the Khalid Shemaffoundation

daratal funun

|



Return of the Soul

Jane Frere

The significance of The Nakbah Project by Scottish artist Jane Frere,
from which the installation Return of the Soul has resulted, resides
not only in its ability to contemplate the painful experience in 1948
of displacement endured by more than three-quarters of a million
Palestinians, but also in its attempt to give voice to the cause of a
people to whom the world's ears have gone deaf, shedding light ona
historical episode, the events of which the world insists on denying.
Itis an undertaking that stems from the vision of a Western artist who
has gone through immeasurable efforts to ensure its materialization
on the ground and to involve the people of the Palestinian refugee
camp, young and old alike, in its execution.

Returnofthe Soul narratesindividual tales that, in theiraccumulation,
shape the collective story of a people who have suffered since 1948,
and whosstill suffer, eventoday, from exile, oppression, andinjustice.
The Khalid Shoman Foundation - Darat al Funun, in cooperation with
The Palestinian Art Court - Al Hoash, has supported and sponsored
The Nakbah Project in its various stages of production and execution
as an expression of its faith in the potency of the message of art and
inart's role in addressing humanitarian concerns.

The exhibition of Return of the Soul in Amman emerges within the
context of a program launched by Darat al Funun in commemoration
of 60th anniversary of An Nakbah. On this occasion, Darat al Funun
has beenand is continuing to organize exhibitions, lectures, and film
screenings that relate to Palestine.

The Khalid Shoman Foundation - Darat al Funun



Ensuing from its desire to bring to life the memory of the Nakbah 60 years on - a colossal
event that is not only etched in the memories of those who have experienced it; but has
violently shaken and disrupted contemporary Palestinian history, a nakbah from which
other nakbahs have followed, ones that we still feel the traces of in the present day.
The Palestinian Art Court - al Hoash has adopted and participated in the production of
a monumental art project by Jane Frere. Frere has, without a doubt, turned our world
upside down with her thoughts, imagination, energy, commitment, and her creative
spirit.

Frere commenced work on her project through many consecutive stages that involved a
number of activities in which countless individuals participated, each one of whom has
their own story and their own very personal relationship to An Nakba.

Yes, we want to tell the whole story once again, here and there, to our people in the
Arab world and beyond, and to the world that lies so close and yet is so far. But we want
to tell it in our own way, to tell it with the voices of our brothers, who were a part of it,
and with their souls, for we are certain that this work will greatly contribute to retuming
the soul into our cause and to bidding us all to take a closer look at the events of our
catastrophe.

Jane Frere has reinterpreted the events of the Nakbah in her own terms by interweaving
people’svoicesand their tales. She has unearthed from these events different meanings,
so that those who have forgotten it remember and those who have distanced themselves
from it come closer, and so that the memory of those who have lived through it in all of
its details is resuscitated, with each individual remembering the catastrophe in his/her
own way.

The Palestinian Art Court - al Hoash



Artist's Statement

From the Holocaust to An Nakbah: The Inspiration

I was first moved by several visits to a concentration camp in Poland,
which led me to explore the Jewish narrative and examine the brutal
consequences of the dreadful tragedy of the Holocaust.

This Tine of research inevitably steered me towards An Nakbah, a
term used by Palestinians to describe their own terrifying forced
exodus from their land in 1948. Israel's new histarians, such as llan
Pappe, have exposed the ethnic cleansing policy executed then
to drive Palestinians into exile through massacre, rape, and both
violent and psychological warfare. The Nakhah of '48 marked only
the beginning, however, of 60 years of displacement and occupation
for the people of Palestine. Itis not a single event buried in the past,
but a continuing source of catastrophe for Palestinians, the Middle
East and, indeed, the wider world

Frustrated by the perpetual myths and ignorance that | found
surrounding the subject, | decided that if | was to delve into the
numerous guestions that had arisen out of my initial research; |
would have to embark on a journey of exploration, to feel the daily
rhythms of life under occupation and investigate Palestinian history
through dedicated field work living amongst the local population.

After all, the idea of taking on another's trauma based on second-

hand experience, arrived at through reading or watching films in
the passive environment of my London apartment, seemed almost
absurd. Besides, | had never been to Palestine. But, back then, even
the thought of entering a virtual war zone filled me with trepidation.

However relentless the news stories of violence and misery on
television were, prompting facile words from banal politicians
and from a media hell-bent on confusing issues, the desire to do
something about the forced exile of the Palestinians from their land
remained unremitting. What | would do or how | would go about it, |
was not sure of yet. Nonetheless, one thing was for certain: if | was
going to make an artwork, it would have to be a monumental effort.

From Concept to Form: The Genesis

“Why are they doing that to the poor people” the lady asks, “Because
they are Palestinian” says a voice in her head, " that way they are kept
in a state of suspension, neither able to touch heaven or earth”

“That's it!" | said to Neville coming out of the cinema, "That is the
project!"

We had just seen Soraida, a Woman of Palestine, a film directed
by Tahani Rached, in which a lady, Um Ali, sits over coffee with
her friends and recounts the dream she had the night before. She
describes how she saw hundreds of Palestinians hanging from
laundry lines, like clothes hung out to dry.



Um Ali's dream struck an instant chord...

If 1and is pulled from under your feet, severing the roots that have
maintained you over centuries, your unbound spirit, has nowhere
to go, remains trapped in limbo. | began brainstorming around this
idea of a state of suspension.

The idea of using wax figures came to me equally by surprise. As
a theatre designer, | always have a supply of model figurines on-
hand from past productions. | had been experimenting with boiling
wax, and began by dipping one of these figurines into the liquid.
Gradually, after several immersions, the figurine became no longer
in my control - it started to take on a form of its own. A visceral,
sensuous, material used since ancient times, wax gave the figure a
uniquely poignant and melancholy appearance, quite different from
anything | had ever seen before.

In the whimsical way of an artist's fantasy, the figurine spoke to me;
“I amthe one!" she said. And | listened...

fFrom then on, the figures started to multiply in number. They
would go on to symbolically represent a people in a state of flight
in a large-scale sculpture. Comprising thousands of small, hand-
made wax figures suspended in mid air, ordered in gradation from
largest to smallest, the sculpture would present a spectacular visual
impression of a mass exodus - of an incoming wave of Palestinian
refugees.

As the idea for the project began to solidify, | knew that the next
stage would have to take place in Palestine, for, in the end, these
figures did not represent my history; | was, in spite of everything,
merely an agent, carrying out a set methodology and producing
empty shells. The figurines that were being made needed a breath
of life; they had to be given a soul. And if they were to be made as
such, with integrity and pathos, then they could only be produced by
Palestinian hands.

In this way, the primary aim of the resulting sculpture would be to
materialize the suffering of those it represents and to create an
awareness of the injustice of displacement in a non-didactic, non-
political way by means of an act of artistic expression that is imbued
with a humanitarian and spiritual approach.

| soon realised, however, that what | was about to undertake would
be no ordinary work of art. The final creation would surely pale in
significance to the journey | was to embark on; no matter how much
one thinks one knows about Palestine, nothing can prepare you for
the first visit and for the initial shock. Occupation and displacement,
to be truly understood, | now know, have to be felt by all five
senses.

My journey to Palestine and my residence alongside Palestinians in
refugee camps have been most humbling and rewarding experiences,
empowered and enriched by the indefatigable spirit of the Palestinian
people who, despite all the marginalization, denial of basic human
rights, and miserable living circumstances they endure, still cling to
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the hope that, after more than half a century, their right of return,
once guaranteed under international law, will be honoured.

The Nakbah Project Unfolds

Wax Figures Made by Palestinians: The Journey Begins

Inordertoengage the local communityin herendeavour - The Nakbah
Project - and to involve its members in the creation of wax figurines,
a series of workshops were held that introduced their participants to
the concept behind the artist's work, her inspiration and her journey
as well as to human anatomy, with a special emphasis on proportion
and expression. A selection of artistic studies and physical exercises
were also conducted, and particular attention was paid to Palestinian
period costume from 1930 to the 19405 so as to ultimately give the
resulting wax figures an essence of authenticity. Once the essential
preparatory skills had been developed and background knowledge
acquired, each participant made their own wire and tissue skeleton,
which was then cast in wax.

The artist started off by giving a basic workshop to a team of
professional artists and art students in Ramallah who subsequently
trained youths from the ages of 14 to 18 in the Al- Amari (Ramallah)
and Kalandia (lerusalem) refugee camps.

Using the same method, she then conducted workshops at the Al-

Doha Children's Cultural Center in Bethlehem and The Palestinian Art
Court - al Hoash in Jerusalem.

Special importance was given to extending the work in the camps to
neighbouring countries to ensure that the dispersed people of 1948
Palestine were fully represented.

In Jordan, the project's partners are Al Balad Theatre and The Khalid
Shoman Foundation - Darat al Funun. Al Balad Theatre, a key
contributor to the development of this undertaking, ran the project
with the Community Development Committee (CDC) of the United
Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) in the Zarga refugee
camp. Darat al Funun has generously supported and sponsored the
project and will be hosting an exhibition of it from October 2008 to
January 2009.

Having established partners in Lebanon, the project's associate
producers The Cultural Association SHAMS and AL-JANA / The
Arab Resource Center for Popular Arts, it was decided that another
collection of 3,000 figures would be created, offering the possibility
for two exhibits to tour globally at the same time.

The Breath of Life: The Testimonies
A strong emphasis was also placed on individual narratives of the

experience of displacement in The Nakbah Project. Through the
project, youngsters were given the chance to directly engage with
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the fading memory of an older generation, the generation that
lived through the traumatic events of 1948. In fact, a central part of
the process of creating the wax figurines was the collecting of the
identities of the real-life refugees these figures would represent.
These identities were gathered by the younger generation through
interviews with actual witnesses of An Nakba. Youths whose families
had been displaced were asked to interview their relatives about
their experience of leaving their homes. All of the questions that
were posed in the interviews were related to the moment of flight,
and to the first day and night of being a refugee. Witnesses were
asked to describe the clothes that they may have been wearing at
the time of their departure, about whether or not they had heard
of a neighbouring massacre and how that may have affected their
decision to leave, what possessions they were able to take with
them, and where they spent their first night away from home. The
answers given by each interviewee were then used to give character
and life to a wax figure that corresponded to them.

In addition to interviews, testimonies were collected from scores of
refugees from across the region. These papers have been integrated
into the final art product in the form an installation of suspended
strips of handwritten testimonies, exhibited alongside the sculpture
of wax figures.

Nearly all the wax figures of The Nakbah Project, represent a name, a
place of origin on the pre 1948 map of Palestine and, in some cases,
a story recorded on paper.

In addition, the artist filmed a number of short interviews with An
Nakbah witnesses. On occasion, the grandchild or younger relative
of the interviewee who was involved in The Nakbah Project was
present during filming.

Audio clips from these interviews have been used to form a sound
installation of layered voices that accompanies the suspended wax
figures and written accounts. This sound sculpture aurally conveys
the identities, the roots, and the recollections of the displaced of
their sudden dislocation and of their home that once was -individual
oral histories which, combined, form the collective history of the
Palestinian people.

The spoken and written testimonies of The Nakbah Project thus give
voice to a silenced memory.

Combined, the suspended figures, written testimonies, and audio
clips make up the artistic product of Jane Frere's journey titled
Return of the Soul. In the end, the wax figures of the project and
their stories - the souls that they represent - will return to Palestine.
The displaced Palestinians whose memories these figures evoke
will symbolically come home in a bold move that defies, at once,
man-made boundaries and barriers, and inhumane policies and
restrictions.

Scottish artist Jane Frere lived for many years in Greece where she
began her career as a painter and theatre designer. Frere thereafter
trained at Central St Martin’s Callege of Artand Design and completed
her post-graduate studies at the Slade School of Artin London where
she was awarded the Leslie Hurry prize. Jane Frere has undertaken
commissions as a theatrical set and costume designer in both the
UK and Greece. She has also worked as an international theatre
producer, taking theatre companies mostly from Eastern Europe and
fran to the Edinburgh Festival and to other destinations world-wide.
Frere taught courses on costume design for theatre and film at the
Arts Institute at Bournemouth for a number of years as well.

Integrating a multiplicity of disciplines and media, including
sculpture, sound and film, Jane Frere's current artistic work is
experimental. Frere became immersed inthe theme of the Palestinian
exodus of 1948, An Nakbah, in 2004. Her first video installation to
deal with the topic was presented at the Maski Theatre Festival in
Poland in 2006.

Over the past two years, Jane Frere has exclusively devoted herself
to the execution of The Nakhah Project which materialized from a
residency at The Palestinian Art Court - al Hoash in September 2007
and which has been co-produced with al Hoash in collaboration with
Palestinians from across the Arab world.

13
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