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Palestinian museum in Beirut keeps memory alive
Nizar Hassan

Beirut

F 

rom inside a little room 
in a hard-to-find alley in 
the sprawling Palestinian 
refugee camp of Shatila in 
Beirut, a man as old as his 

people’s darkest memory has been 
waging a special battle to keep the 
thought alive.

Sitting on the other side of his be-
loved chessboard, Dr Mohammad 
Khatib explained why and how he 
decided in 2005 to stock a museum 
with hundreds of items brought by 
Palestinians who fled their land dur-
ing the exodus of 1948.

“We are doing this to remind peo-
ple that Palestinians had a full civi-
lisation before the nakba,” Khatib 
said, using the Arabic term for “ca-
tastrophe” that describes the exo-
dus that accompanied the establish-
ment of Israel. “We want to fight 
the rhetoric that claims that it was a 
‘land without a people’.”

“A land without a people for a 
people without a land” was a com-
mon expression among supporters 
of Zionism in the early 20th century 
to justify the plan to establish a Jew-
ish homeland in Palestine.

“If there weren’t any people, any 
collective life, there wouldn’t be any 
Palestinian heritage before 1948… 
And this is clearly disproven by all 
these symbols of civilisation,” Khat-
ib explained, pointing at the vintage 
items hung from every wall and 
resting on old wooden shelves.

One would expect to see master-
pieces in a museum but not in this 
one. The purpose here is simple: 

demonstrate that there was “life be-
fore death” in Palestine.

The museum serves as a witness 
of refugees’ memories, a matter that 
has become increasingly significant 
for Palestinians as many see their 
culture being appropriated by Israel.

On display are hundreds of items, 
ranging from copper houseware 
to metal agricultural instruments, 
simple antique lamps that once lit a 
Palestinian village home, to a sew-
ing machine that was a woman’s 
must-have. Even when items are of 
the same category, they are diverse 
in age, technology or size. Such dis-
tinction was clear in the collection 
of coffee bean grinders that Khatib 
is proud of.

Also on display is an ordinary-
looking wooden stick that carried a 
singular story.

“The stick belonged to a Palestin-
ian man named Abou el-Shoq, who 
always carried it around,” Khatib 
said. “One day he was asked to ac-
company an aristocratic lady to the 
Golan Heights to check on her sick 
father. When he returned, someone 
asked him, ‘Do you know who you 
were with? It’s Asmahan (a legend-
ary Arab singer)’ He considered this 
stick to be so special that he refused 
to donate it till after his death.”

Passionate about his relatively 
new hobby, Khatib, a physician 
working with the UN Relief and 
Works Agency for Palestinian Refu-
gees (UNRWA), has gone beyond 
Lebanese borders to complete his 
collection. The hunt for items took 
him to the Yarmouk camp in Damas-
cus in search of beads that a Pales-
tinian woman used for healing sick-
ness back home.

Many items were sneaked out of 
Palestinian villages after the nakba 
and after the 1967 war that led to Is-
rael’s occupation of East Jerusalem, 

the West Bank and Gaza.
“Israeli soldiers used to leave oc-

cupied villages at sunset and come 
back after dawn fearing retribution 
attacks during the night,” Khatib 
said. “Meanwhile, many Palestinian 
farmers sneaked in to harvest their 
crops and grabbed some of their 
valuable items before returning to 
Lebanon.”

Khatib’s uncle was among those 
who sneaked into his home village 
of Khalsa, 8km from Lebanon’s 
southern border.

“I was 6 months old when the na-
kba took place,” Khatib said. “My 
parents were in the souk when they 
heard the sound of an explosion. Be-
fore even knowing what happened, 

they fled to the nearby mountain. 
They had heard of the massacres of 
Deir Yassin and Kafr Qassem and as-
sumed the same atrocities would be 
repeated in Khalsa… And that was it. 
We never saw our village again.”

Khatib was also among those 
who survived the 1982 massacres in 
Shatila and the nearby west Beirut 
neighbourhood of Sabra in which up 
to 3,000 Palestinian and Lebanese 
civilians were killed by Lebanese 
Christian militiamen allied to Israeli 
forces during Israel’s invasion of 
Lebanon.

Remarkably, the sad memories 
have left the man with the will to 
dedicate all his afternoons to fight-
ing the forced amnesia of Palestin-

ian heritage.
“They stole our land and now 

they are trying to rewrite history or 
distort it with military and econom-
ic force,” he said. “This is the role we 
can play to save our heritage.”

The museum is one of 39 Pales-
tinian museums all over the world. 
Two are in Lebanon, including one 
in the Rashidiyeh camp in the south. 
Khatib hopes more Palestinians 
would be interested in supporting 
his initiative so that the museum 
could become accessible to a wider 
population.

Nizar Hassan is a Beirut-based 
reporter who contributed this 
article to The Arab Weekly.

Mohammad Khatib in his improvised museum of memories in Beirut’s Palestinian refugee camp of 
Shatila.

“We are doing this to 
remind people that 
Palestinians had a 
full civilisation 
before the nakba.”

Mohammad Khatib

Let Me Stand Alone: Tribute to slain US activist
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achel Corrie’s activism 
against injustice led to 
her losing her life at a 
young age. Lebanese 
film director Rouba Ati-

yeh sought to celebrate Corrie’s 
short life by profiling her through 
an amazing compilation of her own 
writings, sound bites from her fam-
ily and friends and images that cre-
ate a penetrating insight into the 
activist’s thoughts and emotions.

Corrie, from Olympia, Washing-
ton, was crushed to death at the 
age of 23 by an Israeli bulldozer on 
March 16th, 2003, while undertak-
ing nonviolent action to stop the 
demolition of a Palestinian family’s 
home.

Atiyeh’s 45-minute documentary 
Let Me Stand Alone borrows its ti-
tle from a book of Corrie’s writings 
published after her death. The doc-
umentary moves between Corrie’s 
home in the United States and the 
Gaza Strip, showing the two con-
trasting worlds in which she lived.

It begins with a speech Corrie 
made at the age of 10 at a confer-
ence on world hunger: “I’m here 
for other children. I’m here because 
children everywhere are suffer-
ing and because 40,000 people die 
each day from hunger.”

We then see Corrie with a mi-
crophone in her hand standing in 
front of a bulldozer about to demol-
ish a Palestinian home. The bull-
dozer comes closer and closer. It 
is a frightening image. The screen 
is black for a second and the docu-
mentary moves to Corrie’s reflec-
tions on American society: “Why 
was I born in a country so terrify-

ing? Supermodels and daytime talk 
shows. They convey our emptiness. 
How we have forgotten or never 
learned our own history?”

There are no interviews in the 
documentary. Corrie’s friends and 
family simply speak about her. Re-
flecting on her death, one friend 
says: “It is tragic. We were aware of 
what she was doing. I thought good 
for her. She is doing what she is pas-
sionate about. I just admired her for 
being that brave.”

In a tribute to his daughter, her 
father says: “We need to do some-
thing better. We need to create a 
better world and it is up to each of 
us to do that. That was what Rachel 
tried to do and I am proud of her.”

A number of Corrie’s moving, 
insightful poems are read as the 
documentary moves to scenes that 

deal with the poems’ subjects. Es-
pecially moving is her poem on 
homelessness. “These are the hol-
low souls. We love them when they 
are far away but when they are 
close to us and we look into their 
sunken eyes we choke with fear and 
distaste,” it reads.

There are frequent references to 
her e-mail messages to her family 
while she was in Gaza.

She asked: “What kind of a writ-

er would I be, what kind of a seer 
would I be if I stayed in the prism 
of my home?

“I feel like I’m witnessing the sys-
tematic destruction of a people’s 
ability to survive… Sometimes I sit 
down to dinner with people and I 
realise there is a massive military 
machine surrounding us, trying to 
kill the people I’m having dinner 
with,” she said.

On February 7th, 2003, she wrote: 
“No amount of reading, attendance 
at conferences, documentary view-
ing and word of mouth could have 
prepared me for the reality of the 
situation here (in Gaza).

“When I leave for school or work 
I can be relatively certain that there 
will not be a heavily armed soldier 
waiting halfway between Mud Bay 
and downtown Olympia at a check-

point with the power to decide 
whether I can go about my business 
and whether I can get home again 
when I’m done. So, if I feel out-
rage at arriving and entering briefly 
and incompletely into the world in 
which these children exist, I won-
der conversely about how it would 
be for them to arrive in my world.”

Atiyeh emphasised that she 
wanted to portray Corrie through 
her own voice. “She had a prob-
lem with the system in the USA. 
She had a problem with the whole 
globalised system and her work in 
Gaza was a translation of that,” Ati-
yeh said.

“The essence of Rachel was to 
be true to yourself and stop being 
fearful. She always had a focus on 
the people she cared about. In her 
e-mails to her mother she always 
spoke about the people she was 
working with. She was a very hon-
est person.  She could see the world 
beyond the borders of her own 
self,” Atiyeh said.

This film, Atiyeh explained, is not 
just talking about Gaza.

“We see so much about it along 
with what is happening in Syria and 
Iraq and we become a bit neutral-
ised. We stop reacting as strongly. 
My film will raise questions about 
the whole system,” Atiyeh said.

“Israel was the baby of that sys-
tem and that is how Rachel viewed 
it. She was aware. She was mature 
in her way of thinking and she could 
link things together. She could see 
that the whole system needed to 
change, not just Gaza and Palestine 
but world order, which has taken a 
brutal form.”

Karen Dabrowska is a 
London-based contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.
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Corrie’s writings 
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death.
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39 Palestinian 
museums all over the 
world.


