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The pomegranate and the sleeping ghoul
Jumana Emil Abboud

In The pomegranate and the sleeping ghoul, Jumana Emil Abboud engages conceptually and aesthetically with
cultural memory and the landscape of Palestine through a series of works inspired by Palestinian folklore

featuring imaginary fantastical creatures and enchanted water springs.

The exhibition is a culmination of over twenty years of research by the Jerusalem-based artist, touching on
existential questions about identity, loss, longing and belonging. Abboud’s primary references include studies
made in the early 20th century by physician and ethnographer Dr. Tawfiq Canaan. His 1922 study Haunted
Springs and Water Demons in Palestine documents sites within the Palestinian landscape that are believed
haunted by spirits - both good and bad. In Palestinian traditions these ‘haunted’ or ‘blessed’ sites are activated

through storytelling and folktales, reflecting our innate origins and affinity practices.

It is therefore only fitting that the heart of the exhibition consists of Abboud’s three-channel video installation
Maskouneh (Inhabited), made in collaboration with filmmaker Issa Freij. In search of the haunted springs,
caves, and water wells described by Dr. Canaan in his study, the artists discover a land silenced of tales. With
the remapping of the Palestinian landscape - the development of cities and towns, illegal Israeli settlements,
and years of political conflict - many of the ‘haunted’ sites have been buried, dried out, or looted. Yet, what is
captured on film is the memory of a landscape that despite its fragmentation cannot be silenced - with every

moving tree branch and water ripple it remembers and calls us in enchantment to re-claim our missing limbs.

The exhibition further features a series of delicate drawings and olive-wood sculptures, some of which were
specifically made for Darat al Funun, depicting ghoulehs and magical beings with the landscapes and sites
they inhabit, including grottos, wells and trees. Presented as a constellation, they encourage us to weave these

elements together and create our own narratives.

Many of the tales that inspired the works in this exhibition were known to the artist as a child, while others
were introduced to her for the first time, such as the tale of The pomegranate and the sleeping ghoul from which
the exhibition borrowed its name, and which tells of a man>s quest to find the magical pomegranate that would

make his wife fertile.

One of the artist's most favoured tales, The Woman Whose Hands Were Cut Off, tells the story of a brother who
cuts off his own sister’s hands and feet after believing her to be a ghouleh. He took his sister to the countryside
for a walk, and after traveling a great distance he sat her down under a tree by a well, drew his ax, cut off her
hands and feet, and walked away. She called down a curse on him: “Brother, may a thorn get stuck in your
foot that no one can pull out, may you roam the desert for forty years in aching agony and longing!!” Now his
sister, as she was sitting by the mouth of the well under a tree in the distant village where her brother had left
her (lamenting her torn limbs) lo! a female snake came up to her panting and puffing with fear. “Hide me,” she
begged, and the girl hid her under her dress. In a while a he-snake showed up puffing and asked her, “Have you

seen a she-snake?” “Yes,” she answered. “There, she’s fallen into the well” The male dropped himself into the

well, and the female, coming out from under the girl, called after him, “Explode! Here I am!” The male burst and
died. The female, meanwhile, rubbed like this on the girls stumps, and her hands came back as before. She then
rubbed the girbs legs, and her feet came back as they had been. Then the girl went her way. She found a husband,

got married, and had children.!

In a documented conversation with curator Lara Khaldi for the 2016 publication The Book of Restored Hands,
Abboud explains: “The tales, in essence, were once a strong part of our lives, believable, told to give us as
warnings, teach us lessons and morals. As an oral tradition, there can be no denying that even the moment of
time when we once gathered to listen to the words being spoken, was in itself a magical moment. True, the tales
had hidden schemes. True, women’s societal expectation according to the tales are questionable (virgin vs mother
vs beast), yet I see this now as allegorical for depicting the land itself.... The tales had us mesmerised. The tales for
us as children, pulled us into a world of happy endings, and despite their gender bias or alternative motives, one

thing was certain: they were an invitation to young hearts to love and respect the place they live in..”

The project invites engagement into transformations and the eternal possibility for transformation. Abboud
continues: “The world of Palestinian folktales ... its characters, person, animal or object breathe in one form
and breathe out through another, they live and die countless times as countless faces and names, and these faces
and names are all us....Nothing really ever dies. Here I want to quote from Marina Warner’s book “Once Upon a
Time” in the chapter “The Magic of Nature’ (Oxford University Press, 2014): “..The dead cannot be suppressed;
animate forces keep circulating regardless of individual bodies and their misadventures. Even when a tree has
been cut down and turned into a table or a spindle, its wood is still alive with the currents of power that charge
the forest where it came from. “It is precisely this: the currents of power - this is the heart of my exploration..”.
By returning to these myths and magical creatures that were once deeply woven within Palestinian identity, and
by weaving these stories through our current relationship with the land, Abboud takes us on an exploration into
collective memory, the question of loss and fragmentation, and the recurring longing to reunite with the tales
and their fields.

For this reason, the project is envisioned as a requiem, a poem for something that can never be lost - something

that is eternally within us.

1. Revised tale taken from Muhawi, Ibrahim, and Sharif Kanaana, Speak Bird Speak Again: Palestinian Arab Folktales, Berkeley, CA:

University of California Press, 1989.

Jumana Emil Abboud uses drawing, video, performance, objects and text to navigate themes of memory, loss
and resilience. Her interests lie in attempting to pose questions related to memory as read through the body,
through home and homeland, through cultural ritual or practice and through folklore and folktales and other
storytelling practices; especially as associated with icons and archetypes, as well as in language, both as a visual
and textual tool, and the reading and re-reading of it. The artist’s work consistently reflects a Palestinian cultural
landscape in which the struggle for continuity amid the wider political context necessitates a constant process of

metamorphosis and ingenuity.
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Out of the Shadows
Thursday 12 October 2017
7:00 PM at the archaeological site

Out of the Shadows is a live-art performance by Jumana Emil Abboud on water brides, ghouls and enchanted
creatures who inhabit wells and springs. The stories are drawn both from Palestinian folktales and contemporary
life-stories collected by the artist, blurring the lines between fact and fiction until it is no longer possible to tell

the two apart. The performance will be in English and Arabic.
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