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Jawad Al Malhi

Jawad Al Malhi’s reper toire spans 
painting, photography, sculpture, video, 
and site-specific installation. Over the 20 
years of his career he has focused on 
exploring communities – their practices 
of everyday life and relationship to their 
environments – often reflecting upon the 
wider human condition. Al Malhi lives 
and works in East Jerusalem and was 
born in Shu’fat Refugee Camp, where 
he currently lives and has his studio. 
Established in the 1960s, the camp is 
only a few kilometers from the Old City 
of Jerusalem and is home to refugee 
families like his, who lost their homes in 
what is now West Jerusalem. The former 
village of Al Malha is now the site of the 
Knesset and a shopping mall. 

Shu’fat has a major checkpoint terminal 
and is surrounded by the Separation 
Wall. Al Malhi initiated The Open Studio 
in the camp, and over the last 15 years 
he has undertaken numerous projects 
that work with children, young people, 
and teachers, opening up to them new 
horizons of creativity and self-expression 
in the city and camp. His studio is 

regularly open to the local community.

Al Malhi has always been a keen 
observer of people: “Throughout my 
work, I see myself in the position of 
a witness who interprets unrecorded 
histories of the everyday, through 
observations that I accumulate over 
long passages of time of people and 
their relationship to habitual and public 
places.” His early monumental oil 
paintings (1986–1990), such as Day 
of Peace (1989), Child’s Play (1988), 
and Winter Rain (1988), depict daily 
life in the refugee camp during the first 
Intifada, including community effor ts 
to deal with flooded streets, children’s 
games, life in the home, and days and 
nights in the camp. These canvases, with 
their thick encrusted layers, are inhabited 
by people who impart a strong sense of 
community and collectivity, and were 
created on burlap sacks of sugar and 
flour distributed to the refugees. “My 
aim was to record a daily history of the 
people who engaged in the first Intifada 
rather than to create stereotypical images 
of victimized refugees.”

Af ter these monumental paintings 
his work moved on to study the 
contradictions and vulnerability of 
individual subjectivity, which he explored 
through the abstract representation of 
human form. His work later moved into 
photography and video, with a major 
project House No. 197, which explored 
the cartography of the camp, although 
not featured on maps or acknowledged 
in representations of the holy city. He 
documented the transformations of 
this makeshift urban landscape which 
has been prompted by the necessity to 
accommodate the growing Palestinian 
refugee population, over several decades, 
who live in a perpetual state of waiting. 
Photographed from the nearby Israeli 
settlement, the panoramic images reveal 
the intensely accumulative topographies 

the situation of one person, one people, 
one cause, then it risks being wasted. 
Whether it was as president of the 
General Union of Palestinian Students, 
visiting scholar at Harvard, general 
delegate to the United Kingdom, the 
Holy See, the United States, or Moscow, 
it is not just because I am his daughter 
that I say he has fought tirelessly 
to raise awareness about the plight 
of the Palestinian people. He has 
been faultless and irreproachable in 
representing us all, regardless of our 
various religious or political views. 

Solid guidance from my father gave 
me the will and strength to pursue 
a career in the humanitarian sector. 
I have the privilege to work for the 
London fundraising branch of St John 
of Jerusalem Eye Hospital Group, the 
only charitable provider of eye care in 
the occupied Palestinian territories. 
From the time I was a child, he taught 
me that every job would have elements 
that are boring or difficult. These tasks 
are infinitely more bearable if it is for 
a cause you love. As I have just been 
admitted as a Serving Sister in the 
Order of St John for contribution to 

the hospital, the biggest honor, in fact, 
is that I will be joining my father and 
great uncle as members. They were 
also made members of the Order of 
St John for the support that they have 
given to the hospital. As we like to joke 
around the dinner table, my father will 
now also be my brother. Lesson number 
five: always do something significant.

In addition to mentoring me, my father 
has advised and guided many young 
Palestinians who now hold positions 
of positive influence and change. I 
would list them all if I hadn’t been set 
a word limit.

Those of us lucky enough to know 
him personally can confirm that he 
conducts himself in his private life as 
he does in public. He handles difficult 
situations, and difficult people, with 
dignity, grace, and respect, always 
finding common ground and a means 
of communicating effectively. Although 
the life lessons mentioned have been 
duly noted, I am still working on learning 
how to apply them one hundred percent 
of the time. Given more time with my 
father, I hope to succeed.

Afif and Christ’l Safieh. Photo courtesy of Caught the 
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Afif Safieh with son-in-law, Adam Gill. Photo courtesy 
of Caught the Light Photography.



4544

of the built environment that have 
become a testimony of dislocation. 
This project was followed by a body 
of work that explored the relationship 
between still and moving image in which 
he attempted to produce alternative 
representations of Jerusalem and 
explored the cacophony of “voiceovers” 
that are projected onto the city and that 
probe the representations of the holy city 
held in fragile tension. 

His new body of work sees a return 
to large-scale painting and sculpture. 
“Measures of Uncer tainty” (2013–
2016), which was shown at Al Mamal 
Art Foundation and most recently with 
Zawyeh Gallery at Ar t Dubai (March 
16–19, 2016), consists of over 15 

large-scale paintings and sculptures that 
draw inspiration from hours of observing 
crowds in Palestine and across major 
cities in the Middle East. He explains 
that the media image regularly focuses 
on events and spectacles of the masses, 
but he is more interested in the details 
of crowds and how this is reflective of a 
wider condition.

He comments: “The moment af ter 
solidarity dissipates, everything melts 
into thin air. The moment is filled with 
uncertainty and trepidation that undulate 
in the gestures of the disintegrating 
crowd. Looking onto the scene, people 
wander in all directions as relations 
show themselves to be contingent. This 
is a fleeting moment before the street 

clears – it is a moment when questions 
that remain unanswered return.”

Speaking of his new sculptures, he 
notes, “In my painting series, figures 
appear as if painted in dust; in my videos, 
they appear as shadows; in sculpture, 
they finally take form, however fragile. 
The sculptures are of everyday people, 
not monuments to famous individuals, 
politicians, or war heroes, but to the boys 
next door whom we see on our streets as 
active protagonists, observers, and the 
disengaged, as found in my paintings.”

Apart from many local and international 
solo exhibitions, Al Malhi has participated 
in numerous group exhibitions and arts 
residencies. His works are held in private 
and public collections in Europe and 
the Middle East, including the British 
Museum, the Imperial War Museum, 
London, UK, and the Barjeel Collection, 
UAE.

Measures of Uncertainty XIII, oil on canvas, 
206 x 161 cm.

Measures of Uncertainty VIII, oil on canvas, 242 x 204 cm. Measures of Uncertainty V, acrylic on canvas, 
161 x 206 cm.

Measures of Uncertainty XII, acrylic on canvas, 250 x 158 cm.

Tower of Babel Revisited, digital print, 550 x 53cm, 2010.

The Day of Peace, oil on burlap, 140 x 165cm, 1988.

Top: Tower of Babel Revisited, digital print, 550 x 53 cm, 2010.
Bottom: House No. 197, digital print, 600 x 70 cm , 2009.


