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For Mourid Barghouti (1944–2021)
A Portfolio

H a r e t H  Y o u s e f
Introduction by Ahmad Diab

The great Palestinian poet Mourid Barghouti passed away in Feb ru ary 2021. 
Throughout his protracted exile, Barghouti made it his life’s mis sion to trans form 
with lan guage the power struc tures that dic tate one’s rela tion ship with one’s inti
mate geog ra phies. A poem such as “I Have No Problem” deliv ers an almost tac tile 
lin guis tic expe ri ence of these rela tions, as in the fol low ing lines:

The TV pre senter’s smiles no lon ger make me cringe
I’ve got used to those in kha kis arrest ing my every color
Night and day
That is why I take my ID every where
Even to the swim ming pool
No prob lems here.1

One of the paradoxes of Barghouti’s leg acy as a Palestinian poet is that his best
known work is argu  ably I Saw Ramallah (1997)—a work of med i ta tive auto bio
graph i cal prose, not poetry. The text recounts his mel an cholic return to occu pied 
Palestine after thirty years of exile, spe cif  cally his return to Ramallah and his native 
vil lage, Deir Ghassanah.

The port fo lio seen here—a series of pho to graphs pro duced by Hareth Yousef, 
a tal ented young art ist—is con ceived in oblique rela tion ship to the mod els given 
to us by Barghouti in his nar ra tion of place and of place denied. Yousef, too, knows 
these places (or the ver sions of them cre ated in their place). He hails from Kobar, a 
vil lage out side of Ramallah, not far from Barghouti’s native Deir Ghassanah. Cur
rently employed as a pho tog ra pher at the Palestinian Museum in Birzeit, Yousef 
offers work shops to museumgoers on how to com pose images in smartphones so 
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as to tell a story. Something of the mate ri al ity of Palestine that one encoun ters in 
Barghouti’s poetry is also pres ent in Yousef ’s images and vid eos, except that the 
Palestine of Yousef ’s work is often a place of pas to ral bliss. Through his mon tage, 
cam era angle, and post pro duc tion processing, this place’s oth er wise aus tere and 
mod est hills become lush, lay ered, and lumi nous.

In this case and for this occa sion, we decided that Yousef would reread I Saw 
Ramallah, travel to Deir Ghassanah, and take a series of pho to graphs of the vil lage 
and its surrounding lands. When Yousef told me about an Israeli col ony on the 
way, I asked him to pho to graph it as he would a crime scene. What we have is a 
photo of a crime scene where the crime is in prog ress, and the pho tog ra pher can
not get close enough because of an active shooter on the ground. From the hill top 
that houses a Mus lim shrine in Deir Ghassanah—which has remained acces si ble 
to Palestinians so far—Yousef can see the Med i ter ra nean on the hori zon. What 
we see in the pho to graph in this spe cial light ing is the Tel Aviv sky line in the back
ground, with the dome of the shrine in the fore ground. What we don’t see in this 
pho to graph are the bits of ceramic tile that con tinue to wash ashore to this day in a 
mod ern sea side park. These bits of ceramic tile used to don the walls of Palestinian 
houses in a Jaffa neigh bor hood that has now been com pletely razed to make room 
for the park. Or rather, the park was con ceived pre cisely to erase the neigh bor hood. 
We see the sky line of a mod ern city, another outofplace Miami, appearing as a 
jag ed blade that cuts through the land scape and sev ers Palestinians from their sea 
and indeed from their geog ra phy and their his tory.

Once Yousef was in the vil lage, he found it dif  cult to deter mine which exact 
house was Barghouti’s fam ily home. He took two pho to graphs of the façade of what 
he thinks is prob a bly the cor rect house. Yousef rarely fea tures peo ple in his pho
to graphs or vid eos. His main human sub ject is his grand mother, often cap tured in 
vid eos focused on her hands kneading, knit ting, or for ag ing through Palestine’s 
flora. When he noticed two kids playing in front of the house, he took this pho
to graph. We had two nearly iden ti cal images. We debated which one to use— 
spe cif  cally, whether to include “the human ele ment,” as he put it. Between the 
image cho sen as cover art for this issue and the one here, clos ing this port fo lio, 
lies the ten sion that has long ani mated Barghouti’s poetry: the place of the human 
in the mon tage of power and lan guage. Can Palestinians be free to edit their story 
with their land scape, or will the Israeli mas ter nar ra tive con tinue to diminutize Pal
estine and dimin ish Palestinians? Barghouti’s is a leg acy of dissecting the mon tage 
and cata log ing its con tra dic tions.
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F IG U R E 1. Lush hillsides and grazing grounds outside Ramallah. Photo by Hareth Yousef, 2021.

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/critical-tim
es/article-pdf/5/2/495/1793943/495yousef.pdf by guest on 19 April 2024



C R IT IC A L T I M E S 5:2 |  AU G U ST 2022 |  498

F IG U R E 3. The view from a shrine outside Deir Ghassanah. Photo by Hareth Yousef, 2021.

F IG U R E 2. An Israeli colony on the road between Ramallah and Deir Ghassanah.  
Photo by Hareth Yousef, 2021.
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F IG U R E 5. Kids running in front of the façade of Barghouti’s likely family home.  
Photo by Hareth Yousef, 2021.

F IG U R E 4. The Mediterranean Sea and the Tel Aviv skyline as seen from a hill in the West Bank. Photo by 
Hareth Yousef, 2021.
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HARETH YOUSEF is a pho tog ra pher based in Ramallah. Born in Jerusalem in 1990, 
Yousef holds a bach e lor’s degree from Birzeit University in journalism and media with a 
minor in soci ol ogy. He also holds a bach e lor of arts degree in pho tog ra phy from Colum
bia College, Chicago. He teaches a pho tog ra phy class titled “Image Making” at Birzeit 
University. His work has been fea tured in numer ous col lec tive and indi vid ual exhi bi tions 
in var i ous loca tions, includ ing in Chicago, Wilson, NC, Louisville, Sydney, and Ramallah.

AHMAD DIAB is assis tant pro fes sor of mod ern Ara bic lit er a ture and cin ema at 
the University of California, Berkeley. He received his BA in English lit er a ture from 
Damascus University. He com pleted an MA at the City University of New York while on 
a Fulbright schol ar ship. He was awarded a PhD from the Department of Middle Eastern 
Studies, New York University. He is cur rently work ing on his frst aca demic book, pro
vi sion ally titled Intimate Others: Representations of Arab s in the Palestinian Imaginary, and 
fnishing his Ara bic trans la tion of After the Last Sky, by Jean Mohr and Edward Said.

Note
1. Translated from the Arabic by Ahmad Diab and Alexander Key. Barghouti’s poem “Lā 

Mushkila Laday” was frst published in 2005 in the collection Muntasaf al-Layl. For a 
full English translation published by Barghouti’s wife, the novelist Radwa Ashour, see 
Barghouti, Midnight.
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