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T
he date is October 31, the day 
before the Israeli election. 
At the traffic circle at the 
entrance to Umm al-Fahm, 
two women are holding signs 

urging residents to go to the polls the 
next day and vote. Four huge billboards 
look down on the intersection, each 
one bearing the portrait of a different 
candidate from the Balad party slate, 
and a fifth billboard predicts the four 
Knesset seats the party is going to win, 
ensuring its place in the next Knesset. 
But now we know how that turned out. 
(Balad did not pass the threshold of 
votes needed to enter the parliament.)

Karim Abu Shakra admits he doesn’t 
plan to vote tomorrow. In fact, in all his 
40 years, he has not set foot in a vot-
ing booth. The large and lovely gallery 
space where he presents his paintings 
to collectors and curators interested 
in his work is situated in the neighbor-
hood up the hill, next to his studio and 
the house he shares with his wife and 
their four children. Large oil paintings 
hang on the walls. Some are very ex-
pressive self-portraits, some are paint-
ings of flowers and plants – cyclamens 
in a flowerpot, a bird perched on a this-
tle, and numerous cactuses in an array 
of shapes and colors. Hanging by the 
door is a framed black-and-white photo-
graph of his uncle, the artist Asim Abu 
Shakra, who died of cancer in 1990, at 
age 28. Karim was only 8 years old 
at the time, but not long afterward, it 
became clear that he was destined to 
continue his talented uncle’s path. “He 
is my teacher. He took my hand and 
said to me, ‘Keep going,’” Karim says.

For him, “Spirit of Man, Spirit of 
Place,” the exhibition that opened last 
month at the Mishkan Museum of Art 
at Kibbutz Ein Harod, in which works 
by all of the artists of the Abu Shakra 
family are represented, is a dream 
come true – literally. A dream that 
he actually dreamt. “For me, showing 
my work for the first time with Asim’s 
work, that’s the big thing. It’s some-
thing that appeared to me in a dream 
when I was 16, and today I see it hap-
pening in reality,” Karim says. 

When the exhibition was first 
planned and the opening date was set, 
November 11, which is also Asim’s 
birthday, no one imagined that it would 
be just a week after a fateful election, 
whose outcome would be so troubling 
to so many, and that the event would 
take on such a symbolic dimension: 
Five Palestinian artists, all from one 
extended family, exhibiting at one of 
the iconic kibbutzim in the Jezreel Val-
ley, in the country’s north. While the 
kibbutz (which actually split into two 
separate communities on ideological 
grounds, in 1952) may not actually sit 
on the site of a former Palestinian vil-
lage, buried in the surrounding land 
are the remains of villages that were 
destroyed in 1948, in what Palestinians 
refer to as the Nakba. That includes the 
village from which the Abu Shakra 
family fled to Umm al-Fahm, Lajjun 
(site of present-day Kibbutz Megiddo). 

In their work, the five – Walid, Said, 
Asim, Farid and Karim, in order of 
their dates of birth – each of whom 
holds a prominent place in the Israeli 
art scene, reflect different issues that 
are tied to identity, history and contem-
porary Palestinian-Israeli life. While 
from the outset this was clearly going 
to be a significant cultural event, the 
show has now become an event that 
could even be considered subversive. 
And that is precisely why this exhibi-

tion is necessary, here and now. 
“For people not involved in this 

discourse, words like ‘Nakba’ or ‘Pal-
estinian’ sound like subversion of the 
foundations of the state,” says Dr. Galia 
Bar Or, the show’s co-curator, together 
with Dr. Housni Alkhateeb Shehada. 
“But if you develop relations of trust 
with worlds that have a different lan-
guage, then the dialogue is much better 
and there is a lot to learn from it. The 
Nakba is a wound that hasn’t healed. 
We need to understand that there is 
this abyss of loss, and we need to mark 
this in the public space as well. A mo-
ment of solidarity. It’s elementary to 
respect the pain of the one who dwells 
with you. It is possible to acknowledge 
and to be sorry. Not to cancel or erase 
the pain. Do you think that if you erase 
it from your history, you’ll also erase it 
from the other’s memory? Even in your 
memory, you cannot erase it. It will just 
harden, like kidney stones, and block 
vital systems.”

But that’s what people do.
“We need to work on it. In Israel, 

there have been many different types 
of repression, and often there’s a rea-
son for it, because there’s a latency pe-
riod after you go through a trauma, and 
a need not to deal with it. But it’s also 
a matter of time. Time brings things 
back to the surface and then you have 
to deal with it.”

Ideally, says Bar Or, the former 
longtime chief curator of the Mishkan 
Museum of Art, the current exhibi-
tion would be mounted in a museum 
in Umm al-Fahm, where all the artists 
hail from. But the gallery there has not 
yet been able to persuade the relevant 
government institutions to recognize it 
as a museum, and provide the neces-
sary funding. If it couldn’t be there, the 
choice of Ein Harod was a natural one, 
because of the many years of good rela-
tions and partnership between it and 
the Umm al-Fahm Art Gallery, and 
between Bar Or and Said Abu Shakra, 
its director. 

“We’re like family. And also, this is 
truly art as art,” Bar Or says. “These 
are artists whose abilities are truly on 
an international level, and who are at the 
stage where they wish to have their work 

shown in the context of art. Housni and 
I decided to show all five and not to mix 
them up – to present it as the equivalent 
of five solo exhibitions. The time had 
come for each one to have his own show. 
At the same time, there are no doors 
here, and viewers move from one [gal-
lery] to another. It’s all open. So there 
is also the context. The dialogue is like 
veins and capillaries. You see the blood 
flowing between them, and this blood 
contains all the components at once.”

This is the first time in Israel’s his-
tory that a museum – one of the first 
art museums to open here, in 1937 – has 
turned over all of its temporary-exhi-
bition space to a show of Palestinian-
Israeli art, says co-curator Alkhateeb 
Shehadeh, a scholar and lecturer at 
both the Bezalel School of Art & Design 
and the Levinsky-Wingate Academic 
Center. A point of light, he calls it, es-
pecially now, given the election results. 
He hopes that more will follow and that 
art will succeed where politics has 
failed. “It’s not about doing anyone a 
favor. This is not a group that is search-
ing for representation, but a very good 
group of artists who have something to 
say. It is essential to bring this voice 
to the forefront. The Arabs don’t only 
need funding for Mansour Abbas [head 
of the United Arab List, a member of 
the outgoing government coalition], we 
also want cultural artistic representa-
tion. Especially now, more room needs 
to be given to our voices. 

Continues Alkhateeb Shehadeh: 
“The Zionist movement nurtured all 
sorts of myths, such as the concept of 
‘making the wilderness bloom,’ and so 
on. And we as Arab citizens supposedly 
have no history, heritage or memory. 
And this is exactly the point that this 
exhibition is here to make – our impor-
tance here, as natives of this place.”

Aren’t you afraid that instead this 
might be the last opportunity to ad-
dress this subject in an institution that 
receives state funding?

“Somebody said that after the elec-
tion, there will be a culture minister 
who will decide to shut down the ex-
hibition. I don’t think so. And I don’t 
believe that this is the last exhibition 
of its kind. I refuse to engage in this 
fatalist thinking. The museum is con-
cerned about attempts at censorship, 
like what happened in Ramat Gan not 
long ago. [The Ramat Gan Museum of 
Israeli Art shut down temporarily in 
the wake of a controversy earlier this 
year over its decision to remove a po-
litically provocative piece of art from 
an exhibition.] But there are no slogans 
on display here. You can’t argue with 
the artistic quality of this exhibition. 

“If there’s no place for artists like 
these, then there is no place for any 
artist in Israel. If someone believes 
it’s inappropriate to display this art be-
cause of the political contexts, then it 
means that the country has gone totally 
off the rails. People said there might 
be protests. Fine. We definitely invite 
both Arabs and Jews to come to the 
museum. That’s part of the idea. How 
many exhibitions have you seen that 
drew busloads of Arabs to see them? 
We are doing that. The Arabs are going 
to the museum in droves.”

Said Abu Shakra is also not worried 
about the reactions to the exhibition in 
the wake of the election results. But he 
says he is afraid that “people will lose 
all their humanity and that all the red 
lines will be crossed. I think we are 
all paying a heavy price because of the 

condescending discourse between ev-
eryone – Jews and Arabs, left and right, 
East and West. Intolerance has divided 
everyone and created an atmosphere of 
disrespect and distrust. The exhibition 
is important in order to focus public 
attention on a people that exists within 
this country and long ago ceased to be 
a water carrier and cutter of wood. The 
discourse with the Palestinians in Is-

rael needs to change. Today we don’t 
just labor to make a living, we are also 
involved in culture. There is a call here 
for an egalitarian cultural dialogue.”

Walid: The pioneer
The first, the artistic pioneer, was 

Walid Abu Shakra. He was born in 
Lajjun in 1946, and was the first child 

of Maryam, who was only 14 when she 
gave birth to him. Maryam had been 
married off by her parents at age 12 
to Abdel Qader Abu Shakra, who was 
17 years her senior. In the 1948 war, 
the family fled from Lajjun, which 
was destroyed, and settled in Umm al-
Fahm. There, the couple had six more 
children.

Walid loved to draw from the time 
he was very young, but when he was 
16, his father took him out of school 
and demanded that he go to work to 
help support the family. Although 
Umm al-Fahm was under military 
administration at the time, which re-
stricted Arab citizens’ right to travel 
around the country, Walid was able to 
get to Tel Aviv, where he worked in a 
restaurant kitchen there for several 
months. Then he found work at the 
Income Tax Authority office in Hade-
ra and rented a room from a couple 
who lived in the city. He showed his 
landlords some of his drawings and 
they encouraged him to enroll in an 
art course at Beit Hagefen in Haifa. 
In 1968, he enrolled in the Avni In-
stitute of Art and Design in Tel Aviv. 
His father didn’t like the idea of Walid 
studying art instead of working. 

“Our father said to him – What is this 
art? Go work and put food on the table. 
Who cares about these scribbles?” his 
younger brother Farid recalls. So, in 
addition to his studies, Walid had to 
keep on working and would sent a third 
of his income to his parents.

Galia Bar Or says that Walid was al-
ready a standout by the second year of 
his art studies. “At first, he painted still 
lifes, and then his painting changed 
and turned into Islamic architectural 
structures, or architecture of the Mid-
dle East, in bold colors.” He completed 
his studies in 1972 and began showing 
his work in exhibitions. Around that 
time, he also met Penny, a young Eng-
lishwoman who became his girlfriend 
and then his wife. They went to London 
where Walid attended art school and 
studied etching techniques. An exhibi-
tion of landscape photographs he saw 
in London in 1975 helped him to find 
the “missing link,” in Bar Or’s words, 
that he’d been looking for in his etching 
work – and that was the effect caused 
by the light. 

Not afraid of the Nakba
For the first time, an Israeli museum is dedicating nearly all of its exhibition space to a show of 

Palestinian art. The artists, all members of the Abu Shakra family, want to talk about a taboo subject

Continued on page 12

Galia Bar Or: ‘The Nakba is 
a wound that hasn’t healed. 
We need to understand that 
there is this abyss of loss, 
and we need to mark this in 
the public space as well. A 
moment of solidarity.’

Said, Farid and Karim Abu Shakra. When the show was planned, no one imagined it would open right after a fateful election, and thus take on such a symbolic dimension. �
� Gil Eliahu

“I feel as if I printed my last work of art only yesterday.” Walid Abu Shakra, on his 
return to the printshop after a decades-long hiatus, in 2012.� Amar Younes
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Walid began working with the aqua-
tint technique, which enabled him to 
create more abstract images. He vis-
ited Umm al-Fahm every year and pho-
tographed its changing landscapes, the 
olive trees and the hills. Later, back in 
London, he would use the photographs 
to create prints that depicted the natu-
ral surroundings of his childhood. 

“He took landscapes from the East 
and processed them in the West,” says 
Farid, who has curated exhibitions of 
his brother’s work, and written about it. 
“Here Walid saw a line vibrating from 
heat and from the sun that was beating 
on the landscape. It was a landscape 
that was hard to see and hard to draw, 
because it was constantly moving. Walid 
took this vibrating line to England, and 
drew it, but in his works there is also the 
English climate. Walid was constantly 
examining – what happens when I take 
my culture to another place? And some-
times he felt that it falls apart.”

On a 1985 visit to Umm al-Fahm, 
Walid was stunned to discover that the 
landscapes of his childhood had com-
pletely vanished, due to massive con-
struction of new neighborhoods. Back 
in London, he responded by creating 
prints of chopped-off trees. Around the 
same time, an encounter with the Sufi 
sheikh Muhammad Nazim Al-Haqqani, 
who was very active in London in that 
era, inspired Walid to set aside his art 
and devote himself to a mystical reli-
gious lifestyle. He traveled to Baghdad 
to visit the grave of Abdul Qadir Gilani, 
the great Sufi mystic of the 12th cen-
tury, who also happened to be one of his 
ancestors, and connected with the Sufi 
tradition that had been part of his fam-
ily for generations, although not neces-
sarily very present in his parents’ home. 
Farid says, “In order to understand what 
was happening to him, he had to connect 
to the mystical Sufi side.”

Bar Or found Sufi motifs in Walid’s 
early work as well, such as the use of 
certain shades of red – the color of the 
mind in Sufism, and green, the color 
of the heart. And she also believes that 
Sufism is at the base of the Abu Shakra 
family phenomenon. Because it is a 
path, she says, where “everyone who 
walks it is dealing with the purifica-
tion of the heart. This is a family that 
believes in dialogue.”

They grew up with an illiterate 
mother who began having children 
when she herself was still a child, and 
a father who left them and took a sec-
ond wife, with whom he started another 
family. So who did they get this legacy 
from? Where did it come from?

“In the home of Walid, Said and 
Farid, there was also their grand-
mother, Balkis, their father’s mother, 
living with them. She went blind when 
she was young and the grandfather 
took another wife. And the mother 
Maryam, who had been married off 
at 12 to Balkis’ son, took care of her 
mother-in-law.” It was Balkis who was 
descended from the Sufi family of Ab-
dul Qadir Gilani. 

“All kinds of unusual abilities were 
ascribed to the family, of blessing 
and healing and seeing the future, 
and if you did anything bad to them, 
they also had less benevolent abilities. 
When they came to Umm al-Fahm in 
1948, people in the village gave them 
land, out of awe,” says Bar Or. “It was 
these two women, the mother and the 
grandmother, who were the dominant 
figures in the house. And it wasn’t that 
they recited poetry every morning or 
showed the children paintings by Pi-
casso. But it was there in the practice 
and the intention. The priority was for 
them to fulfill themselves as their soul 
desired and called to them. Whereas, 
with the father, it was all about mate-
rial considerations and force. 

“Notwithstanding all of the harsh 
circumstances I’ve described, this 
mother raised seven children, three of 
them artists, and the others have all 
prospered too. When Said and Farid 
opened the gallery, there were a great 
deal of worries, and their mother, 
Maryam, who was a radiating and lov-
ing and optimistic and generous indi-
vidual, said to them, ‘You will succeed. 
I dreamed a dream of a wondrous lake, 
with birds from all over the world com-
ing to drink from its water, and that is 
the gallery.’”

Walid stopped making art in the mid-
’80s. Like his father, he also married a 
second time, this time to a Muslim wom-
an from Umm al-Fahm, who moved with 
him to London and bore him two chil-
dren. In 2009, when Walid’s mother was 
on her deathbed, she asked him to return 
to making art. Walid acceded to her re-
quest and created another series of etch-
ings, which would be the last series he 
would do; it focused on landscapes of 
Umm al-Fahm.

In 2012, a major exhibition of Walid’s 
work was mounted jointly at the Tel 
Aviv Museum of Art and at the gallery 
in Umm al-Fahm. In preparation for 
that, Farid accompanied Walid to print 
his artwork at the etching workshop at 
Kibbutz Kabri. “When we printed the 
first artwork,” he relates, “decades af-
ter Walid had last touched [a press], he 
said, ‘I feel as if I printed my last work 
of art only yesterday.”

In 2019, Walid became ill with can-
cer. When it became clear that he had 
only a few months to live, Said flew to 
London to see him, and brought with 
him 80 of Walid’s works of art, prints 
that had been stored in the archive of 
the Umm al-Fahm gallery, but that he 
had not signed. 

“When I arrived there, he asked ‘what 
is this?’ I said to him, ‘Can you imagine, 
Walid, 80 works of art that you have not 
signed.’ And he said, ‘I don’t see what the 
problem is. I’m coming next summer, 
and I’ll sign them then.’ He was in de-
nial. On the last night, before my flight 
home, all of a sudden he called me in and 
said, ‘Give me a pencil, and a knife to 
sharpen it. He sat down and signed all of 
the works of art, and told me about each 
one of them, when and how and why he’d 
painted it. And as he was telling me this 
I was filming him.”

Said: Documenting and 
remembering

Inspired by his older brother Walid, 
Said, who was born in 1956, relates 
that he began to engage in intensive 
and comprehensive documentation of 
Umm al-Fahm and of the entire Wadi 
Ara region, where the physical and hu-
man landscapes are being transformed 
beyond recognition. In recent decades, 

Said has been occupied mainly with 
running the gallery that he and Farid 
established in 1996, and which he made 
into the important cultural institution 
it is. But the exhibition in Ein Harod 
will feature his own new works of art, 
his having resumed painting during 
the past two years. Said’s work moves 
along the axis between documenta-
tion – such as a video work about his 
mother, Maryam, whom he filmed in 
the period before her death, when city 
elders came to say their goodbyes to 
her, and she spoke about her own child-
hood, about heritage, about the Nakba 
– and between more abstract artistic 
expression of his memories, his moth-
er’s memories and memories of dreams 
and sensations that flowed between her 
and him, from his birth until her death.

In light of Walid’s success, Said also 
dared to take up art studies, in his 
case in 1977, although he, too, needed 
to work at the same time and assist 
in supporting the family. He studied, 
like Walid, at the Avni Institute, and 
also at Hamidrasha Art School, then 
in Ramat Hasharon. At the same time, 
he enlisted in the Israel Police and be-
came an officer.

Fifteen years ago, he relates, he felt 
that the professional and spiritual sat-
isfaction he gained from his work in the 
gallery was exceeding that of whatever 
he was gaining from his individual cre-
ative outlets, and he ceased making art. 
“But during Corona [the pandemic], I 
wanted to go into the studio, which is 

here in my house on the top floor, and I 
felt that it was like returning to a lover 
I had left 15 years ago.” 

Did you have an outburst of creativity?
“I hadn’t created art for 15 years, 

but during all that time, I was recharg-
ing myself, and these energies were 
trying to break out. During COVID, I 
also began writing a memoir, in which 
I reconstructed my childhood. And that 
was the trigger for me to make draw-
ings that were inspired by these stories 
that had risen to the surface.”

Said shows me a painting on the wall 
of a truck carrying refugees being tak-
en from their homes, and in the sky we 
see planes flying over. 

That’s not something that you your-
self experienced. You were born after 
the Nakba. 

“No. My mother experienced it in 
1948; my mother was with Walid at 
home in Lajjun, making food for my fa-
ther, who was supposed to come home 
from work. My father was a very dif-
ficult man, and he expected a hot meal 
to be waiting for him. In the meantime, 
the attack on the village began, and the 
next-door neighbor came in and told 
my mother, take the baby and run away 
from here. My mother wasn’t afraid of 
the war; she was afraid of my father 
coming home and being mad that the 
food wasn’t hot. So, before fleeing, she 
took the meal and wrapped it up in a 
blanket and put it off to the side. My 
father snuck into the house at night and 
took the food that she’d left there. By 
the next day, when he tried to go back 
to the house, he discovered that it had 
been blown up.”

It was Said who initiated the joint ex-
hibition at Ein Harod. He approached 
Galia Bar Or and the museum’s chief 
curator, Yaniv Shapira, with the idea, 
which they gladly embraced. 

Did you consider the political sig-
nificance of mounting such an exhibi-
tion at Kibbutz Ein Harod?

“Of course. I wrote to someone in 
Umm al-Fahm, inviting him to the open-
ing of the exhibition in Ein Harod, and 
he said, I’ll come, but it isn’t Ein Harod, 
it’s Ain Jalout. He reminded me of the 
Palestinian name. I said, you are right, 
it is Ain Jalout, but come. Where are we? 
In a place that was Palestine first, and 
now it is Israel. What are we going to do, 
sit around and cry? No, this is reality.”

Did you have the sense that there 
are things that you had to be careful 
about displaying, saying or writing in 
the framework of the exhibition, that 
the museum was worried about certain 
statements being made, such as use of 
the charged word ‘Nakba’?

“I felt that there was some concern 
in the air, but they never said no to me. 
[Co-curator] Housni’s text refers to the 
occupation and to the Nakba. There was 
one sentence there that stressed them 
out. The main problem today is that 
artists in Israel are already censoring 
themselves, ever since the military 
rule put into place by [former culture 
minister] Miri Regev, who threatened 
that without loyalty there would be no 
funding. She simply castrated the art-
ists. David Reeb is the last samurai 
who still speaks very politically and 
very sharply, without fear. Nowadays, 
people are afraid to talk about Nakba.”

Said says that one can see in the 
exhibition the stylistic and thematic 
contexts that link the family’s various 
artists. “All of us are influenced by, and 
influence, one another. I always liked 
Asim’s airplanes. And the airplanes 
also appear in Farid’s work. Walid 
painted the landscape of his childhood 
and his memory. Karim draws the flora 
of the surroundings. And Asim draws 
the sabra cactus. Although the overall 
landscape wasn’t that important to 
him, only his own personal landscapes. 
The sabra stands on its own.”

Asim: ‘He couldn’t go a 
minute not painting’ 

Asim Abu Shakra’s potted prickly-
pear cactus (the “sabra”) long ago be-
came an icon of Israeli art, along with 
the man who created it – the total, char-
ismatic, complex artist who, like many 
a rock star, died young.

Asim, cousin to Walid, Said and 
Farid, was born November 11, 1961, the 
fifth son in a family of 10 children. One 
of his brothers is Sheikh Raed Salah, 
born in 1958, founder of the (now-out-
lawed) Northern Branch of the Islamic 
Movement in Israel, and a former may-
or of Umm al-Fahm. Two years ago, 
Salah served several months in prison 
for incitement and expressing support 
for terror. In the family, they say that 
he, too, possesses the family talent and 

is a fine painter in his own right.
In 1981, Asim left Umm al-Fahm in 

order to pursue art studies at the Ka-
lisher School of Art in Tel Aviv. His 
abundant talent was not discovered 
right away. “It’s part of the story of 
dual identities, of torn identities,” Bar 
Or says. “You come to a place, you don’t 
belong, you feel that you are suspect; 
new language, you don’t understand 
the codes.” 

During the years 1984 to 1985, 
Asim’s painting improved. “He began 
to be influenced by Giacometti, by 
[Moshe] Kupferman; he adopted motifs 
from Egyptian art, graphic elements; 
he used a lot of crucifixions and air-
planes, and also, a lot of humor found 
its way into his artwork,” says Bar Or. 
From there, she adds, he took off like a 
meteor. “His painting was spiritual but 
also very sexual and physical, and he 
understood where he was heading. And 
at some point it became obvious that 
there was nothing more that he needed 
to be taught.”

By the time Ahuva Ashman arrived at 
Kalisher as a teacher in late 1985, Asim 
was already the undisputed star of the 
school. She was 21 years old and they 
quickly became good friends. The en-
counter with his art shook her to the core. 

“From my very first day there, I 
never stopped hearing about Asim, 
Asim. He was a dominant figure, he 
was much-loved, friendly, inquisitive 
and also very good looking. He asked 
me if I wanted to see his paintings, in 
his studio in the school. I walked in and 
saw a painting of an airplane against a 
green background, and my body went 
limp,” Ashman recalls. “I experienced 
the sort of feeling that made me un-
derstand that maybe it would be best 
if I left the school. I had a good hand, 
but I understood that doing something 
like that was not something I could not 
do. Intuitively, I understood that I was 
seeing a great artist here.”

During his studies at Kalisher, Asim 
worked at his studio in the school and 
also lived there most of the time. Then 
too, it wasn’t easy for an Arab to rent 
an apartment in Tel Aviv, and the poor 
state of his finances also played a part. 
In 1986, he developed a aggressive case 
of cancer in the lymph nodes, which 
got worse, they say in the family, due 
to his prolonged exposure to paint and 
turpentine fumes in the studio.

At the height of Asim’s illness, Ash-
man relates, he invited all of the stu-
dents at Kalisher for a two-day painting 

marathon in Umm al-Fahm. “He wasn’t 
able to go a single minute without paint-
ing. His neck was all swollen, but he 
nevertheless organized all this and set 
up a place for us to sleep in the school 
gymnasium. We painted all night long.” 
Asim started chemotherapy treatment, 
and quickly regained his health.

Subsequently, Eitan Hillel, at the 
time a young and energetic gallery 
owner, became a patron of Asim and 
his art. Hillel let him work in an expan-
sive studio in the gallery he opened in 
the Red House on Nahmani Street, and 
Asim flourished. This was the period 
when he began painting potted cac-
tuses, which critics are now inclined 
to interpret as self-portraits. He lived 
in Tel Aviv with his girlfriend, taught 
at Kalisher and painted. The art world 
welcomed him with open arms and col-
lectors began to show interest in his 
work. But in 1988 the cancer recurred, 
and this time there was no cure. In his 
final days, Asim Abu Shakra returned 
to his parents’ home in Umm al-Fahm, 
where he died in April 1990.

By then, Ashman was no longer in 
contact with him, but based on her 
prior close acquaintance with him, she 
thinks that his final days were accom-
panied not only by physical suffering, 
but also by feelings of guilt. “Perhaps 
at the end of his life he was even in-
clined to think that he was being pun-
ished. He loved to paint the motif of 
a crucified Jesus, the victim; he was 
very much connected with Christian 
imagery. Somewhere inside, he thought 
he was being punished for the choices 
he made in his life. In the course of 
our conversations, he more than once 
expressed feelings of guilt over the fact 
that he was not living the proper life. 
His existence was between Tel Aviv 
and Umm al-Fahm. He was of two 
minds in regard to his identity, in an 
especially polarized way.”

Farid: The earth and the 
body

Farid Abu Shakra refuses to see the 
family exhibition as a sort of Palestin-
ian “Pride March,” as he terms it. In 
his opinion, it is a natural and obvious 
event. “It is not as if to say, ‘I am show-
ing here because I am Arab and I am 
ostracized, and the museum has an 
agenda of presenting outsiders.’ That 
is not at all what we are about. None 
of us is just starting out, our artwork 
is found in the finest collections, in Is-
rael and elsewhere in the world. So any 
place where this exhibition would have 
been mounted, it would be on the merits 
of the art. No one is doing us a favor.”

In any event, this is by all means 
a dream that has been realized, and 
perhaps an opportunity to bring to-
gether these artists who are members 
of a family that has somewhat grown 
apart over the years and amid the cir-
cumstances. 

Farid, the younger brother of Walid 
and Said, was born in 1963, and he en-
rolled at Kalisher one year after his 
cousin Asim. 

Did you never think of studying art 
at a Palestinian university?

“The multicultural space has an ef-
fect. At Kalisher, everything was al-
lowed – even to the extent of permis-
siveness, at times. And it produced 
good artists. If I’d studied art at Bir 
Zeit or An-Najah [universities], I would 
have been a narrative artist, an ‘enlist-
ed’ artist, one who is mobilized for the 
[sake of the] Palestinian narrative.”

Over the years, Farid has engaged in 
various and sundry art techniques. He 
paints, embroiders, creates installations 
and works of performance art. In 1996, 
he also collaborated with his brother 
Said in establishing the Umm al-Fahm 
Art Gallery, although four years later, 
he decided that he needed to make room 
for his own creative endeavors. 

To what extent does contemporary 
reality permeate your artwork?

“I am an artist who responds to real-
ity. In my artwork, I have engaged with 
what’s happening in Syria and Iraq, in 
the deaths of children and refugees. I 
have a series of toy weapons that I bur-
ied in the ground, which I created in 
2007. I am not a narrative artist; I am a 
reactive artist. I am not a political art-
ist, and neither am I a feminist artist be-
cause I weave. I have that in my toolbox, 
and I know how to create the encounter 
with the airplane and with the needle 
and the thread. We also make the voice 
heard; in general, Palestinian art has not 
yet arrived at a place of making art for 
the sake of art. We are only beginning to 
touch that place. But it is not possible to 
say that the cannons are thundering, and 
that we are making art for the sake of 
art. The protest exists, and the reaction 
exists. The Green Line passes right be-
tween our legs, we are inside the Israeli 
reality as well as  the Palestinian reality. 
We are biting into this reality and biting 
into that reality. When people tell me 
that it is frustrating, I say that it’s also 
the most beautiful thing in the world. I 
am inside two cultures, without conced-
ing either of them.”

Which is why you stayed in Umm 
al-Fahm?

“I like to travel. From 2004 until 2017, 
I was in Tel Aviv, and I also traveled 
abroad a lot. I got divorced, and then 
I remarried and I built a home with a 
studio in Umm al-Fahm. Once upon a 
time, I would sing songs of praise to 
my soil, which someone had occupied, 
and I would say: This is my soil and my 
home. And over time I began to feel 
that my true home is the body, and it 
will accompany me everywhere, even 
to the grave.”

Continued from page 7 Not afraid of the Nakba

“Sunflowers” (1989), by Asim Abu Shakra.  � Photos by Yigal Pardo“Composition” (1971), by Walid Abu Shakra. �

Said Abu Shakra: ‘The 
problem today is that 
Israeli artists are already 
censoring themselves, ever 
since the ‘military regime’ 
put into place by Miri 
Regev, who threatened that, 
without loyalty there would 
be no funding.’

Ahuva Ashman: ‘I walked 
into Asim’s studio, and 
saw a painting of an 
airplane against a green 
background, and my body 
went limp. I had the sort 
of feeling that made me 
understand that maybe it 
would be best if I left the 
school.’

Asim in his art school studio, in 1986.
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Karim: Beyond the 
borders

Karim, born in 1982, never 
moved away left Umm al-Fahm and 
has never spent any length of time 
studying in art school. In contrast 
with the older artists in the family, 
who had to struggle to pursue their 
art in light of family expectations, 
Karim’s parents imposed on him the 
task of becoming an artist and con-
tinuing the legacy of Asim. 

He is the son of Muhammed, 
Asim’s eldest brother, and grew up 
in the shadow of a legal struggle 
over the estate of his late uncle. He 
absorbed not only the art of Asim, but 
also his image, he relates, as if it were 
a blood infusion. “In the Arab sector, 
being an artist is like telling some-
one he can go and live on the moon. 
It was a very strange thought, but af-
ter Asim passed away, and when the 
family saw that people wanted to buy 
his artwork, all of a sudden they real-
ized that this was something big.”

After Karim graduated high 
school, his father made the deci-
sion to send him off to study art. “I 
felt as if they were teaching there 
for [only] a teacher’s certificate, 
not to give an artist a steady hand 
and thoughts and courage. Instead, 
I built myself a studio in Umm al-
Fahm, I bought books, I visited ex-
hibitions and I taught myself. The 
learning process,” he says, “went on 
for 20 years.”

The choice to stay, live and create 
in Umm al-Fahm, was a conscious 
one, Karim adds, in spite of the fact 
that as far as he is concerned, art 
is not only a life mission, but also a 
career, and that he aspires to take it 
as far and as high as possible. Mean-
while, in financial terms, as well, it 
is doing pretty well. He says that he 
sells a lot of his work, and that he 
makes a living from art.

His canvases include distorted 
portraits of children, some of which 
were shown earlier this year at a 
solo exhibition at the Petah Tikva 
Museum of Art. The portraits are 
his response to the severe epidemic 
of violence that is harming primar-
ily Arab society in Israel.

For Karim’s part in the group ex-
hibition at Ein Harod, curator Housni 
Alkhateeb Shehada chose his paint-
ings of distorted-looking children 
and his paintings of flowers, whereas 
co-curator Galia Bar Or selected sev-
eral self-portraits that had not previ-
ously been on display. 

“What interests me in Karim’s 
artwork is the struggle that he 
waged with himself, with the paint-
ing, with development of the lan-
guage, with his own breaking down 
of the boundaries to reach new 
places,” Bar Or says. “Because just 
as Farid and Said said earlier, any 
painter for whom painting is his life 
wants observation of his painting to 
be a studied look at everything that 
has been put into it, and not only Na-
kba and not only a cactus. What’s 
important to an artist is his people 
and the things that are important to 
his people, but he is an artist, too.” 

The fact that the exhibition is 
being mounted in Ein Harod – a 
neutral zone for the family, and not 
at the gallery in Umm al-Fahm – is 
perhaps what made it possible to 
present all of the family’s artists 
together, one alongside another. It is 
not certain that the family reunion 
would have been feasible in the city 
from which they emerged, and in a 
gallery founded by Said and Farid, 
in part due to the sensitivities and 
emotional baggage that have accu-
mulated over the years. 

But Karim admits with candor 
that Ein Harod’s main advantage, 
in his opinion, is the opportunity to 
expose their artwork to new audi-
ences. ”There are a lot of people 
who like my work but who are afraid 
to come to Umm al-Fahm,” he says.

The decisive component in the 
creative oeuvre of the Abu Shakra 
family, says Alkhateeb Shehada, 
has been the women in the family. 
Although they themselves were not 
able to take the art route, they en-
couraged their sons to do so. “The 
mothers here were key figures, 
and they remain the same in the 
exhibition, as well. There is this 
feminine softness that embraces, 
that understands that the way of 
art can also be a way of life. Asim’s 
mother, who is still alive, talks about 
it, too. I tried to understand if it is 
the place, if it is Umm al-Fahm. It 
isn’t an easy place, partly in terms 
of its landscape, which is rigid and 
unpleasant. And strangely enough, 
it is from this tough location that the 
softest cultural baggage emerges. 
It’s a sort of coping mechanism, 
one in which the difficulties are 
expressed artistically.” 

So far, the dominant status of 
the Abu Shakra family’s male art-
ists has been maintained. Women 
have not made their way into the 
family guild. But toward the end of 
our meeting, Said Abu Shakra of-
fered a news scoop of sorts: There 
is a female presence lurking in the 
younger generation. 

“I am about to mount at the gal-
lery an industrial design exhibition 
of someone who is quite astounding, 
who has a master’s in architecture 
and who teaches at the Technion 
and at Bezalel. Her name is Sophie 
Abu Shakra, she is 26 years old, and 
she is my cousin’s daughter.”

Moshe Bar

V
ered, the psychologist I used 
to go to, is an exceptionally 
incisive woman. She taught 
me to look at myself as be-
ing “both this and also that.” 

When I gave her an example of how 
I thought I was a bad father to my 
children, she countered with another 
example that illustrated that I am actu-
ally a good father, and thereby helped 
me to understand that I am both a bad 
father – as well as a good one. It was a 
kind of ping-pong between us, and from 
there things became easy. I discovered 
that I am both childish and also ex-
tremely mature; that I am both from 
Dimona and from Harvard; and that 
I both do yoga and eat organic food, 
but also sin by engaging in habits that 
are harmful to my health. And that’s 
all fine: I am different things at dif-
ferent times.

That seemingly simple perception 
has had a far-reaching influence on the 
way I live with myself, and with others. 
We are full of inner conflicts, and our 
natural predilection, not to say obses-
sion, is to try to reconcile them. It is 
either this or that – the main thing is to 
choose one. Stability is important to us 
in order to keep going. But it’s typically 
a temporary, fragile stability. Conflict-
ing perceptions will always crop up, 
and at some point they will succeed 
in penetrating the things we have re-
pressed and thus undermine the story 
we tell ourselves. We are condemned 
to keep suffering the agonies that ac-
company the attempt to stabilize our 
self-narrative.

Hannah Arendt once said that peo-
ple do not search for truth but rather 
for meaning. Meaning points to a way 
forward, and it is far easier for us than 
grappling with the true complexity 
that is our existence. We are simply 
not built to live with more than one 
truth. But there are very few absolute 
truths. In almost every aspect of our 
life there is more than one truth, and 
each is correct in a different context. 
We want one truth that will be true al-
ways, but the understanding that there 
isn’t one liberates more than torments 
us. A person can be very dependent 
when in love, let’s say, but rock-solid 
when alone. Or be an optimist when in 
a good mood and a pessimist at other 
times. Or altruistic when it comes to 
family, but selfish with strangers. Or 
attentive and embracing in certain 
situations and self-centered in others. 
We are not a fixed monolithic entity, 
but a dynamic system, based on context 
and our inner state.

If we understand and accept our in-
ternal conflicts, we will be able to ac-
cept ourselves. Why agonize when we 
are feeling weak, if we know that we 

can also be strong? “Self-acceptance” 
may sound like some unfounded New 
Age term, but it is nevertheless a nec-
essary principle for our happiness. We 
are bombarded with and accustomed 
to advertisements, articles, books and 
other content urging us to change. And 
it works: How many of us are happy 
with who they are? People are con-
stantly trying to change themselves. 
But what is it that’s bad in you that you 
need to change? 

You are simply a complex and 
multifaceted being. Of course there 
are areas in which it’s possible and 
worthwhile to improve, such as when 
it comes to preserving one’s health, 
becoming more educated, conducting 
better social interactions and so on. It’s 
also legitimate to try to work on com-
munication with our partners or on our 
parenting style. But all that is within 
our control and amenable to choice – 
and not a source of agony or confusion, 
but rather a source of growth.

Self-acceptance comes with an 
automatic bonus: acceptance of the 
Other. The understanding that every-
one around us is also both like this and 
also like that. An irascible person is at 
certain times a calm person, a hurtful 
person is also one who has been hurt, 
and a happy person can also be sad. “I 
no longer care what people around me 
wear, what music or restaurants they 
like, and whether they are addicted to 
reality shows or to opera.” Acceptance 
brings with it a reduction of the desire 
to be critical, and that in return re-
duces friction with the world and with 
the self.

But why do we, nevertheless, re-
fuse to internalize and accept the 
inherent contradictions we harbor 
within us? Because our brain will do 
everything to achieve certainty. Uncer-
tainty arouses anxiety, and indeed we 
have shown in the lab that the ability 
to minimize uncertainty is flawed in 
cases of psychological problems such 
as anxiety and depression. In the past 
few years we have been learning that 

minimizing uncertainty is a guiding 
principle when it comes to how the hu-
man brain operates. And we perceive 
non-uniform truth as uncertainty. It’s 
not surprising that in physics class in 
school we found it difficult to accept 
the fact that light takes the shape both 
of waves and of particles. 

But there are cases in which uncer-
tainty and instability do not evoke un-
ease, and perhaps it is possible to learn 
from such cases. A good example, from 
the world of perception, is the famous 
rabbit-duck image. As part of that opti-
cal illusion, which has been around for 
over a century, we perceive the figures 
of a duck and a rabbit alternately (not 
everyone succeeds in perceiving both, 
but that is less relevant here). It’s im-
possible to hold the two simultaneously, 
but the understanding that the drawing 
contains the two of them – both this 
and that, as it were – exempts us from 
the impossible attempt to see them as 
a uniform, stable image. Like that il-
lusion, which belongs to the group of 
stimuli known as “bistable figures,” we 
are once a “rabbit” and once a “duck.”

The brain relies on prior knowl-
edge to envision a future. The brain’s 
“default mode network” – i.e., a mas-
sive cortical network that is highly 
active when we are not immersed in 
a demanding task – is occupied with 
simulating possible scenarios that are 
intended not to entertain us, but to pre-
pare us for what will happen down the 
road. It strives to maximize certainty 
and minimize surprises. Research is 
increasingly showing that memory is 
actually a tool that serves us to antici-
pate the future – for example, to antici-
pate the possible responses of a friend 
to something we are about to tell her, 
or to move aside to avoid being struck 
by a paddle ball that’s hurtling toward 
us on the beach. 

This is an important, central and 
mostly desirable principle; if it weren’t, 
evolution would not have allowed us to 
be occupied with such simulations and 
with the wandering thoughts that make 
them possible during about half of our 
wakeful hours. But when it comes to 
how we see ourselves, and the Other, 
this marvelous impulse to generate 
certainty becomes an obstacle to our 
happiness.

Exploiters vs. explorers
Attaining a feeling of certainty, it 

turns out, is not always so urgent. Our 
research as well as studies by others 
points to differences between situa-
tions of exploration and exploitation. 
When we are in the latter mode, we will 
prefer to exploit the routine and the 
familiar for the benefit of what’s safe 
and comfortable. In contrast, when we 
are explorers we opt for new experi-
ences, learning and thrills, despite the 

possible dangers and the extra energy 
that such situations may demand. 

Studies I have conducted jointly 
with Dr. Noa Herz and Dr. Shira Baror 
showed that the difference between 
these two situations is primarily our 
tolerance for uncertainty. And perhaps 
more important, despite all the indi-
vidual differences between us, each of 
us can at times be more exploratory 
and at other times more exploitative. 
It turns out that when we are in the 
“exploring” mode, we also think more 
creatively, see the big picture and are 
in a better mood. The relationship be-
tween the different aspects of our state 
of mind is reciprocal and works multi-
directionally. 

Possibly, it follows from our studies 
that in an exploration mode it will be 
easier for us to accept the “both this 
and also that” within us and to accom-
modate our uncertainty better, seeing 
it more as an opening for opportuni-
ties than as a source of anxiety. But 
at present this is only a hypothesis; to 
probe it will require closer examina-
tion, involving experiments that will 
better combine clinical psychology and 
brain research.

From more than two decades of re-
search, it emerges that our represen-
tation of our self, and our representa-
tion of the self and of the intention of 
others, is created in the brain’s default 
mode network. We want to be capable 
of predicting ourselves – our reactions, 
our emotions, our actions, and likewise 
those of other people – so it’s natural 
that we will try to be accurate. But in 
a situation of a shifting, non-uniform 
self, such predictions typically falter. 
The only way to cope with the result-
ing instability is to take into account 
the dynamic nature of the self and its 
dependence on a broader context.

During my rather amateur jour-
neys to the world of meditation and 
Buddhism, I have encountered an ex-
ercise that challenges me every day 
anew. The idea is to try not to assign 
names to the stimuli around us. For 
example, not to identify the sound of a 
truck that we hear outside the window 
as an approaching truck, but rather as 
a sound with certain frequencies and 
intensities. Or to observe a bird without 
calling it a bird. Try it and suffer! 

The tendency to give names is a pro-
cess that occurs automatically in the 
brain, deriving from that same pow-
erful desire for certainty. We affix a 
familiar label to a familiar stimulus so 
that we will know how to treat it on the 
basis of past experience. Flower, fork, 
umbrella, beggar, explosion – these are 
all names that help us understand what 
to expect and how to behave. But what 
happens when it’s not clear whether the 
sound outside was made by a truck or 
a helicopter? We will usually feel un-
comfortable with that ambiguity and 

will go to the window to check. But if 
from the outset we do not try to attach a 
specific name to the sound, we will not 
have to grapple with the uncertainty.

A recurring theme when speaking of 
the effects of meditation is diminish-
ment of judgment, both as it concerns 
ourself and also the Other. That was 
another concept that sounded “hippie-
ish” until I decided to try it myself. The 
brain continually produces predictions: 
gray clouds cause us to expect rain, in a 
fancy restaurant we will expect a large 
check, and a certain skin color might 
lead us to make certain assumptions. 
But meditation helps us extinguish ex-
pectation and prejudgment.

It might sound poetic to say we 
should allow the world to come to us 
as it is, but it’s also correct. Generally 
our perception of the world is based on 
a combination of two sources of infor-
mation: what arrives from the senses 
(bottom-up) and what arrives from the 
memory and from the expectations 
that were constructed based on it (top-
down). Despite our subjective feelings, 
our assumptions, expectations and pre-
judgments directly affect our percep-
tion of the world. 

As Immanuel Kant said, we do not 
see the thing-in-itself. Meditation, by en-
couraging concentration on the present, 
reduces the influence of thinking about 
the future – and we end up with fewer 
expectations. That’s not a situation we 
desire when we walk down the street 
and have to avoid obstacles, or when we 
want to prepare for a job interview. But 
extinguishing the expectations regard-
ing our self and regarding others as well 
is a tool that makes it possible to better 
accept things as they are.

The principle of “both this and 
also that” can also be generalized 
and applied in additional realms. We 
can imagine coexistence as another 
sphere in which thinking of this kind 
might lead to understanding and ac-
ceptance, but my own default network 
has already managed to execute a rapid 
simulation of the web comments this 
will produce. Other examples abound. 
For example, I like to drive my old Alfa 
Romeo. It both gives me immense plea-
sure on the open road and also breaks 
down every two weeks. 

The one truth about which one can 
perhaps be totally certain is love. Nili, 
my 11-year-old daughter, just came 
home from school and suggested that 
I play a game with her that examines 
whether I am an angel or a devil. I 
came out “devil” – but it didn’t bother 
either of us.

Moshe Bar is a professor of brain research 
at Bar-Ilan University, Ramat Gan, Chief 
Scientific Officer at Hedonia and author of the 
book “Mindwandering: How Your Constant 
Mental Drift Can Improve Your Mood and 
Boost Your Creativity” (‎Hachette Go, 2022).

Self-acceptance sets you free
Our brain's default mode network helps us to anticipate the future and to maximize certainty. But is that a good thing?

In almost every aspect of 
life there’s more than one 
truth, and each is correct 
in a different context. We 
want one truth that will 
be true always, but the 
understanding that there 
isn’t one liberates more than 
torments us.

Anat Warshavsky


