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Asim Abu Shakra’s Prickly Pear: Remarks about Sabra, Appropriation, and Irony

Farid Abu Shakra

Palestinian plastic art adopted the symbol as a concept that embodies the intrinsic visual and aesthetic
values of a unique identity. These values find expression in techniques freighted with meanings that
touch upon as broad a range of themes as the hand of the artist’s imagination permits. The symbol
reflects the people’s singular history, tradition, and culture, its quotidian life, and the political and
cultural reality that its offspring have inhabited for generations. It reflects belonging and struggle. At the
material, moral, and psychological levels, it symbolizes the Palestinians’ connection with their
surroundings and identity and the ongoing blood-soaked conflict. The image of Homeland Palestine in
art crosses the checkpoints and surmounts the oppression. It finds sustenance in memory as a source of

continuity that leads to an aspiration to distance oneself from death and accept the gift of life.

Symbols in Palestinian art push their way into the scene of the event and force artists to manifest their
responsibility as both artists and freedom fighters. Artists need to relate to these symbols by using
means and techniques that are helpful in attaining the coveted purpose of the work of art. A symbol
acquires its full meaning as a pure idea by means of the artist’s talent, creative spirit, and willingness to
experiment with different styles and diverse modes of expression, yielding a formal continuum by which
contents may be probed in depth. Visual representation by means of a line, a color, or a shape attempts
to connect and give over a message within a human, aesthetic, cultural, and artistic context that
expresses the spirit of a people—any people, however constricted its living space may be—in its fight for
life, despite the social and psychological difficulties that torment it and the racist obstacles that block its
path. The idea comes to light within a thicket of visual meanings that reflect the composition of the
work and respond to the artist’s existentialist and expressionist statement—the belligerent role of which
is an inseparable part of the broad national struggle. The creation of art reflects meanings that reside in
concepts such as citizenship, identity, belonging, distancing, blurring, frustration, and victimhood. The
artist’s identity mirrors her or his efforts to fashion an international language that can set the story of
the human struggle into their work. The work of art is meant to stand firm against all the forms of death

that envelop us in the local Middle Eastern reality.



