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FOREWORD

The Arab American National Museum (AANM) is proud to present Etching Our
Own Image: Voices from Within the Arab American Art Movement. This
anthology features some of the work presented at DIWAN: A Forum for the
Arts, which was held at the museum between March 30 and April 2 of 2006.
DIWAN was dedicated to Arab American artists who work in the areas of
literature and the performing, visual, and media arts. In organizing DIWAN, we
hoped to generate a national dialogue about the state of Arab American arts, to
bring visibility to Arab American artists and scholars, and to document their
contributions in their respective fields. Close to fifty Arab American artists and
scholars of the arts participated in DIWAN, many of whom had never before
met. DIWAN provided the presenters, as well as our audience, with a platform to
meet, present, and discuss their work and to engage in a dialogue that would
stimulate and encourage new ideas and artistic expression.

The work presented at DIWAN was extremely diverse; it covered a variety of
topics and genres. In addition to scholarly papers, there were presentations of
original works, which included visual arts, films, theater, music, comedy,
poetry, and prose. Some presented their work as a part of Arab American art
collectives established in the aftermath of September 11. Within each field,
different genres were presented, ranging from modern visual arts to calligraphy,
from hip-hop to classical Arabic music. In their work, many of the artists
explored issues of relevance to the larger Arab American community, such as
identity and ethnicity, war and displacement, and of course, being an Arab
American artist post-9/11.

Etching Our Own Image: Voices from Within the Arab American Art Movement
is a testimony to the resilience, courage, and innovation of Arab American
artists. Through their creative work, these artists were capable of molding the
hostility they found themselves facing, especially after September 11, into a
positive energy; an energy that challenges as it creates and enriches our lives as
it refutes the many popular assumptions about Arab Americans. Through their
individual and collective work, these contributing artists affirm our identity as
Arab Americans, provide us with a new form of resistance, and lift our spirit.
This publication celebrates the free expression and creativity of Arab American
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artists as an indispensable part of our community’s cultural heritage, activism,
and contributions.

The Arab American National Museum is committed to offering programs and
publications that embody the diversity and creativity of our community. DIWAN
and this anthology reflect our vision of establishing the AANM as a dynamic
educational and cultural institution as well as a welcoming place where artists,
scholars, and community members can meet, interact, and exchange ideas—a
place for the public to learn about the rich cultural heritage and the contributions
of Arab Americans.

Etching Our Own Image: Voices from Within the Arab American Art Movement
marks only the beginning of serving our mission of presenting, documenting,
and preserving the contributions of Arab Americans, including those in the arts.
It is a reflection of the AANM core values that the cultural heritage of all people
should be preserved, celebrated, and shared. We value the arts not only as an
aesthetic expression of our human experience but also as a tool that empowers
people and instills community pride, especially among new immigrants and
marginalized communities. We further believe in the power of the arts to
address social and political issues while providing our audience with a safe
space that encourages dialogue and stimulates discussions.

The Arab American National Museum extends it thanks to all of the artists who
participated in our first DIWAN, for supporting our work and for investing their
time and energy to make the event a success. Our deepest thanks and
appreciation to Rumzi Araj the main organizer of DIWAN, and to all the AANM
staff whose hard work and commitment make the Museum a vibrant cultural
and educational institution. My deepest appreciation goes also to the members
of DIWAN’s advisory committee for volunteering their time and expertise.
Lastly, we acknowledge and thank the sponsors who funded DIWAN, including
the Wallace Foundation, the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation, and
Artography: Arts in a Changing America, a documentation program of the
Leveraging Investments in Creativity program, funded by the Ford Foundation.
The generous support of these sponsors to the Arab American National Museum
and DIWAN is what made this publication possible.

Anan Ameri, PhD
Director, Arab American National Museum



ETCHING OUR OWN IMAGE:
VOICES FROM WITHIN THE ARAB AMERICAN
ART MOVEMENT

HOLLY ARIDA

The personal is the political. Fiction and facts are inseparable. Personal stories
resist vague and generalized abstractions. They maintain the urgency, the
intensity, the richness and vividness of the concrete.

—Nawal El Saadawi

Impressions. Arabs in America have long struggled with negative
characterizations, but 9/11 placed on them a special burden. In addition to the
anguish and concern for this country’s safety that we share with all Americans,
Arab Americans are constantly made to define and defend who we are.
Otherwise, our image will be defined for us, either by those who commit
violence in our name or by those who assert that Arabs and Muslims are
somehow monolithic or deserve collective blame for 9/11. Without self-
definition, we are misunderstood. Out of this dynamic has emerged an Arab
American art movement. While this effort is not uniform, the artists within it
have in common the capacity to etch their own images, to use artistic media to
create their own impressions of who they are as artists and as Arab Americans.
This collection of writings captures their diverse voices; our contributors
include poets, musicians, playwrights, creative writers, painters, conceptual
artists, comedians and scholars of the arts. The artists included here are above
all artists, committed to craft, innovation, and expression; and they take on the
task of etching their own image willingly or unwillingly, consciously or
unconsciously. And while their art cannot be solely defined by the need to
reclaim the image of Arab Americans, their work is certainly shaped by the time
and place in which they create. These voices from within the Arab American art
movement portray art as resistance, as an embrace of their past and their future.
This is art designed to retain their origins and create something new, to
collaborate and come together. Here they do all of these things. Here they find
their voice as they gather in mountains, remaking the whole. Here Arab
American artists tell their own story.
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Resistance. The poet and playwright Nathalie Handal tells of her inspiration to
write and how she uses poetry to reconstruct her homeland. She revisits a
picture of her grandfather in Palestine that has haunted her; but after so many
years, it is starkly different from how she remembers it. The picture serves as a
metaphor for Palestine, and her poems tell stories of occupation in small and
personal glimpses. For Nathalie Handal, poetry is a form of resistance, not just
to occupation, but also to the eroding memory of her homeland. Similarly, the
musician Will “the Iron Sheik” Youmans outlines how hip-hop, a music genre
born out of resistance, has been adopted by Arab Americans to speak out against
social injustice. He quotes the Arab American rapper Excentrik, who asserts that
hip-hop addresses a specifically Arab American angst: the “rampant
misrepresentation” when “twenty-four seven, we’re known as terrorists.” For
Handal and Youmans, the art of the spoken and written word is a powerful tool
of resistance.

Three of our writers analyze artists who draw on different spirits of resistance.
Professor Richard Hishmeh’s analysis of Arab American poets shows Kahlil
Gibran, Naomi Shihab Nye, and Lawrence Joseph adopting the voices of
Western poets in order to assert a non-Western agenda. Through their poetry,
these poets call attention to the political turmoil in their Arab homelands,
criticize imperialism, and raise awareness about Arab Americans and immigrant
life. In another study, the journalist Andrea Shalal-Esa explains how the works
of spoken-word poet and performer Suheir Hammad, along with those of the
writers Naomi Shihab Nye and Diana Abu-Jaber, resist “any kind of totalizing
narrative.” Hammad, Nye, and Abu-Jaber negotiate ethnic, racial, and especially
gender boundaries, as they defy categorizations of Arab women, “celebrating
the hyphen” through their own authentic voices. Curator and organizer Jessica
Robertson Wright’s study of three exhibitions examines methods for resisting
the obstacles to exhibiting Palestinian art. Her focus is on Palestinian artists for
whom the Palestinian experience is the subject of their work and on the means
by which these artists and their curators and organizers resist marginalization.
As they tell their story, Arab Americans artists empower themselves to resist
occupation, marginalization, and social injustice.

Past-Present-Future. Many of the authors in this collection challenge us to think
about what is supposed to be the linear direction of migration. We leave our
home country. We arrive. Sometimes, we go back. Suheir Hammad’s
contemplation of “Women of the Arab Worlds” is also a contemplation of
herself, and her poem defies definition just as the women of these Arab worlds
defy definition. How does Suheir Hammad use poetry to speak truth to power?
She says, “I write poetry because it’s all [ know.” It is all she has to say and all
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she needs to say. The paintings of the late Sari Khoury also defy definition,
according to his son Christopher Khoury. While Khoury’s paintings cannot be
understood as merely “Palestinian art,” nor can they be understood apart from
the restlessness evoked by his exile from Palestine. Sari Khoury’s art and his
life intertwined as he embraced the themes of his homeland, and his creations
transcend the boundaries of “immigrant art” and the expectations of his local
audience. Like Chris Khoury’s reflections, the painter Helen Zughaib’s piece
relates to her father, and the paintings she created to convey the stories he told
her. Her renderings are of stories of wisdom from long ago, stories that her
father carried with him when he immigrated to the United States. Yet Helen
Zughaib seeks not just to preserve the past but also to reach out to people and
communities outside of the Arab experience. Rather than a linear path, it is a
circle that we see in the work of Hammad, Khoury, and Zughaib: migration
from a place or to a place is always connected. We are attached at both ends.
We are never fully here or there.

Synthesis. What do we take with us and what do we leave behind? How does art
transform over national boundaries? In “Purists and Innovators,” musician
Karim Nagi makes a sweeping examination of Arabic music: the motivations for
performers in America to maintain traditional music forms, and in Arab
homelands to create something new. Asserting that Arab American musicians
are constrained from innovation by pressure to remain authentic and by the
nostalgia of their audience for the homeland, Nagi’s analysis speaks to the
broader questions about art in the diaspora and the peculiar result of the melding
of Arab and American cultures. In another form of synthesis, writer and
professor Greg Orfalea draws from his heritage and his present circumstances in
a creative work that is at once a lesson, a story, and an analysis of Arab
American literature. He tells us,

I may reveal here some themes I think are common to the literature of Arab
Americans, but don’t count on it. Don’t count on me paying close attention to
family, war, and love in this strange culture we find ourselves set down in as [
would if I were wearing a critic’s hat, that stiff homburg. No, I am wearing no
hat and going up into the mountains.

But his story of a nephew adopted during the Lebanese Civil War who gets lost
in the mountains as family members stumble over each other to find him, very
much revolves around family, war, and love—themes common to Arab
American literature.

Artists can sometimes be uncomfortable when their personal identity conflates
with the identity of their work because this can be reductive. When they are
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telling a story, it may be embedded, as in the conceptual art of Doris Bittar.
Bittar’s Stripes and Stars series began before 9/11, with overlays of historic
maps of the East and West as symbols of harmony. As the relationship between
the West and the Arab world turned more violent and complicated, the pieces in
this series merged symbols of modern patriotism and militarism, evoking
messages ranging from hope to despair. Bittar’s composition Lebanese Linen
perhaps best symbolizes “our inability to completely know or grasp the past” as
patterns in the piece combine the ancient, colonial, and modern histories of
Lebanon to represent “the layered, intertwined lives of a family on the precipice
of a civil war.” As in Nagi’s sweeping study of Arab music in America, and in
Greg Orfalea’s blend of story, lesson, and analysis, the work of Doris Bittar
embeds frames of time, layers of meaning and existence, an Arab and an
American existence.

Coming Together—A Diwan. An artistic movement requires that a group of
artists share principles or some sort of actuating agency. While some historical
art movements have embraced the same style or artistic philosophy, in the case
of the Arab American art movement, the actuating agency is the reimaging of
Arab America—the taking back of the power to tell our own story, on our own
terms. Like the Arab American National Museum’s DIWAN conference, which
gathered Arab American artists from around the nation and from all artistic
mediums, smaller groups of artists have collected to collaborate, create, and
support one another in the effort to define themselves, or at least move away
from prescribed definitions. In this vein, the comedian and activist Dean
Obeidallah describes how the post-9/11 climate in America brought Arab
American comedians together. Obeidallah recalls that “many Arab Americans,
including myself, became more in touch with our Arab heritage, and for the first
time in our lives, we became active in Arab American organizations.” At the
same time, a mixed audience emerged composed of Arab Americans who
“circled the wagons” in an effort to protect themselves and to seek support from
fellow Arab Americans, and non-Arabs who become interested in the question,
“Who are these Arab people anyway?” Arab American comedy follows an
American tradition of ethnic-American groups using comedy to confront
stereotypes and racism. Obeidallah chronicles how his involvement in Arab
American organizations led to the staging of the Arab American Comedy
Festival in New York, and how his collaborative work speaks to the healing
power of laughter and the strength found in numbers.

Because Leila Buck is also a performing artist, her analysis focuses on the
audience, and like Obeidallah, Buck asserts the positive and transformative
experience of live interaction with an audience as well as the power of
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collaboration. Buck explains the three formats in which she has created political
theater. After her solo work ISite, Buck helps find Nibras, New York’s Arab-
American Theater Collective, whose collaborative work was in part motivated
by 9/11 and the need to “illuminate the depth and breadth of what it meant to be
Arab in a post-9/11 America.” Coming together again, only this time with Arab
and Arab American women, Buck begins a group called Nisa’a (“women” in
Arabic) who create political theater to reflect on various issues and to essentially
“find their own voice.” Together, this group finds strength to negotiate the
various expectations of being Arab, American, and women, and to formulate
how best to represent their experiences through political theater.

Another artist who traces her personal and professional growth through
collaboration is writer and visual artist Youmna Chlala. She describes the
evolution of the Arc Collective, an Arab art collective with which she is
affiliated in the San Francisco Bay Area. She emphasizes the diversity of
feelings and attitudes among members of the collective toward their identity as
Arabs and as artists. Their journey is a process of a shared creative and artistic
vision. The Arc Collective’s mission must acknowledge the political time and
place in which they create art, but it must also “set aside” politics and keep
boundaries fluid in order to get on with collecting “artistic impulses” into a
collaborative project. For Obeidallah, Buck, and Chlala, the coming together
with other Arab American artists has its challenges but the collaborative effort
enhances personal and professional growth, elevating artistic expression to
another level. This diwan, or gathering of Arab American artists, is not a total
reaction to or against the political place and time, but these collective efforts are,
at least in part, consequences of the political climate. The collectives are a new
and powerful way for Arab American artists to tell their story.

The various parts of this collection come together to make up a story. Arab
American artists use their art both to resist and to embrace their past, present,
and future, and to retain their origins while creating something altogether new.
Ultimately, they connect with one another on the level of self-definition so that
their audiences can reimagine Arab America. As the playwright Leila Buck
reflects on her eight years of performing ISife around the country: “I have never
had anyone attempt to refute the truth or importance of anything that I share. On
the contrary, every audience thanks me effusively for my work and for the
perspective it showed them; a perspective many of them never realized existed.”
For Arab Americans in this time, in this place, the political is in fact the
personal, and as Nawal El Saadawi suggests, great power lies in personal
stories. These stories are sometimes explicit, sometimes deeply embedded under
layers of meaning, but the stories told here through Arab American art are
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urgent, intense, vivid, and rich. Through these stories, voices from within the
Arab American art movement redefine who we are.



CHAPTER ONE:

SPEAKING TRUTH TO POWER
THROUGH POETRY



POETRY IS ALL I KNOW

SUHEIR HAMMAD

Poetry is all I know. This means I basically know nothing. Because poetry, the
technology of language, the vibration of intention, the music of expression, is
ever changing. As am I.

How to present truth in poetry when the form is always changing? Could it be
possible that the truth changes as well? Some things seem pretty consistent.
Land theft, voting fraud, misogyny. So how does the poet approach painful
truth? From as many angles as one can.

This poem was written at the end of a month-long residency. Rather than a
poem to Arab women, I wanted to make sure to include the ethnic minorities in
Arab countries as well. It’s a love poem to the Arab women I’ve met who have
bucked the traditional roles demanded of them. Women who have paid for their
independence with more sacrifice than one would know looking at them. It’s a
love poem to myself. And it’s a love poem to the young women who will so
soon be here, defining for themselves what poetry means. What truth is.

“A Poem for Women of the Arab Worlds”

I have heard of women like this
Women of superior airs and earthy laughs

Around them is music

Women loud as Cairo streets

Where humanity lives on top itself and voices
Must carry over the silencing of a people

I remember stories about women like this

They always have long hair
Unless they shave it off
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And they wear jewelry as part
Of their person an extension
Of their aspiration for the day

The stories of Mecca and Medina
Are alive in their memory

In their robes they carry

The magic of repetition

The bond of imagination

Their names whispered

During Mama’s coffee time
With her girlfriends all homesick
And despairing of loneliness

The women we were warned against
They always smell delicious

They have a humor their mothers disapprove of
They inherited their humor from their mothers

They know they have bodies

I have heard of the dancing of women from Baghdad
At once fluid and ancient

A smile on the whole body

The face an openness into the tender part of history
The rest is so cruel

These women read too much my father said
And they do, Baba

These women have male friends my mother said
Yes Mama habibti

I have been seeing them in visions
As the sun begins its descent

They gather around tables of abundance and
Create a world that is finally about them
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And food and land and sex and husbands (very different
subjects altogether) but each worthy of
Passion of debate of question

And all turned into a joke eventually

They share a grace knowing

We are all history walking

Each exile each victory each power each exchange each death
Is evident within the world we nurture within

And outside of ourselves

These women it is said
Deny any of us are righteous
Since we are not all free

And they mean free
And they mean we all

Beautiful does not attempt
To describe them

I have written about knowing about
These women so when I see them
In front of me it is natural

And it is joyous

And I see myself in their midst
And I see myself

And I see myself



ANGELS LIGHT WORDS

NATHALIE HANDAL

Throughout my childhood, whenever I felt lost or alone, I would go to the old
photograph of my grandfather hanging on the uneven wall of my father’s
library. A colored photo, it was dated 1948. Each time, I looked closely at his
name, Nagib, written at the bottom right of the photo. I looked closely at his
eyes, deep velvet blue, telling me to stay, to go. Looked closely at the vast sky
behind him, and wondered what color it really was that day? What did it feel
like to be in Palestine that day? I could not tell. His expression was unrevealing,
and, worse, he seemed unwilling to give anything away. But I think it was partly
that unwillingness that kept me coming back to this picture of my grandfather. I
wanted to talk to him.

The photograph became a place of meditation. Of prayer. Of expression. Of
passion. Of love. Of theater and poetry. It was my stage, a space for my words
to be actors. But I reluctantly grew to resent this photograph that helped me
make sense of my world and kept me close to Palestine, because it increasingly
made me aware of the strangeness of my dislocation and the absence of home.
Was my homeland an illusion? Was my reality lost within that illusion? I
suddenly decided to stop going to the photograph. I felt deceitful but still stayed
away.

Years later, many houses and countries later, I found a box tucked in the corner
of the room my mother now called mine. I did not think much about the box but
one evening, at midnight, the moon took my mind back to a place I knew
something about but would never know everything about. I felt caught between
excitement and fear. I opened the box. The photograph was the first thing I saw.
At first, I did not dare to look closely at what I had so long ago abandoned, but
eventually I could not resist. And then what I saw shocked me. The photo was
sepia not colored. And the vast sky of Palestine actually appeared to be an ocean
to me now. Had I changed to the point of not being able to see the same image |
had gazed at for years, or was I now seeing the image for the first time? Had I
seen what I wanted to see in the past or was this altogether a different
photograph? I looked closer, and there was his name and the date on the bottom
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right. I went back to my notebooks from those years in search of angels, of light,
and as I read, I understood that I could not always believe memory nor fully
discover the labyrinth of truth, because the fruth of one time is not necessarily
the #ruth of another.

The next day, over Arabic coffee, I asked my mother where my grandfather was
in Palestine when the picture was taken. She answered casually, not knowing
the importance of the question for me: That was not in Palestine. I don’t know
where it was taken. But no, not in Palestine. 1 am not sure if I was surprised,
troubled, or shaken, but at that moment, I knew that I would always be looking
for Palestine everywhere, and it would always be as present as it was absent. It
would always be understood and misunderstood. And the only way I knew how
to open Palestine to myself, and to the universe, was through my words.

Octavio Paz wrote, “Between revolution and religion, poetry is the other voice.
Its voice is other because it is the voice of the passions and of visions.”!
Certainly I have experienced poetry in that way, but I also believe that art is an
instrument that can create change. Some might find that naive but as Primo Levi
observed, it’s a good thing, a moral thing to behave as though there’s still hope.”
Literature has the power to express deep intuitions and realities; and a poem,
play, or story can bring pain and truth alive in ways that can bring revolt and
immediate action. Words are sublime, and this sublimity is political in that it
awakens that which is unknown and known to us, factual or metaphorical,
visible or invisible; words take us to the corridors of history and transcend the
obscurity of our foes.

As a writer, | hunt for dusk and everything that hides behind it. As a Palestinian
American, I can describe my life as an unbroken migration. This in turn makes
it impossible for me to escape the grief of having lost my homeland and what
that signifies for ancient Palestine and Palestinians. It also makes it impossible
for that tragedy not to emerge in my work. Living in the United States during
this recent bloodshed in Lebanon and Gaza reminds me yet again, of how we as
Arab Americans struggle not to drown as we are pulled between two oceans—in
one ocean, we see our reflection, and yet, we have become a part of the other
ocean. But ultimately, I cannot disconnect from the dread or the delights of the
people and world around me.

I want to have an unceasing dialogue with the world though my work. I am
interested in how art communicates our humanity and unites us through our
fears and tears, pain and elation. I want to communicate our stories and realities:
two girls running in a field of orange trees, a man bringing a single rose to his
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beloved, calling her habibti, a twelve-year-old boy walking with one leg,
another blinded from an explosion. Through these poems and stories, the
atrocities of occupation and war become more haunting to those listening or
reading because they find themselves relating at a human level—seeing
themselves perhaps as the father or mother of that child. This makes them
question situations they might not have otherwise, leads them to search for
information and seek knowledge about dark realities of which they are unaware,
and hopefully, for Americans, help them break the silence that so deeply stains
this nation.

By writing, I hope to enchant, and also to resist, to bear witness—to combat
forgetfulness and keep Palestine breathing....Now I can hear my grandfather, he
was talking to me all of those years, only I had not realized it was through the
words that filled the stages and pages of my notebooks.

Wall Against Our Breath

Everyday a crueler hour—

the fencing of hearts barely beating,

the palpitation of leaves in our dry gardens
the heat in Gaza in Jericho

keeping dreams we never had the time to remember
an old woman trying to revive

any fantasy she can, another

thinking of her husband

lost no where she can imagine—

men who stop answering

when we scream their name

too busy—trying to cross the checkpoint,
the soldiers the day the night

while others drink tea, talk about curfews
women, the children they buried

while a mother asks
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what she will tell the child inside her
that she wishes it did not come

We witness October in flames,

and every other month following,

is the same, the streets

we walk through a reminder

of who we are and what they will

never make of us...

human portraits in corners

we forget to look at or forget to reach...
pictures stuck on walls as if

they belong nowhere

a groom and bride forced to wed
anywhere but where they should,

and yet, we keep asking:

what victory blows candles out

what sea speaks of another sea

Even if they raise the wall higher

than we can reach

we know only one home

even if we take different routes each time
the trees guide us the wind guides us
the sun and the moon guide us

and when we arrive we find the books
we cannot stop reading, the embroideries
the refugees made, the kitchen

where our lives were lived—
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a marriage proposal a death a birth—
and everyday as we brew our coffee
we greet each other properly

and chase the wall from our breath

Maher Salem’s Deaf Father

He was sixty-eight.

It was ten fifty pm
Six-story house

Three generations’ home
Beit Lahiya, Gaza
Twenty-five tanks came
They said—out of the house
Three minutes

Everyone ran.

The niece screamed

My uncle’s deaf and
sleeping on the sixth floor
The only sound left

That of dynamite

It was nine twenty am
When they found his hand
He left a message in his fist
I am not deaf but

the world seems to be.

15
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Notes

! Octavio Paz, The Other Voice (New York: Harvest/HBJ Publishers, 1990), 151.
2 .
Ibid.



CHAPTER TWO:

ON STAGE: ARAB AMERICANS
IN THE PERFORMING ARTS


















