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Lying in a box of images in the London based archive of the ‘Palestine Exploration 
Fund’ (PEF), I found this photograph. Since I first saw it, I haven’t been able to keep it 
out of my mind; there was something in it that intrigued me. I will try to say why.  
 
The PEF was the first organisation created specifically for the study of Palestine, 
established in 1865. It was one of many organisations that worked in the region 
during the 19th and early 20th century doing research that aimed to create an 
evidential link between the physical land of Palestine and the Bible. Archaeology was 
one of the main tools for this enterprise, as it supplied material evidence that could 
transform the biblical stories into historical facts.  
 
However, this transformation was not an innocent one. The landscape of Palestine 
became an object for a new ‘objective’ and scientific discourse, complete with new 
terminology and cartography. The land ceased to be a present-day inhabited 
landscape and became a subject for European history books. This re-plotting of the 
landscape into the European narrative, justified and allowed subsequent European 
interventions in the region. Furthermore, this archaeologically-inspired change in the 
perception of the landscape entailed the appropriation of the actual land from those 
who lived in it in the present, in favour of those who wished to own it according to 
their notion of the past.  
 



Archaeology itself, understood as an objective science, was taken for granted and 
unquestionable. In keeping with this objectivity, archaeology often employed 
photography and, along with other forms of knowledge of the modern West, 
privileged the visual over other senses. The visual was understood as being able to 
represent reality ‘as it really was’, and among the available forms of visual 
representations photography was the best able to achieve this goal.   
 
I wish to read the photograph reproduced here against this background. It was taken 
by A. Stewart Macalister (1870-1950) during an excavation led by him at the mound 
of Gezer in Palestine between 1902-1905. Gezer had been a Canaanite city-state in 
the first half of the 2nd millennium BCE. Its name appears a couple of time in the Old 
Testament and it is located half way between Jerusalem and Jaffa.  
 
The photograph is a good example of the creation of knowledge by archaeology and 
photography. The artifact was pulled out of the soil after 3,000 years, in order to 
become further evidence for the historical truth of the biblical story. This was 
achieved quickly and simply: the picture was made on site with an improvised 
background and no artificial lighting. However, the object was also immediately 
interpreted in the process of creating the photograph: conclusions about its nature had 
already been made as the photographer-archaeologist had decided to add feathers to 
it before the picture was taken.  
 
Macalister writes (in The Excavation of Gezer, p. 16): 
‘The back has been modelled separately in two pieces, the point of junction being 
indicated by a crack; and the indication of wings also has evidently been modelled 
separately and applied afterwards when the rest was finished. There are holes at the 
sides of these, apparently for the insertion of real feathers, the potter having had a 
difficulty in representing these in clay.’  
 
This interpretation applied to the object could be easily criticised by the 
contemporary viewer as a manipulation that prevents the viewer from seeing the 
object ‘as it was’. Nevertheless, for me, it makes this photograph emblematic of the 
fabrication that is present in every archaeological photograph. No photograph can 
ever present archaeological evidence ‘as it was’.  
 
The clearly constructed nature of the image is a clue for us to look for the different 
layers of historical interpretation that underpin our understanding of a photograph. 
This photograph is emblematic of the built in manipulation of the truth hidden in any 
scientific photography and calls into doubt the way we learn about material evidence, 
and the past.  
 
I come from the place where the photograph was made. I would like to use its prompt 
to self-reflectivity in order to challenge the way the past is constructed in my 
homeland. This is immediately apparent in the act of naming the landscape; while the 
archaeological object was found in the land of Palestine, I’m a citizen of the state of 
Israel. Even by stating where I’m from, I manipulate the landscape, adding feathers to 
it.     
 
The choice of the name is based on the way that we construct the past. The name 
‘Israel’ is based on the historical Israelite kingdom described in the Bible. The Jewish 



nationalist movement adopted the European methods of reading the past, and within 
it the assumptions that the Bible was actual history. Yet, the Jewish nationalist 
movement adapted the evidence for this history to a new narrative. The historical 
remains in the landscape were no longer proof of European history but of the Jewish 
national one. Archaeology produced the needed evidence of the historical Israelite 
kingdom. It created a continuity between the present and the past Jewish identity, 
nation and territory, eliding the 2,000 year history of the Diaspora in the process.  

This construction of knowledge, widely seen as the truth within Israel, continues 
influencing the politics of the region as it is constantly being used to justify the 
existence and actions of state of Israel. The local Palestinian community came to be 
perceived as temporary occupants of the land. In the name of past ownership Israel 
has justified the expulsion and repression of the Palestinian population for over sixty 
five years.  

I believe that it is our responsibility to disrupt the existing knowledge about the past in 
order to resist the politics of the present. This responsibility applies not only to the 
regional issues to which I have referred, but wherever there is discrimination and 
repression. The photograph from which I started, or others like it, may mark the 
cracks in the well-painted wall of history.  

 


