragic and terrible shame that Dor Guez’s first 
solo show in London should be held at The Mosaic 
Rooms under the shadow of continuing civil war and 
confessional violence in the Arab world. We who had 
the privilege of growing up in the mixed cities of that 
region—Beirut, Damascus, Baghdad, Cairo—have 
seen those rich urban tapestries break apart. It is as 
if the fabric of our region, however rich, ancient and 
colourful, simply could not withstand the onslaught 
of modernity, whether it took the form of Zionism 
and its ethno-colonial project, or secular Arab 
nationalism in all its many guises, or, more recently, 
Islamic nationalism, in all its varieties. Today, the 
bleeding continues—Iraq has lost many of its most 
ancient minorities, Syria will probably go the same 
way, Lebanon is an ethnic and confessional time 
bomb, Israel’s Palestinian citizens and those living 
under occupation are increasingly marginalised and 
threatened with expulsion, and Egypt’s Copts are  
living in profound insecurity. Needless to say, citizens 
of all ethnicities and confessions, particularly the poor 
and disenfranchised, also find themselves hostage to 
unspeakable injustice and destruction—a condition 
tragically shared with many other regions in the  
world today. 

However, this reality was also one of the reasons 
we chose to invite Dor Guez to show at The Mosaic 
Rooms. For Guez is a product of a rare mixity that 

Introduction
Omar Al-Qattan

“Beware of saying to them that sometimes different cities 
follow one another on the same site and under the same 
name, born and dying without knowing one another, without 
communication among themselves. At times even the names of 
the inhabitants remain the same, and their voices’ accent, and 
also the features of their faces; but the gods who live beneath 
names and above places have gone off without a word and 
outsiders have settled in their place.”  
Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, 1972, pp30–31
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was ironically the result of two major, but antithetical 
historical events: the expulsion of most of Palestine’s 
citizens from their homeland in 1948, and the subse-
quent creation of the state of Israel, of which he is now 
a citizen. Guez’s mother is from Al-Lydd1, daughter 
of one of the few Palestinian families to remain in the 
city after most of its 20,000 inhabitants were driven 
out and never allowed to return after the 1948 war. 
Guez’s heritage is also Tunisian Jewish on his father’s 
side, immigrants to the new state of Israel in 1950s 
and to Al-Lydd, subsequently renamed Lod. It is no 
surprise then that his work should be so preoccupied 
with the dynamics of majority-minority relations, with 
the disappearance of minority cultures, and with the 
personal—yet often heroic—attempts to keep their 
memories alive. But this work also invites us to question 
our own definitions of nationalism and ethnicity and to 
reflect on the writing of history, as the artist explains 
later in this book, in his conversation with Mitra 
Abbaspour.

As a child growing up in Beirut in the 1970s, 
I was discouraged from enquiring about a person’s 
religion, even though it was extremely difficult to 
miss the undercurrents of confessional divisions all 
around us (or indeed the ostentatious religious symbols 
worn by many people). My parents, like many secular 
nationalists of the time, dreamt of a society free from 
these divisions and kept referring to a past—but which 
past?—in which everyone lived in harmony, Muslims, 
Christians and Jews (rarely were atheists mentioned in 
that context). It was in that spirit that we were ordered 
not to discriminate between people on the basis of 
their religion. Yet perhaps our parents were also 
idealistic and naïve, for they underestimated the depth 
of confessional loyalties and the extent to which our 
societies remained entangled in the Ottoman system 
of majority rule and minority autonomy, which clearly 
could no longer function in the post-war realities of  
the Levant. 

In that sense, as we hope you will see from this 
rich and moving exhibition, Guez’s work is also a 
reaffirmation of different possibilities for his city and,  

by extension, for the region. He offers a defiant asser-
tion of a continuing presence in the face of historical 
erasure and a seemingly relentless contemporary 
dynamic of denial and destruction that is both violent 
and irrational. This artistic assertiveness, archival and 
fragile as it is, and shrouded in tragedy, nonetheless 
uncovers something else: an obstinate, clinging 
presence that will not go away. 40 Days, as Guez’s show 
is entitled, marks the end of the period of mourning, 
the cusp, as it were, between remembering and starting 
anew. A Christian Palestinian archive2 for sure, but 
one brought to forceful life by a living descendant, 
even if his identity has been reshaped by history and 
circumstance. But then which one of us can claim an 
unchanging identity? 

My own paternal grandmother was born in 
Al-Lydd and the city was the last place of refuge for 
my father’s family as they fled Palestine in Summer 
1948, on their long way to exile in Amman, Jordan. 
So it is particularly fitting—and ironic—that Guez’s 
show should today be hosted here in London: two 
descendants of Lyddites, one Israeli Palestinian and 
the other British Palestinian, reaffirming a common 
past in the capital city of the old empire, which holds 
so much of the responsibility for the collapse of an 
ancient, tolerant and open Levant and, tragically, whose 
more recent meddling in the region has proven equally 
catastrophic.

London, Spring 2013

Omar Al-Qattan is a filmmaker and a Trustee of the 
A.M. Qattan Foundation. He currently directs The 
Mosaic Rooms’ artistic programme.

1 The city is famous as the birthplace of St George’s mother.  
He is revered by all the monotheistic religions in Palestine as 
a saint (under different names, including al-khader) and also 
patron saint of England. Yet its Arab Christian and Muslim 
histories are hardly visible today and it has become notorious  
as the drugs ghetto of Israel and one of its poorest and most 
violent urban centres.

2 See pp11 for further details about this archive
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Mitra Abbaspour: Let’s begin at the beginning. When and in 
what context did you begin working with historic photographs?

Dor Guez: I started working with archives in 2006, as a part of 
my studies and my PhD research on Orientalist style photography 
in the Zionist archives. Three years later I started working with 
archival footage as a visual artist and not only as a writer.
 In 2009, I found a suitcase under my grandparents’ bed, packed 
with plastic bags filled with photographs and other documents from 
the first half of the 20th century. I had never seen these materials 
before, and I remember wondering why they were not organised 
in family albums as is the habit with these sorts of photographs 
(weddings, baptisms, studio photographs for Christmas, etc). With 
my grandparents’ permission, I took on the task of organising 
them into albums. I tried to build the conventional narratives of 
family albums and to organise them accordingly. As the unofficial 
historian of the family, and maybe also as the eldest grandson, 
my grandparents let me deal with these materials. I found myself 
editing our histories over and over again in various versions and 
possibilities, but I failed with the primary task of making family 
albums. I realised what my grandmother understood all along: it is 
an impossible mission. She gave me time to reach that conclusion 
on my own, and to fail on my own, as she had in the past.

MA: What is the significance of working with this historic 
material for your work?

DG: This accidental encounter with a single suitcase was the 
starting point of the Christian Palestinian Archive (CPA) project, 
which is the only archive today dedicated to the Christian 
Palestinian diaspora. The CPA was also a turning point in my 

Photographs, like a sort of embodied,  
physical subconscious 
Mitra Abbaspour in conversation  
with Dor Guez



12 13

DG: Indeed, a scanogram tells two stories (with two dates) that 
complement each other: the first is in the morphological content  
of the photograph, “Samira in her wedding gown”, for example, and 
the other is the story of the photograph itself since it was printed: 
the tears, the folds- the fact that Samira’s wedding photographs 
were saved under the bed and they are not organised and kept 
“appropriately” in an album. The scanogram of the wedding 
photograph tells the history of what they refuse to talk about 
directly. It is exactly the condition of a physical subconscious.

MA: Do you think about your work as an interaction with the 
original photographer?

DG: Yes, not only by my scanner’s interpretation, but also with 
my act of abandonment of the originals; I almost never keep 
the original photographs. I scan the photograph or any other 
document, and send it back. The goal of the CPA is to become 
an online database, and I have no interest in expropriating the 
photographs from their original “plastic bags”. The materials will 
probably disappear with time in the hands of their keepers. That is 
the story of photography; it has a time limit if you don’t keep it in 
archival conditions. I know it is hard to grasp how a person who is 
dedicated to research in archives can let these original materials 
go, but this is the nature of this media we call photography, and 
I respect it. A scanogram, therefore, is only one point in time, 
one date, which interacts with other dates, when the camera lens 
snapped and the photograph was printed.

MA: I understand your thoughts, however, I must admit 
that as a photograph curator, when I was watching 40 Days, 
I winced when Samira tore apart the photographs of the 
Lod cemetery with the sigh, “must be done.” At the same 
time, I was impressed by the symbolic power of this gesture, 
which emphasises both the physicality and fragility of those 
photographs as objects and as historical records. What is your 
relationship to those pictures as evidence and as history? How 
have those thoughts shaped your artistic practice?

DG: I definitely share your feeling of unease; when it happened, I 
took a deep breath watching her damaging them so severely. I could 
have taken the photographs from her hands, and separated them 
gently from the humidity that pasted them together, but it was her 

artistic practice, and it provides the basis for all of my installations: 
it can be one picture, or a series of 15 photographs dressed as a 
family album. It was when I started writing, recording and filming 
(as a part of my attempt to contextualise the materials) that I 
realised why my grandmother had packed them compactly and 
put them away under my grandfather’s side of the bed, like a sort 
of embodied, physical subconscious. One cannot classify them in 
the common genre of “family albums”; they are evidence of a life 
“before” and “after” (some of them even “during”) one year (1948) 
and an ongoing catastrophe. 

MA: The material qualities of the original photograph—its 
surface texture, tears and creases, and evidence of handling—
are high-lighted in what you call a “scanogram”. What is the 
importance of emphasising that the historic photograph is not 
only an image, but also an object? 

DG: You described it correctly. The meaning of the term 
“scanogram” is literally drawing with a scanner machine. Every 
scanogram is made by three layers of scanning, each scan is 
programmed to feature a different aspect of the material, and then 
I compose the layers into one image. A scanogram is my personal 
interpretation of historical material from the CPA. Naturally, the 
process relies on a personal perspective and the outcome differs 
from the original photograph. This technique of multi-scanning 
stresses the history of the document as an object, meaning the 
rips and tears become very prominent in an almost abstracted 
way and take on a three-dimensional format in their size and scale. 
The scanograms offer ways of re-presenting these documents and 
seeing them through sharp, high resolution prints. Scanograms are 
activated as contemporary ‘objects’ or, to be more accurate, as a 
result of their contemporary physical condition. 
 In other words, the original photograph, as a physical object,  
has a history of its own, and the scanograms are trying to bring  
this story to the surface. 

MA: As you are describing your process, it strikes me that 
once you transform these photographs into scanograms, each 
picture effectively has two authors and two dates of creation: 
that of its original and then your revival in a new form and 
context. How does this historical and authorial dualism reveal 
itself in the scanograms?
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same time, the story of the place where he is buried, the Christian 
cemetery in Lod, which every few years is being vandalised by other 
religious groups. It is a hate crime. Maybe it is only a question of 
time before his grave will be damaged as well. The destruction of 
the cemetery reflects the situation of the Christians as a minority 
and, more generally, the human condition of being vulnerable. 

MA: The film is situated historically by its dedication to Ya’qoub 
Monayer, who lived from 1920–2011, and in the timeframe laid 
out by Samira as she discusses the epitaphs of family graves, 
specifically her mother who died in 1979 at age 80. From this 
perspective the history of the entire 20th century is cast in 
the individual lives of the film’s subjects. I see this as related 
to your scanograms, which take on complex, overshadowed 
chapters of history in the form of personal and candid family 
pictures. How do the details of these individuals’ lives speak to 
more universal concerns? 

DG: Being a minority is the constitutive condition of this century. 
It is not only being numerically outnumbered, but a question of 
different contexts as well; gender, education, economic status, etc. 
In fact, at some point in our lives we all experience the feeling of 
being a minority, but for some of us this condition is suppressed. 
You can look at my work and reduce it to an aesthetic statement 
regarding my culture or the history of my region, even the art 
of telling a story—all correct. But, I hope it is also about human 
solidarity. The term “minority within a minority” becomes a sort of 
metaphor in my work; in my eyes we are all Christian Palestinians.
 It is also your cemetery that is being repeatedly destroyed.

MA: Several times the film lingers on something that is 
poignantly absent. I am thinking of the scene of the gravestone 
with only half a cross, the imprint of the missing half stained 
onto the pale stone back; or the 40-day service in the church, 
where a piece of white paper obscures the head of the priest; 
or the heart wrenching final scene with one pair of feet 
stretching out in the early morning light of a bed, ignoring 
the ringing phone. What is the role of absence—visually and 
conceptually—in 40 Days?

DG: The role of absence is to create a gap for you to fill. It also ref-
lects our inability to tell a full story, both visually and conceptually.

prerogative. Now, it is the story of these images as objects, and in 
order to tell the full story this act “must be done”. The two stories 
of the photograph intersect here in a poetic way: the morphological 
content is the documentation of destruction, and the terrible way 
those photo-graphs were held and then separated, the history of 
the photograph as an object, is a second layer of destruction. 
 The 40 Days video is an opportunity to watch an expedited 
process of interference in the original photographs. I sat with 
Samira in the living room, the camera between us, and we talked 
about the latest destruction of the Christian cemetery in our town. 
While we were talking about it, she told me that my grandfather, 
Ya’qoub (Jacob), took photographs to document this violent act 
for the police, as official evidence. It was the only documentation 
of the demolition, and since the police didn’t solve the case, he 
got them back. Samira kept them in a kitchen drawer, where they 
were exposed to moisture from her cooking, and she sent me to 
find them while we were shooting. Usually, my scanograms reflect 
years of weathering, but in this case the story of the object was 
built in minutes, while the camera is filming. This video keeps the 
same logic of the CPA as an archive based on digital scans. It is her 
photograph, and it is her right as the owner to destroy it, and to 
hide it in her kitchen.

MA: 40 Days opens with statistics about the Christian 
Palestinian minority of Lod, and of Israel, as well as an account 
of the repeated vandalism of the town’s Christian cemetery. 
Against a backdrop of these cold facts, a hauntingly intimate 
portrait of a couple unfolds. The snapshots that Ya’qoub took 
to document the vandalism of the cemetery and Samira’s 
explanation of them, as if pages from a family album, bridge 
the political and the personal. When did you learn about these 
pictures of the cemetery? Did you ever discuss them with 
Ya’qoub? How do you relate the two halves of this film: the 
subject of the Lod cemetery and of Ya’qoub and Samira?

DG: Ya’qoub, Samira and I never talked about the pictures before. 
As the camera is our third eye, all stories started when the camera 
is operated. It immediately creates a new array of relations between 
us. As for the two narratives in the video, you put it accurately. 
Like most of my video works, 40 Days offers a deeply personal 
story which relates to a larger narrative. In this case, it is the death 
of Ya’qoub and his memorial service, 40 days later and, at the 
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 I will expand on one absentee, who requires an explanation: the 
wrinkled piece of white paper showing in the 40-day memorial 
service in the video. In past installations, I have dealt with the 
complex relationship between the Christian community and the 
Orthodox Church. There is a cultural gap between the church 
leaders, who are in Europe, and the congregation. In my installation 
St. George Church (2009) you see the priest giving a sermon 
in Greek, a language that is not understood by the parishioners, 
while an interpreter from the community translates his words 
into Arabic. The Sunday mass takes three hours because of this 
act of translation, and obviously there are many situations “lost in 
translation.” In 40 Days you see the priest reading from a paper 
that is being held against his face, so he will remember the names of 
the deceased family. It is the only time in the video that you actually 
see a human face, and it is being concealed most of the time by the 
priest’s note, leaving his presence as a remote representation of the 
religious leadership of the Orthodox Church.

MA: Arabic, its daily vernacular use, and its easy mixture with 
Hebrew into a local dialect, is a thread that weaves through the 
film starting with the salutations of the phone calls that open 
the film and throughout in Samira’s conversations, as well as in 
the final “read” liturgy of the priest. What is the importance 
of Arabic in telling this story, in painting a portrait of the 
generation of Ya’qoub and Samira?

DG: Three languages play a role in my videos: Arabic, the mother 
tongue, which is used for the act of remembering; Hebrew, the 
acquired tongue, which is mainly used to describe events that 
happen after the war; and Greek, the religious ritual tongue, which 
we don’t understand at all. 

 
MA: The narrative structure of 40 Days is poetic. Rather than 
identifying the characters, illustrating their features, and 
describing the series of events that transpire within the film, 
you present a sequence of filmic snapshots of tightly framed 
gestures, details and symbols. 
 

DG: You describe it beautifully. The story is being told by hand 
gestures.

Mitra Abbaspour is an Associate Curator in the Department of 
Photography at The Museum of Modern Art in New York. At MoMA,  
she participates in a collaborative research endeavour to study the 
material and aesthetic development of photography in the early 20th 
century. Her doctoral research focused on photographic archives and 
their methods of writing a history of photography in the Middle East. 

MA: The complexity of identity—religious, cultural, linguistic, 
territorial, historical—is a central subject throughout your 
work. This complexity is often revealed by partial documents 
or questions without answers. Please discuss the role of the 
unknown in your practice? 

DG: Yes. It is evident in my work that there are more questions  
than answers, and you actually leave the work questioning yourself. 
It is a wonderful state of mind to be in—the condition of asking.  
The answers will be shaped by the individuals themselves. They  
are pointed at/for you.
 Another thought: we are constantly preoccupied with our own 
identity—maybe it is a reaction to globalisation, and maybe that’s 
how we’ve always been. Did you notice that since the internet 
revolution, there are more and more archives being established? 
Do you think it is partly a reaction of preserving our singularity?
 Maybe it is a topic for our next talk.

MA: What motivates your work?

DG: Memory.
Thank you for your questions.

MA: Thank you for your thoughts, Dor, and most of all for  
your work. 
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Two events vie for the role of my very first memory. One is my uncle’s 
wedding. I was nearly three years old at the time. His bride’s fingers  
were bedecked with colourful thimbles for the wedding dance. The 
blurred flickers of colour generated by the plastic thimbles moving 
rhythmically against the white backdrop of her bridal gown are etched  
in my mind. I have never asked to see my uncle’s wedding album, but 
since weddings are usually documented and reported by both citizen  
and state, I can probably access the photographic record at will.

The other memory is crisp and more vividly detailed. The 
actual event probably occurred around the same time, but it was not 
documented, nor can I date it with precision. I do know with certainty 
that it took place on a Saturday because that was the day we habitually 
went to the beach in the summertime. On that particular, undated 

Scanograms #1, Image 09, Samira 
in her wedding gown, the first 
Christian wedding in Lod after 
1948, 60 x 75cm, 2010

“This is a photograph of Lod Ghetto”
 Dor Guez

Place and date: Lod, 1949 
Event: Samira and Ya’qoub Monayer’s wedding
Photographer: Unknown
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to their home. This much I knew. And so, I let her be and did not ask  
any more questions.

Later that year, while filming the video July 13, I heard my grand-
father use the term “Lod Ghetto” for the very first time. I was stunned. 
In my mind, the term “ghetto” carried different connotations related 
to urban slums or to Jewish European history.2 But my grandfather 
repeatedly said, “Lod Ghetto.” I googled “Lod Ghetto” and Google 
corrected me by asking, “Do you mean Lodz Ghetto?” Later I learned 
that the name was given by the military government, established 
by Israel after the 1948 war, to a fenced-in area around St. George 
Church in Lod. After the city was conquered by the Israeli army in 
July 1948, the vast majority of its Palestinian population was forced 
to march on foot into exile. Only 1,030 people remained in Lod, and 
they were concentrated in a small area surrounded by barbed wire and 
placed under military rule and curfews: the Lod Ghetto. The term took 
root among the city’s old-timers as well as the newly arrived Jewish 
immigrants who settled in Lod after 1948, and even today this area of 
the city is known as the “ghetto.”3

In the course of time, photographs blur the images that are etched 
in our mind, becoming the official visual representatives of those events. 
Undocumented events are often forgotten, carried into the high seas 
on one’s back. Photography and memory interrelate in diverse ways. 
Photographs can compete with, obliterate, reinforce, contradict, affirm, 
or otherwise interact with experienced, undocumented recollections. I 
have never looked at photographs of my uncle’s wedding for fear that the 
beauty of my memory would not stand the test of time or taste, that the 
photographs would undermine the personal experience. Nevertheless, 
it is customary to photograph joyous events, such as weddings, and to 
arrange the photographs in an album. The presence of a camera raises 
awareness among participants that the event will be recalled and re-
viewed in the future through the resulting images, the most important  
of which are often framed and displayed in places of honour.

My grandparents’ marriage ceremony was the first Palestinian 
wedding held in Lod after 1948. Inadvertently, their wedding photo-
graphs have transcended the role of family mementos and become 
charged with historical significance as rare archival evidence of life in 
Lod Ghetto. After my grandmother hired a photographer, posed for him, 
paid for the photographs, and received them, she shoved them all into a 
plastic bag, which she buried under the bed. Why didn’t she organise the 
photographs in an album, as was and still is the custom? The historical 
context provides a key to understanding this dissonance. One doesn’t 
display the pictures of an insult in a family album.

Saturday morning, my grandmother took my brother and me to the 
beach in Jaffa, the city where she was born in 1932, and where her 
childhood home was located 100 steps from the Mediterranean. She no 
longer lived in Jaffa, but that Saturday morning she carried me into the 
sea, her back serving as my buoy. The water was calm, without waves. 
My petite grandmother wore a shiny black swimsuit, and I felt as if I were 
riding on the back of a whale. Flooded by a sense of security mixed with 
excitement, I glanced back at Jaffa’s shore, the town’s sand-coloured 
houses looking tiny on the distant slope.

Several decades later I find myself poring over a photograph of my 
grandmother’s wedding. It was taken by a professional photographer 
whose name she does not recollect. Her face is shrouded with a trans-
lucent chiffon bridal veil, yet one may easily discern her big eyes gazing 
at the camera. Her painted lips are sealed. Her features resemble those 
of my mother. She is young and wears a white wedding dress, which 
separates her from the crowd even as it draws attention to her presence. 
She is an absent-presence.1 To her left are her best friend, Nina, and 
her brother Jack, slimmer and much more handsome than the man I 
remember from my childhood. She is surrounded by her bridesmaids, 
dressed in their best, their hair parted and adorned with ribbons, her 
cousin Rogette to her right, and the groom’s sister, Rowaida, behind her.

It is an occasion that is routinely documented: the bride, accomp-
anied by family and friends, leaves her home and goes out into the public 
domain, inviting city residents to join the celebration. A Muslim woman, 
identified by her black scarf, is part of the crowd, attesting to the fact 
that members of other religions were participants in such festivities. 
Another short woman on the right stretches her neck up high, hoping 
to be included in the picture. On the left are two men: Tawfik, Samira’s 
uncle, trying to provide the camera with a full view of his face (alas, half 
remains hidden); and Issa, the groom’s uncle, who appears in profile, 
wearing a Turkish fez and a striped gallabia (a traditional Arab garment) 
with a tailored jacket over it. He doesn’t look at the camera. He is on duty, 
announcing the arrival of the bride, and is captured, mouth wide open, 
singing in her honour. A certain distance is maintained between the 
bride and the camera. It is a tacitly observed gap that no one traverses. 

I found my grandparents’ wedding photographs in 2009 in a 
white plastic bag inside a frayed suitcase kept under their bed on my 
grandfather’s side. “These are our wedding photos,” my grandmother 
confirmed sixty years after they were taken. “What year was it?” I asked, 
and she replied, absentmindedly, “a year after 1948,” expropriating 1949 
from the sequence of time, adjusting to an internal calendar of her own. 
My grandmother’s family was forced to flee Jaffa in 1948, never to return 
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1 “Present-absentee” is the official term used to designate Palestinians who 
remained in the country after 1948, but whose land and property were confiscated 
and handed over to the state. The Absentee Property Law of 1950 grants to the 
State of Israel the assets of those Palestinians deported from it in the 1948 war. 
Israel’s expulsion of Palestinian civilians in 1948, the confiscation of their property, 
and the denial of their right to return after the war are actions forbidden by the 
Geneva Convention (IV) relative to the Protection of Civilian Persons in Time 
of War. Geneva, August 12, 1949, articles 49 and 53 (see www.icrc.org/ihl.nsf/
FULL/380?OpenDocument, accessed 6/3/12).

2 The term “ghetto” originated with the Jewish quarter of 16th century Venice, the 
only area of Venice where Jews were allowed to live. Its name was derived from the 
foundry (geto in a Venetian dialect) on the site. “Ghetto” has since become the name 
used for all Jewish quarters throughout Europe. Today the term also denotes a part 
of a city populated by people of a specific ethnic group or of low socioeconomic 
status.

3 Haim Yacobi, The Jewish-Arab City: Spatio-Politics in a Mixed Community 
(London: Routledge, 2009), 32, 61.

4 Whereas most of Israel’s Jewish citizens refer to the 1948 war as the War of 
Independence, Palestinians refer to the war and its aftermath as the Nakba, or 
“Catastrophe”. With the establishment of the State of Israel, nearly three-quarters 
of a million Palestinians were exiled.

That year I initiated an ongoing project, the Christian Palestinian 
Archive. It began with the photographs in the series Scanograms #1, 
which refers to the practice of making family albums. The archive as a 
whole features images traditionally categorised as distinct photographic 
genres: “passport photographs”, “wedding photographs”, “class 
photographs.” The documents in the archive did not originate from 
actual family albums. They were salvaged from scattered plastic bags 
collected in Lod, Amman, London, Cairo, and Nicosia. Samira Monayer’s 
photograph, shot “a year after 1948”, is not from my grandmother’s 
wedding album. Nor is it (just) a photograph of her marriage. It is evid-
ence of her catastrophe.4 Photographs are often described as capturing 
decisive moments, but they are also mute. Their silenced meanings 
emerge in the space between the image and the viewer. The traumatic 
historical context and the archival display restore this photograph’s  
voice as I write: “This is a photograph of Lod Ghetto.”

This article was first published in Dor Guez—100 Steps  
to the Mediterranean, New England Press, 2012

Dor Guez (b. Jerusalem) is a multi-disciplinary artist 
whose installations combine diverse modes of video 
and photographic practices. He is a lecturer in the 
History and Theory Department at Bezalel Academy 
of Arts and Design, Jerusalem, and a researcher of 
archives affiliated with Tel Aviv University. In 2009 he 
established the first archive devoted to the Christian 
Palestinian minority of the Middle East.

Guez’s solo exhibitions include Georgiopolis at the 
Petach Tikva Museum of Art; The Monayer Family at 
the Jewish Museum, New York; Al-Lydd at KW Institute 
for Contemporary Art, Berlin; The Nation’s Groves 
at the Tel Aviv Museum of Art and Carlier Gebauer 
Gallery, Berlin; Against The Grain at Beursschouwburg 
Art Center, Brussels; SABIR at Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv,  
40 Days at ArtPace, San Antonio, and more. In 2012 
the first overview of Guez’s work, 100 Steps to the 
Mediterranean, was shown at The Rose Art Museum 
in Boston. His work has also been shown at the 12th 
Istanbul Biennial; the 17th International Contemporary 
Art Festival; Videobrasil, São Paulo; the 3rd Moscow 
International Biennale; Palais de Tokyo, Paris; Benin 
Biennial; Bucharest Biennial, Tokyo Metropolitan 
Museum of Photography, and more.

Guez is the recipient of the Orgler Scholarship, Tel 
Aviv University; Ruth Ann and Nathan Perlmutter 
Artist in Residency Award, Rose Art Museum, Brandeis 
University; and International Artist in Residence 
Award, ArtPace, San Antonio.
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40 Days, ‘Scanogram’, series of manipulated ready-mades, 
12 archival inkjet prints, 90 x 65cm /65 x 90cm, 2012
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40 Days, Two-channel video installation, 15 min, 2012
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