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“I gathered together all my 
pencils, colours and draw-
ing paper and hid them in 
a small bag. But the bom-
bardment was faster than 

me. The Israeli assault did not give 
me time to escape with my dreams.”

With these powerful words, 
on the wall beside her drawings, 
16-year-old Lama Shakshak talks 
about how she was pulled from 
the rubble when an Israeli missile 
destroyed her home in Gaza dur-
ing the military offensive in 2014, 
which left 1,500 Palestinian civil-
ians dead and more than 500,000 
displaced from their homes. The 
United Nations estimates that near-
ly 400,000 children require some 
form of mental health support to 
cope with the events they experi-
enced or witnessed.

Two of Shakshak’s black-and-
white drawings are featured in the 
Through Young Eyes exhibition in 
London’s P21 Gallery, part of the 
Gaza on Gaza exposition of work by 
Palestinian artists.

Gaza on Gaza features art, pho-

tography, films and a programme 
of talks. It provides a record of the 
tragic destruction of Gaza through 
the eyes of Palestinian artists. The 
indomitable spirit of the Palestinian 
people and their refusal to surren-
der despite the devastation leaves 
visitors humbled and shamed that 
so little has been done to find a solu-
tion to this intractable conflict.

Gaza on Gaza is a voluntary group 
of creative individuals who came 
together in August 2014 to raise 
awareness of the humanitarian cri-
sis in the Israeli-blockaded seaside 
enclave. They are campaigning to 
end its root causes and to give a 
platform to local artists.

The upstairs gallery features only 
one art work: Majdal Nateel’s instal-
lation titled If I Wasn’t There. The 
wall of the gallery provides a white 
background to 400 drawings imag-
ining the dreams and aspirations 
of children who died in the con-
flict. Fragments of paper bags, once 
used to deliver limited supplies of 
cement to families whose homes 
were bombed, form the canvas. The 
small coloured drawings of children 
evoke the simple question, “What 
would these children be doing if 
they were not in Gaza at the time of 

the bombing?”
Nateel’s installation was inspired 

by her experiences while volunteer-
ing with the United Nations and 
working with children in shelters 
during the conflict. The artist is the 
mother of two young daughters liv-
ing in Gaza City. She graduated with 
a bachelor’s degree in fine arts from 
Al-Aqsa University and has exhib-
ited her work in Gaza, Jordan and 
Europe.

“I am dedicating my artistic tools 
to talk on behalf of the children who 
lost their voices simply because 
they were there. If I Wasn’t There 
is about this,” Nateel explained. 
“If I hadn’t been there maybe my 
mother would now be brushing my 
hair or making my favourite food. 
I wouldn’t just be a statistic broad-
cast on the news.”

The Through Young Eyes exhibi-
tion also features nine drawings of 
children who took part in a project 
run by Christian Aid partner, the 
Culture and Free Thought Associa-
tion, an organisation that provides 
therapeutic activities for children 
and teens. The drawings show 
grief, sorrow and dismay but there 
is also hope as the perceptive, elo-
quent statements from the young 
artists show. Madeeha al-Majayda, 
16, said: “As children, our dreams 
are limited. We dream to grow up, 
complete our studies and live in a 
place free of a blockade. Unfortu-
nately these simple dreams cannot 
be achieved in Gaza.”

Her picture shows a girl clasp-
ing a rose in her hands behind her 
back. In front of her is a person with 
a gun. “I drew the picture The Hand 
that Carries the Arms Carries Roses 
Too to honour the innocent people 
who defend their land. I do this 
through my drawing and present 
them a rose.”

Sixteen-year-old Ayah Sha’ath 
has a message for children of the 
world, “We love you all and hope 
to see you in Gaza.” She shows a 
lonely new doll lying in the rubble; 
the child who played with the doll is 
gone forever.

Photos and short films are also 
featured in the exhibition. Amani 

Shaqawi, a freelance photographer 
and graphic designer from Gaza, 
presents a black-and-white photo of 
an Arab girl whose face is partially 
covered by a keffiyeh gazing into a 
coffee cup. What does she see? The 
questions that inevitably arise are 
left unanswered.

Short films are screened continu-
ously throughout the exhibition in 
a small room beside the downstairs 
gallery. Here is Gaza by Abod Say-
mah and Mohamed Jabaly shows 
life in Gaza. Scenes of destruction 
are inevitable but there is also the 
joy of life, children continuously 
giving the victory salute, fishermen, 
ordinary people shopping and buy-
ing fruit, a kebab seller delighted at 
being photographed.

First drink (Water + Salt) directed 
by Yousef Nateel was inspired by 
Palestinian prisoners held under 
administrative detention who drink 

water with salt while on hunger 
strike. Young people also drink wa-
ter with salt to share the experience 
of the detainees and comment on 
their experiences. 

One Minute directed by Dina Nas-
er is a docudrama about a mother 
and a baby in the heavily damaged 
Shujai’iya district of Gaza just before 
and during the 5-minute warning to 
evacuate which felt like 1 minute. A 
number of discussion meetings are 
being held in conjunction with the 
exhibition, including Art as Inter-
vention exploring a range of artistic 
and imaginative strategies that ad-
dress how art can be created and 
shared during times of conflict and 
occupation.

Karen Dabrowska is a London-
based contributor to the Culture 
and Society section of The Arab 
Weekly.
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undreds of Tunisian 
scholars and artists is-
sued a manifesto on Au-
gust 12th empahisising 
the need for a more ac-

tive role by intellectuals in the fight 
against terrorism.

The conference was part of an ini-
tiative entitled Intellectuals against 
Terrorism, which reflected the 
deep-seated anxieties of many seg-
ments of the Tunisian population 
since the Bardo and Sousse attacks.

The manifesto issued by Intellec-
tuals against Terrorism purported 
to identify the risks ahead and to 
defend the major values and princi-
ples deemed to be key to defeating 
terrorism.

While expressing support for the 
security measures announced re-
cently by Tunisian President Beji 
Caid Essebsi, the manifesto called 
for “other decisive steps” that “en-
compass cultural, educational, so-
cial and economic aspects so as to 
provide the country with the tools 
and conditions of facing the threats 
of terrorism”.

It also noted that “fighting ter-

rorism requires setting up an inte-
grated strategy aimed at eradicating 
the cultural and intellectual roots of 
terror”.

One of the leading members of 
the initiative is Habib Kazdaghli, 
dean of the University of Humani-
ties and Arts of Manouba. He gained 
international attention after his dar-
ing rejection of attempts by radical 
Salafists to impose their way of life 
at his university campus.

“Every society needs its intellec-
tuals but sometimes intellectuals do 
not fulfill their rightful roles. That is 
why we held this conference,” Ka-
zdaghli explained.

A fundamental task, he added, is 
to make the right diagnosis of the 
roots of the problem. “The coun-
try is in a war and when the coun-
try is in a war it is not just the army 
fighting,” he said. “The whole soci-
ety and intellectuals must also take 
part in the war, by asking their right 
questions and analysing the weak-
nesses that draw us back.”

Karima Bannoun, an Algerian in-
tellectual who spoke at the confer-
ence, concurred, saying: “We need 
scientific analysis of the causes of 
terrorism and consequences. We 
need to look at what has happened 
in other countries, the best strate-
gies, the best practices, to be able 
to objectively draw lessons from 
all and also to be a voice of the con-
scious in society.

“We can both support the state 
when appropriate and criticise it 
when it is needed.”

One of the key speakers during 

the one-day event was Basma Khal-
faoui, the widow of leftist politician 
Chokri Belaid, who was assassinat-
ed in 2013 by jihadists.

Khalfaoui says Tunisian society 
is frustrated about the shortcom-
ings of the fight against terror. 
“Elections were held thinking we 
will find ways to fight terrorism in 
the following months, only to find 
ourselves facing more dangerous 
attacks afterwards,” Khalfaoui told 
The Arab Weekly.

But she says the intellectuals’ ini-
tiative is timely. “This conference 
comes at a crucial time to send a 

reassuring message to people that 
the civil society is quite dynamic 
and that the society can also pro-
tect itself,” she explains. Khalfaoui 
says intellectuals should help shed 
light on the process of radicalisa-
tion among youth. The need for at-
tention to youth was emphasised by 
most speakers. “Young people are at 
the centre of our concern, especial-
ly with the growing disinterest of 
youth in politics as opposed to their 
alarming involvement in terrorist 
groups,” said rights activist Profes-
sor Raja Ben Slama.

For Hamadi Redissi, a jurist and 

leftist intellectual, there was value 
in the conference itself in the fight 
against extremism. “The support by 
Tunisian and foreign intellectuals 
is a message to terrorists that Tuni-
sians are mobilised against terror-
ism,” he said. 

A major national conference ex-
pected to be attended by senior 
government officials, political par-
ties and civil society leaders will be 
held in Tunis next September.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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