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ABSTRACT 
 

This dual case study of Marseille and Tel Aviv utilizes practice-based methods, 

digital ethnography and archival research to interrogate contemporary institutional, 

material, architectural and atmospheric/embodied conditions in the Belle de Mai and 

Joliette (Marseille) and Neve Tzedek and Florentin (Tel Aviv) neighborhoods. While 

these cities are largely lauded for their touristic draw, connection with the Mediterranean 

Sea, and increasing artistic production, they are seldom critiqued for the ways in which 

cultural hegemony is reproduced through such creative practices and how the ongoing 

redevelopment of the urban landscape is undergirded by neocolonial impetus. I 

emphasize understanding the curated image of the city – whereby art and cultural spaces 

are integral to the city’s transformation and presentation; hyper-stylized, whitewashed 

branding campaigns and artscapes that elide the suffering and silences produced by 

destruction and (re)construction of these neighborhoods. These changes signify violence 

through the continual disfiguration of the landscape and built environment as regimes of 

historic preservation are coupled with new construction; aesthetics of occupation that 

underlie the cultural infrastructures of the city.  

The project is guided by examining how sociospatial segregation is evidenced in 

the production and maintenance of these cities’ images, and how historic preservation 

and concurrent arts-led gentrification contribute to processes of dispossession in these 

rapidly changing areas. As I develop these lines of inquiry about the contemporary 

ideological and aesthetic specificities of place, I focus on how culture-driven 

development is used propagandistically and how the proliferation of these cities’ cultural 

spaces as sites for tourist and foreign consumption become tools of exclusionary 

placemaking. The original artworks that scaffold this dissertation serve as data/objects of 

analysis and are my contribution to new knowledge in related fields; their creation is an 

effort to critically question the present moment in these two cities and stakeholders’ 

efforts of erasing tumultuous recent histories of occupation, destruction and 

dispossession.  

Finally, in an effort to disrupt the charge of gentrification and cultural and spatial 

erasures in Tel Aviv and Marseille, I look at how artistic interventions in these cities 

assert counter-representations of historical memory and reclaim urban space for those 
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marginalized by forces of redevelopment. Pushing back against anaesthetization by these 

curated images of the city, the co-option of culture as commodity, and against the 

material manipulation of occupied space is a necessary disobedience to disrupt and 

dismantle the hegemonic systems inscribed onto/into these neighborhoods.  

 
  
!  
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FORWARD 

 

 This dissertation represents who I am at this moment in time. It is not a magnum 

opus, nor is it necessarily a declaration of the direction of my research to come. When I 

completed my Bachelor of Fine Arts at the University of Arizona, I felt as though I had 

just gotten started with my academic inquiry. Those final semesters, something was 

roused in me. Perhaps this is just simply curiosity. Or a need to push my capacity for 

learning even further. I completed my Masters with even more questions than answers, 

and a pressing desire to continue on in academia – envious of the soft caps the doctoral 

students wore during graduation. I chose to stay in school, to stay at the University of 

Arizona, and pursue a Ph.D. because only recently have I truly cultivated a sense of home 

here in the Sonoran Desert and even more recently have I come to understand how little I 

know, and how much more I’m still craving to learn. The moral of this ramble is that this 

completed dissertation renders me no expert on the topic. But, it has opened myriad lines 

of inquiry, cravings for knowledge and experiences, and has humbled me in my 

encounters and efforts.  

 I would not be able to complete a research project in this style without the support 

of my advisor, Stefano Bloch. Admittedly, I did not think I could press on in the program 

prior to him joining the School of Geography faculty. He has encouraged my 

independence, and my creativity flourished. In an academic system that typically stymies 

boundary-pushing, I have never once heard the word no, and amidst all of the 

gatekeeping elsewhere, this was immeasurably meaningful and helpful. 

 I am also grateful to my committee – Maha Nassar, Orhon Myadar and Jeff 

Banister – for many rounds of brainstorming as this dissertation took shape. So many 

other scholars and activists’ voices, texts and artworks have helped me formulate and 

clarify this project. The many professors I’ve studied with at the University of Arizona… 

your impacts are evidenced in this grand process. To those researchers and artists that I 

know in-person, or only digitally, I am indebted to your efforts. Eyal Weizman and the 

Forensic Architecture team are one such bunch who’ve deeply inspired my research. 

Hollow Land (2007) is the text that supercharged my critical questioning of the Israeli 

occupation of Palestine, and my own role in the region’s conflict. I also give thanks to 
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Sharon Rotbard, whose indispensable book White City, Black City: Architecture and War 

in Tel Aviv and Jaffa (2015) served as the ultimate entry point into my exploration of Tel 

Aviv. I am thankful for the time he spent showing me around Shapira and Neve 

Sha’anan, and for allowing me to ping ideas off him, despite our distance. I am also 

grateful to The University of Arizona Graduate and Professional Student Council 

(GPSC), The College of Social & Behavioral Sciences’ Social and Behavioral Science 

Research Institute (SBSRI), The GPSC Research & Project Grant and the Center for 

Middle Eastern Studies for financial support that carried my fieldwork in both Tel Aviv 

and Marseille (2016-2020).  

 And to Nora Zinni – this dissertation is every bit as much yours as it is mine. I 

dreamt of you long before I started university. You were there when I studied for and 

passed my comprehensive exams. You were only a few weeks old when I turned in my 

proposal. You were growing by leaps and bounds during fieldwork in France. I snuck in 

dissertation writing time during each of your naps, not wanting to detract from playtime 

while you were awake. There were many moments when I wanted to put school aside, or 

hang it up altogether when I was overwhelmed, depressed, or felt like it was distracting 

me from you. In all of this arduous work and flux, I’ve discovered my own definition of 

balance, and a new kind of tenacity. I want to model intellect, empathy and openness to 

you, and I want you to soar as exactly the human you wish to be – so long as you are kind 

to yourself.  

Above all, this dissertation project is an assertion of being a forever student, and 

that I will continue to be a more conscientious traveler, artist, advocate and mother. I 

hope that the small activisms established in these pages will lead to a lifetime of standing 

on the right side of history, challenging the status quo and celebrating often overlooked 

minutia in this beautiful and tragic world. I took my comprehensive exams in the second 

trimester of pregnancy, completed my proposal under the crippling weight of postpartum 

depression, and wrote the entire dissertation during the COVID-19 pandemic and all its 

correlated chaos. Writing under quarantine and remembering these formative moments of 

fieldwork and self-discovery – the times during travel when I felt truly free and 

uninhibited – inebriated by the unknowns and yet-to-comes, camera in hand – was deeply 

cathartic and one of my only life preservers in this pandemic’s darkest moments. At 
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many points, finishing this dissertation felt futile. But this is a goal I’ve promised myself 

for a very long time – one of the hugest boxes I’ve wanted to tick – and here we are. It’s 

been a quite a journey, to say the least. 

 

!  
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CHAPTER ONE: BEGINNINGS 

 

 Flying over tracts of cerulean sea in a time-zone fog, too high to spot the Côte 

d’Azur, Sicilian shores or the coast of Crete. The Mediterranean, as site, and idea, of 

longing and loss. In younger years, I never imagined I would spend as much time as I 

have in its presence; several summers in Tel Aviv, winter weeks and some springtime in 

Marseille. Opposite ends of the basin, on an opposite side of the world, that have grown 

familiar – at least in a handful of ways.  

 Circumstance and wanderlust drew me to these places initially, only to become 

addicted to how little I knew and how much could be understood by studying the 

palimpsest of war, dispossession, gaiety and excess in the creases of the cities’ structures. 

Perhaps I could have landed elsewhere – other cities by this sea, or somewhere even 

further and more unfamiliar from where I call home. But while fixated on Marseille and 

Tel Aviv, I’ve been forced to reconsider what is east and what is west. What constitutes a 

border... how leisure and longing can be defined... where outside and inside and of can 

and will be understood.  

 For me, sensing and interpreting the spaces I’ve passed through lean heavily on 

the visual. Each moment in an alley, restaurant, museum etc., I see photographically; 

vignettes of life as I comprehend in my own capacity, and how I imagine others to view 

it, as though on a gallery wall or flipped through in a photo album. There are myriad 

ways to see the Mediterranean, but few have forced me to reflect on both its boundaries, 

porosity and the politics of movement like Sabine Réthoré’s “Mediterranean Without 

Borders” artwork (Fig. 1.1).  
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Figure 1.1 Sabine Réthoré, Mediterranean Without Borders (2013) 

Architect and theorist Léopold Lambert (2018) writes of this piece: 

It consists of a map of the Mediterranean Sea and its coastal regions that is 
subjected to two simple operations: a 90-degree tilt that places the North on the 
right side of the document, and a withdrawal of all lines usually signifying 
national borders. As such, the map appears to us as simultaneously familiar and 
peculiar. Through it, we recognize a space we know well, but our perception of it 
evolves thanks to the way it is represented. “Mediterranean Without Borders” 
represents territories that seem optically closer to each other than when 
considered on a geopolitical map. The sea almost appears a calm lake, where 
people on one bank would not feel essentially different from their neighbors on 
the opposite one. We can no longer see three continents struggling to exist but, 
rather, the sea as gathering lands around it. The names of the cities are worth 
reading out loud. Their sounds reveal more regional identities blending into each 
other, than strictly differentiated national belongings. (p. 44) 
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Imagining the Mediterranean as a calm lake, particularly in the contemporary moment, is 

both easy and impossible. I grew up in Chicago and the placidity of Lake Michigan was 

something familiar; a horizon dotted with several sailboats, gulls bickering overhead. 

Even on the windiest days, it was no water to fear. Toes in the sand on Marseille’s 

shores; a look left, Les Calanques and the French Riviera. Where the famous and 

frivolous from around the world anchor their yachts and sip champagne. Here, too, the 

waters are calm, crystalline.  

 Yet, I find it impossible to fully enjoy and unwind here. How could I possibly 

swim where tears from Libya, Syria and Tunisia collect? Inflatable rafts, capsized, along 

with families’ dreams of safety? How could I possibly swim here, when just over there, 

the blockade of Gaza persists – fishermen shot point blank for their boats drifting a meter 

too far?1 The idea of Gaza and the coast of historic Palestine being just “over there” is 

indicative of a kind of cartographic collapse. While there are approximately 2,000 miles 

between shores, I frequently envision the same waters that swirls so many’s sorrows 

washing up over my skin: 

The infrastructures of the Mediterranean geography do not transport people from 
a point of violence to a point of peace. The practices of crossing borders instead 
beget borderlands: lands rendered by other, less visible borders… The visuality of 
a sea inscribed with the suicide of the displaced. (Binboga, 2020) 
 

I absolutely cannot draw acute comparison between Tel Aviv and Marseille – though 

they share eras of destruction and conflict, regimes old and new, the reordering of space 

in the image of the powerful, and most recently – a boom in beautification – but I am 

fascinated by this common sea. Réthoré’s “Mediterranean Without Borders” map creates 

space for the dual case study within this dissertation: 

This map is our manifesto against the Abyss: it changes our imaginary and 
recounts the Mediterranean’s profound relation that exists between bodies living 
along its coasts. We should not misunderstand the nature of [this relation]. It is 

!
1 “Israel enforces its 12-year [plus] blockade on the Gaza Strip with tens of gunboats that set the terms for 
an ever-changing limit on how far the fishermen can sail out into the Mediterranean Sea, keeping a tight 
grip on the siege against the impoverished enclave. Fishermen in Gaza often clash with the gunboats, 
sometimes with deadly consequences on the Palestinian side.” (Mahmoud & Shehada, 2019) 
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not a candid wish for friendly rapports but, rather, the indelible mark of a 
common imaginary (including its past and current violence) shared by the nations 
involved. The abyss and its imperial violence will not be forgotten, but a creolity 
(créolité) can emerge beyond it if we are ready to embrace the relation and its 
hybridation of identities.” (Lambert, 2018, p. 44) 

 
Is turning a map 90-degrees enough to make any difference? Surely this shift cannot 

alone be considered that radical of an act. Yet, it is most certainly a launch point: 

Réthoré’s map of the Mediterranean generates an instant for pause and reexamination of 

how a vernacular mapping of this terrain could look. How the histories and contemporary 

lived experiences of the sea and of these cities can be understood, felt and shared. When 

stories and statistics that are typically written and graphed by the colonizer are re-worked 

and re-imagined – how can mapping and artmaking be a process and act of rebellion? As 

a tool for liberation, for decolonization? 

 This dissertation project is a dual case study of Marseille and Tel Aviv; two cities 

on opposing ends of the Mediterranean basin. Tel Aviv, situated well beyond the  

so-called Green Line (1949 Armistice Border), is seldom conflated with what is 

understood as “occupied territory” as framed within the Palestine-Israel conflict (LeVine, 

2007a, 2007b; Fenster, 2014; Rotbard, 2015). It is often perceived, inside and outside of 

the country, as a beachfront city with a marked quality of life and as a global exemplar of 

modernity and innovation. Ancillary to this widely accepted image of Tel Aviv is its 

2003 designation as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which confirmed and celebrated 

the world’s largest concentration of Bauhaus-inspired and International Style buildings 

(UNESCO, 2009). But just south of the boundaries of this celebrated “White City” are 

the historically marginalized neighborhoods of Florentin, Neve Sha’anan and Shapira. 

 In recent years, these neighborhoods have garnered “neo-bohemian” and “edgy” 

reputations due to an influx of western European millennials with high degrees of 

sociocultural capital moving into this area already populated by post-Soviet migrants as 

well as Southeast Asian and African labor migrants, which has generated new friction 

points interpersonally, as well as materially; many of the latter of whom pose a distinct 

demographic and ideological “threat” to an Israeli society with ethnonationalist 

imperatives, intent on total control of marginalized populations. This quickly changing 
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demography simultaneously produces culturally diverse yet increasingly segregated 

spaces. 

Nearby, the neighborhood of Neve Tzedek – one of the oldest neighborhoods of 

Tel Aviv – is also experiencing revitalization, bolstered by neo-bohemian energy and 

renewed interest in this land just north of the ancient port city of Jaffa. I delimit my focus 

on the city to this southern area flanked by the sea – west of the Ayalon Highway, north 

of Kibbutz Galuyot Road, and south of Daniel/Kalischer Street – generally known as the 

Florentin and Neve Tzedek neighborhoods.   

 Sociospatial segregation in south Tel Aviv is perceptible on multiple scales. 

Cheaper rents and an abundance of adaptable architectures, relative to other areas in the 

city, have become a socioeconomic draw for myriad historic preservation projects, 

galleries, museums, art spaces and public art installations (all of which comprise the term 

artscapes), adding to the “alternative, “edgy” and “exotic” energy of south Tel Aviv (as 

copious travel, design and other culture blogs and articles praise). More recent booms in 

artscapes attract artists, tourists and real estate investors who seek to rewrite and control 

the area’s cultural identity. Frequently overlooked, though, are the ways in which these 

artscapes continually dispossess Palestinians from their land, as the tireless drum of 

Zionist settler colonialism2 razes and rebuilds the city, lending to an urban space that 

increasingly erases its historicity in favor of a cosmopolitan Mediterranean aesthetic.  

 Marseille, a port city with a storied history dating to 600 BC, is emblematic of 

processes of colonization and reappropriation of urban space, much like Tel Aviv. 

Similar consumption practices and displacements from arts-led gentrification occur in 

France’s second largest city – most recently expedited by the Euroméditerranée urban 

renewal project which began in 1995, as well as its 2013 designation as a European 

Capital of Culture (Becciu et al., 2016; Quest, 2013). The neighborhoods of La Joliette 

and Belle de Mai, centered in this project, are marked loci of cultural production that at 

once serve to attract tourists, upwardly socially mobile Marseillais, and foreign 

investment. 

!
2 “The very nature of Israel is inseparable from that of imperialism and settler colonialism. Therefore, 
[Israel’s] existence as it is currently construed as an ethno-state, is inherently incompatible with justice.” 
(Awad & Bean, 2020, p. 196) 
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 This dual case study of Marseille and Tel Aviv focuses on the contemporary 

institutional, material, architectural and atmospheric/embodied conditions that are 

specific to these neighborhoods and artscapes. While Tel Aviv and Marseille are largely 

lauded for their touristic draw and increasing artistic production, they are infrequently 

critiqued for the ways in which cultural hegemony is reproduced through such creative 

practices and how this development is undergirded by neocolonial impetus. I emphasize 

understanding the curated image of the city – whereby art and cultural spaces are integral 

to the city’s transformation and presentation; hyper-stylized, whitewashed branding 

campaigns and artscapes that elide the suffering and silences produced by destruction and 

(re)construction of these neighborhoods. These changes signify violence through the 

ongoing disfiguration of the landscape and built environment as regimes of historic 

preservation are coupled with new development; aesthetics of occupation that underlie 

the cultural infrastructures of the city.3 The project is guided by unpacking how 

sociospatial segregation is evidenced in the production and maintenance of these cities’ 

images, and how historic preservation and concurrent redevelopment contribute to 

processes of dispossession in these rapidly changing areas.  

As these cities’ artistic, architectural and touristic production relies heavily upon 

their “Mediterraneanism,” I interrogate what is meant by how the sea “is not an actual 

geographic space but a cultural construct that maps an imagined space” (Crane, 2011, p. 

9). Utilizing historic and contemporary archival materials to understand physical and 

cultural erasures that have occurred in these cities, coupled with practice-based research 

that responds to the contemporary ideological and aesthetic specificities of place, the 

project is steered by the following questions: 

RQ1: How is sociospatial segregation evidenced in the production and 
maintenance of the curated image of the city in Marseille and Tel Aviv, and what 
are its effects on each city’s urban morphology?  

 
RQ2: How do historic preservation and concurrent redevelopment throughout 
Marseille and Tel Aviv contribute to the processes of dispossession in the city?  

 

!
3 While the definitions and contestations of aesthetic(s) are vast, I rely on Mitchell’s (2002) salient 
description: “Aesthetics is the theoretical branch of the study of art. It raises fundamental questions about 
the nature of art, artistic value, and artistic perception within the general field of perceptual experience…[it 
is] the study of sensation and perception ” (p. 167). 
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As I develop these lines of inquiry, I am focused on the reinscription of urban 

environments, and how the proliferation of these cities’ cultural spaces as sites for tourist 

and foreign consumption become tools of exclusionary placemaking. Finally, in an effort 

to disrupt the charge of gentrification and cultural and spatial erasures in Tel Aviv and 

Marseille, I look at how artistic interventions in these cities assert counter-representations 

of historical memory and reclaim urban space for those marginalized by processes of 

redevelopment. 

  

Theoretical Framework 

 

 This dissertation research is anchored by several core concepts: critical spatial 

practice in the built environment; aesthetics of occupation; as well as gentrification, 

politically motivated historic preservation and redevelopment in Tel Aviv and Marseille 

understood through the lens of critical visual culture. Additional preliminary questions 

for this dual case study that arise include: How are artscapes integral to the distancing 

between local populations and the cultural sites in their communities, or, how are 

artscapes implicated in the dispossession and displacement of particular communities in 

Tel Aviv and Marseille? How are tourism and culture-driven development, especially as 

related to sites of historic preservation, used as propagandistic tools for the city? These 

questions drive research that draws on political and cultural geography to interrogate 

questions of cultural hegemony, sociospatial inclusion and exclusion, urban borders and 

the colonial organization of space. 

 

Critical Spatial Practice and the Built Environment of Tel Aviv and Marseille 

 To better understand the contemporary artscapes and minutiae of these rapidly 

changing neighborhoods in Marseille and Tel Aviv, it is requisite to study how the cities 

developed and expanded, especially over the last century, as waves of modernism and 

postmodernism greatly influenced the destruction and reconstruction of the urban 

landscapes. Central to these case studies is critical spatial practice. 

 Critical spatial practice is a term introduced by cultural critic and architectural 

historian Jane Rendell which defines practices at the nexus of theory and praxis, public 
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and private, and art and architecture. Critical spatial practices are those that question and 

transform the social conditions of the sites in which they intervene, as well as test the 

boundaries and procedures of their own disciplines (Rendell, 2006, 2007; Miessen, 

2017). Rather than strictly adhering to Rendell’s definition of the term, I use this as a 

springboard for an interdisciplinary interrogation of the built environment of Tel Aviv 

and Marseille. She reminds us in Critical Architecture (2007) how, according to Roland 

Barthes, to critique means to call into crisis, and I seek to call into crisis the ways in 

which sociospatial segregation is produced and maintained in these cities, as reinforced 

through their artscapes (Appadurai, 1990) and other aspects of the urban built 

environment.  

 Division and marginalization are rife in the Florentin and Neve Tzedek 

neighborhoods of south Tel Aviv, which border northern Jaffa. The principal theorization 

on the role of architecture and the production and maintenance of urban borders in the 

city centers on the Tel Aviv-Jaffa divide (Hatuka & Kallus, 2006; LeVine, 2007a, 2007b; 

Margalit & Vertes, 2015; Fenster, 2014; Cohen & Margalit, 2015), as well the 

mechanisms of settler colonialism at work on the landscape and built environment of 

Jaffa. But critical architectural theory and critical visual culture still has much work to do 

in the liminal spaces of south Tel Aviv: 

Architecture, with its deep implications in property and capital derived from 
settler colonial processes, condenses the tensions, contradictions, disavowals, and 
betrayals of settler colonialism. And yet, discourse on settler colonialism has been 
largely absent from the architectural discipline. This absence is productive in 
settler colonial contexts – it allows the discipline to most effectively serve the 
interests of capital and its emissaries. Indeed, in its hegemonic professional and 
pedagogic forms, architecture was and remains a product, instrument, and 
memorial of settler colonialism. (Herscher & León, 2020) 
 

In this research, I am keenly interested in the ways that architectures and art spaces in 

these neighborhoods – reconstructed and highly curated to rewrite the history of the 

shoreline and the city’s origin story – can be read and experienced so as to recuperate and 

center the Palestinian histories largely paved over and forcibly silenced from dominant 

narratives. 

It is impossible to understand the genesis of Tel Aviv without its relationship to 

Jaffa. The once-thriving port city with archeological evidence documenting habitation 
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and commercial activity dating to the Bronze Age (c. 3300–1200 BC) was systematically 

vacated and demolished during and immediately following the Nakba (catastrophe, in 

Arabic), after which the City of Tel Aviv took responsibility of its management (Alfasi & 

Fabian, 2009). On April 24, 1950, Jaffa was annexed to Tel Aviv and in subsequent 

decades, waves of redevelopment have transformed Jaffa into a sterile, tourist-friendly 

site filled with “Israeli-style” restaurants, art galleries and luxury residencies – a 

simulacrum of antiquity, tweaked for contemporary tastes and budgets, whose 

gentrification is puppeteered by capitalist stakeholders. Its promenade is almost 

constantly under construction in efforts to appeal to foreigners on holiday, ceaselessly 

selling orientalist fantasy.4 

 While there is scholarship outlining the sociospatial and economic plight of 

residents of Jaffa (LeVine, 2004; Mann, 2015; Meishar, 2012, 2017; Tamari & 

Hammami, 1998) and conversely, the ongoing development practices in more affluent 

central and north Tel Aviv (Hatuka & Forsyth, 2005; Margalit, 2013), there is a marked 

absence of Anglophone discussion about the spatial formations of power relations and 

everyday forms of identification and territorial appropriation in south Tel Aviv beyond 

literature that positions it as “gray space” – a potential zone of societal conflict and 

othering (Yiftachel, 2009a, 2009b).  

The scope of this project places less emphasis on the transformations of Jaffa and 

more on the Florentin and Neve Tzedek neighborhoods. These neighborhoods are 

positioned “in between”— too north to be part of the core of Jaffa and too south to be 

part of the nucleus of Tel Aviv, the “Nonstop City”5 — and their built environments 

reflect the tumult in processes of demolition, redevelopment and appropriation in recent 

decades.  

!
!!"#$%&'!()'!*(+,(!-.!/,$($*)!,01'!$%!23245!6+..+7*!,'*$8'%(*!)+8!*''%!.$,*(9)+%8!:'1!;<$<7*!&-1-%$+1!'=>+%*$-%!
+(!()'$,!8--,*('>!+%8!()'!8'(,$?'%(+1!'..'&(*!-.!()'!/,$($*)!*0>>-,(!-.!6'@$*)!*'((1'?'%(!+%8!$(*!,+&$*(!>-1$&A!
-.!'&-%-?$&!*'>+,+($*?B!(),-0C)!()'!8'*(,0&($-%!-.!6+..+7*!)$*(-,$&!&'%(,'5!()'!&-%%'&($%C!($**0'!D'(@''%!
()'!>-,(!+%8!()'!&$(A7*!!"#$%&'($)*!8'<'1->?'%(*5!$(!<$-1'%(1A!-D1$(',+('8!()'!&-??',&$+1!+%8!,'*$8'%($+1!
)'+,(!-.!()'!&$(AEF!G;D0*++8+5!HIHIJ!
5 “Tel Aviv, Nonstop City” is a branding campaign aimed at positioning Tel Aviv as a Top 20 global city: 
“The City of Tel Aviv defined its global vision by identifying its "Competitive Identity" – namely 
innovation as a way of life that manifests itself in the "nonstop" character evident in almost all aspects of 
the city” (Tel Aviv-Yafo, 2020). In many ways, this mirrors the marketing themes and tactics of the New 
Berlin campaign, crafted to promote redeveloped Berlin in the 1990s (Till, 2005).  
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 Similar sociospatial segregation can be read in the built environment of the 

Joliette and Belle de Mai neighborhoods in Marseille, and, like the aforementioned areas 

of south Tel Aviv, remain largely overlooked and undertheorized. French Marxist 

philosopher Henri Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991) strongly influenced 

Rendell’s concept of critical spatial practice, and it is necessary to reflect on his work 

while observing and analyzing the built environment in these cities. It is an imperative to 

document transformations, attempted erasures and appropriations using practice-based 

methods and reflect upon how sociospatial segregation is evidenced in the production and 

maintenance of the curated image of the city in Marseille and Tel Aviv, and the effects on 

contemporary urban morphology. Lefebvre’s conceptualization of space centers on the 

ways in which it is perceived, conceived and lived. He understands space as socially 

produced “in the relationships between material social practices, practices of representing 

space, and practices of its appropriation in everyday life” (Stanek et al., 2014, p. 5).  

 My emphasis is on his conception of lived space; the rhythms and repetitions one 

experiences and observes, and one’s embodied mediation of the urban environment. It is 

in these peripheries and interstices – the cast-off, crushed and re-plastered materials – that 

my curiosity burgeons. There is also attention paid to the quotidian and the mundane 

moments that occur in daily life to the body under capitalism (Lefebvre et al., 2004). 

Consideration for these complex and often contradictory constructions underscore, 

"(Social) space is a (social) product [...] the space thus produced also serves as a tool of 

thought and of action [...] in addition to being a means of production it is also a means of 

control, and hence of domination, of power" (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 26). How is such power 

conveyed in the built environments of Tel Aviv and Marseille and in the predatory logics 

of urban redevelopment? How are these cities’ artscapes reinforcing (or repudiating) this 

power? This theoretical framework for reading the minutiae of the everyday urban 

experience proves essential to understanding how the seeming banality of contemporary 

cultural spaces in these neighborhoods influences the destruction and (re)construction of 

the urban landscape. 
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The Aesthetics of Occupation & Visual Culture  

 Marseille is a city of urban imaginaries and musings of modern spatialities, first 

founded as a Greek colony by settlers from Phocaea circa 600 BC. It was a major 

transportation hub between Paris and France’s colonies during the First French Empire, 

as it is situated at the crossroads of Europe, North Africa and beyond. Recounted by 

Sheila Crane (2011): 

Rather than a destination in its own right, Marseille was a city through which 
hundreds of thousands of passengers traveled each year, generally destined 
elsewhere. In turn, Marseille’s status as a port of transit had important 
consequences on its urban development, not least because architects and planners 
felt considerable pressure to endow the city with a prominence and magnetic force 
that it was thought to lack... Marseille’s urban history vividly demonstrates the 
by-now-well-established interconnection of modern architecture and empire 
building. (p. 8) 

 
Though there were waves of demolition and reconstruction in Marseille in the 19th and 

early 20th centuries, the most widespread devastation and subsequent reinscription 

occurred during World War II. In January 1943, the Old Port of Marseille was occupied 

by German authorities, supported by the Vichy Regime. The neighborhood was emptied 

of more than 30,000 of its residents (many of whom were evacuated to concentration 

camps in northern France) and over 1,500 buildings were destroyed by French and 

German police. This dynamiting of the city was a tool of militarized violence under the 

guise of enforcing public safety and more quotidian urban planning. Urbanists, architects 

and city planners – many of whom worked closely with the French government – 

perpetuated the French colonial project in the rebuilding of the Old Port and greater 

Marseille, while insisting on the city’s relationship with and proximity to the 

Mediterranean Sea as specifically European cultural space, as “formal appeals to 

Mediterranean architecture were repeatedly invoked as guarantors of timelessness and 

universality, even as they often concealed imperialist aspirations and nationalist politics” 

(Crane, 2011, p. 83). 

 The actors in postwar reconstruction latched onto Marseille’s connection to the 

Mediterranean as a means of affirming the city’s significance, and underscored its 

Mediterraneanism: 
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A distinctly modern concept, [Mediterraneanism] was increasingly employed to 
advance claims to cultural origins, most often rooted in antiquity... Through the 
appropriation of vernacular architectural forms, the revival of classicisms, or the 
evocative associations of sun, air, and sea, architects strategically referenced the 
landscape, built forms, and reimagined the history of the Mediterranean region. 
(Crane, 2011, p. 8) 

 
Mediterraneanism, as expressed in the architecture and built environment of Marseille, 

contributes to an aesthetics of occupation in the Old Port of the city, as “inasmuch as 

‘Mediterraneanism’ is coined on the model of Orientalism, it too can be treated as much 

more than an ideology – as, in fact, a programme of active political engagement with 

patterns of cultural hierarchy” (Harris, 2004, p. 51). Mediterraneanism, also known as 

yam tikhoniyut in Hebrew, is crucial to strategies that aestheticize and focus on the visual 

consumption of particular places in these neighborhoods. The Mediterranean – as site, 

idea and lifestyle – relative to southern France and coastal Palestine, will be examined in 

this dissertation. This necessitates an understanding of the concept of Orientalism (Said, 

1978) as well as cultural hegemony (Williams, 1977, 1985; Gramsci & Henderson, 

1988), and cultural consumption (Zukin, 1998, 2008, 2009) to read how stratified social 

structures are manufactured and/or reproduced in the artscapes of these neighborhoods in 

Tel Aviv and Marseille.  

 Though my interdisciplinary exploration of these concepts involves all of the 

senses, I rely most heavily on the visual; the arena of critical visual culture for navigating 

the ongoing violences and aftermaths of colonialism in these Mediterranean cities with 

art(scapes) as an interlocutor and not solely the object of study. Rogoff (2000) explains 

the inextricability of visual culture and geographic thought: 

The links between visuality and identity/location are of interest because they 
establish references to, and enable the inclusion of, far broader materials than 
those which could be categorized as visual arts or visual representations. Visual 
culture is a form neither of art history nor of art criticism – it designates an entire 
arena of visual representations which circulate in the field of vision establishing 
visibilities (and policing invisibilities), stereotypes, power relations, the ability to 
know and to verify: in fact they establish the very realm of ‘the known’. Why then 
‘geography’ and why locate it within the field of vision? (p. 20) 
 

She furthers: 

Visual culture [opens] up an entire world of intertextuality in which images, 
sounds and spatial delineations are read on to and through one another, lending 
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ever-accruing layers of meanings and of subjective response to each encounter we 
might have with film, television, advertising, art works, buildings or urban 
environments... In today’s world, meanings circulate visually in addition to orally 
and textually. Images convey  information, afford pleasure and displeasure, 
influence style, determine consumption and mediate power relations. Whom we 
see and whom we do not see, who is privileged within the regime of specularity, 
which aspects of the historical past actually have circulating visual representations 
and which do not, whose fantasies of what are fed by which visual images?  
(p. 29) 

 
As visual culture is an expansive field, seemingly subsuming everything related to culture 

and the visual, it is important to include a range of thinkers who, over the past century, 

examine the “cultural turn” away from art history into the emergence of visual culture 

(Evans & Hall, 1999; Mirzoeff, 1999, 2006; Dikovitskaya, 2005; Mitchell, 1986, 1994, 

1995, 2002, 2005, 2007). A working definition of visual culture is outlined by Rose 

(2014), inspired by Sturken & Cartwright (2009): 

[Visual culture is] the shared practices of a group, community, or society through 
which meanings are made out of the visual, aural, and textual world of 
representations and the ways that looking practices are engaged in symbolic and 
communicative activities. (p. 26) 
 

In fewer words, Mitchell (1995) describes visual culture as the study of the social 

construction of visual experience. I fixate on the visuality6 of urban change in these 

Mediterranean cities – specifically through the materiality of sites, place promotion and 

arts-based means of proliferating the cities’ contemporary image(s). Drawing upon 

several imperatives from Mitchell’s (2002) counter-theses on visual culture: 

3. Visual culture is not limited to the study of images or media, but extends to 
everyday practices of seeing and showing, especially those that we take to be 
immediate or unmediated. It is less concerned with the meaning of images than 
with their lives and loves… 
 
8. The political task of visual culture is to perform critique without the comforts 
of iconoclasm. (p. 170) 
 

He further emphasizes, “[a] dialectical concept of visual culture cannot rest content with 

a definition of its object as the social construction of the visual field, but must insist on 

exploring the chiastic reversal of this proposition, the visual construction of the social 

!
6 Foster (1988) uses the term to refer to “how we see, how we are able, allowed, or made to see, and how 
we see this seeing and the unseeing therein.” (p. ix) 
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field” (p. 171). My practice-based, embodied encounters in Marseille and Tel Aviv are 

documentations and expressions of active power relations in these neighborhoods. 

I rely on literature about the culture industry (Adorno, 1973; Adorno & Bernstein, 

2001; Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002) to understand how culture has become part of 

capitalism’s commodifying and sanitizing redevelopment of cities. Adorno, persuaded by 

Marx, of “the terrifying power of commodification to subsume all particularities, all 

nonidentity, all use-value beneath the all-encompassing category of exchange” (Gunster, 

2000, p. 47), wrote extensively on humans’ increasing capacity to dominate the natural 

and built environment. I utilize the theoretical framework of visual culture to consider the 

materiality and impressions of these urban landscapes in Tel Aviv and Marseille that 

project a cosmopolitan Mediterranean aesthetic – the sites where art making, exhibition 

and architecture coalesce to create spaces that dictate the cultural heritages and futures of 

the city – an aesthetics of occupation rooted in colonialism, erasure and reinscription. 

 

Gentrification, Historic Preservation and Redevelopment 

 A city is a manifestation of the stories that it tells about itself, and the stories of 

Tel Aviv are intricately bound with the apologetics of Jewish settlement, the denial of 

Palestinian historicity, and sociocultural equation with cosmopolitan metropolises of the 

world (Rotbard, 2015). Development practices over the last three decades indicate the 

drive to “globalize” Tel Aviv with a boom of high-rise construction projects and 

increased privatization of resources throughout the city to maximize market value of the 

land. Moreover, architecture and art have developed into a commodity catering to 

consumer tastes, with emphasis on urban renewal and “reinventing” urban space 

(LeVine, 2007a, 2007b). The brunt of development and investment in infrastructure and 

business is clustered in the central and northern areas of the city. In 2003, the United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) declared Tel 

Aviv's “White City”7 a World Cultural Heritage site, as "an outstanding example of new 

!
7 “In July 2003, UNESCO’s World Heritage commission recommended inscribing the ‘White City’ of Tel 
Aviv in the organization’s list of World Heritage Sites. The official text supporting this endorsement 
argued that “The White City of Tel Aviv is a synthesis of outstanding significance of the various trends of 
the Modern Movement in architecture and town planning in the early part of the 20th century. Such 
influences were adapted to the cultural and climatic conditions of the place, as well as being integrated with 
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town planning and architecture in the early 20th century” (UNESCO, 2009). This 

historical designation of several thousand Bauhaus-inspired and International Style 

buildings developed into a cultural and economic lever, discernable in the city’s real 

estate market boom, emergent businesses and the quotidian language heard throughout 

the city (Rotbard, 2015).  

 In 2013, Marseille was designated as a European Capital of Culture – a 

socioeconomic stimulus project under the European Union that featured several major art 

exhibitions, renovations to cultural sites and other Quartiers Créatif (Creative Urban 

Projects). Through the contemporary moment, actors persistently align to revitalize the 

core of the city and convert it into a center for high tech research while also enhancing its 

cultural and touristic infrastructure (Crane, 2011). This arts-led gentrification is 

especially noticeable around the Old Port and the neighborhoods to its north and east 

once marred by postindustrial blight and dilapidation – specifically La Joliette and Belle 

de Mai. Former warehouses, factories and housing projects are increasingly converted 

into galleries and luxury properties, and choice historical significance is attributed to 

these sites to increase their cultural and economic value for privileged Marseillais and 

visitors.  

 I explore how historic preservation and concurrent development throughout 

Marseille and Tel Aviv contribute to processes of dispossession and are vital to the 

curated image of these cities. It is through these processes that spatial dominance is 

asserted in a visual and/or embodied way. A flurry of additional questions emerges when 

researching historic preservation and gentrification aesthetics: What does this 

neighborhood change look like here, materially? What does it evoke? How do we 

understand the mutually reinforcing relationships between historic buildings and new 

activities in these cities? How are processes of displacement hidden under the guise of 

renewal or revitalization? What forces act upon these sites – declaring whether or not 

they are deemed fit for restoration… or for decimation? 

 To begin to answer these, I will examine arts-led gentrification in Marseille and 

Tel Aviv as it builds on foundational scholarship about gentrification (Jacobs 1993, 1998; 

!
local traditions”” (Rotbard, 2015, p. 2). The “whiteness” of the city, in this instance, relates to the solid 
white exteriors of a clustering of International and Bauhaus-inspired buildings.   
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Zukin, 1989, 2009; Smith, 1996; Castells & Susser, 2002) as well as works that address 

the complicity of art with gentrification (Ley, 2003; Deutsche & Ryan, 1984; Mathews, 

2010, 2014). Literature on the social production and control of urban cultural heritage 

(Zukin, 2012; Lawrence!Zúñiga, 2010; Kearns & Philo, 1993; Deckha, 2004) is relevant 

to grasping historic conservation as aesthetic politics and the erasures and reinscriptions 

of urban space in Marseille and Tel Aviv.  

 This dual case study is primarily framed between 1940 and 2021, with particular 

attention paid to the last twenty years. I begin in the 1940s for the sake of two major 

events in Marseille and Tel Aviv, respectively. In 1943, the Round Up of Marseille took 

place in the Old Port; it was an operation led by the Vichy Regime during the German 

occupation of France, where thousands of inhabitants were detained and evacuated to 

concentration camps, and portions of the port were decimated with intent to reshape the 

neighborhood. The years 1947-1948 in Palestine bear the weight of al-Nakba, The 

Catastrophe, when at least 750,000 Arabs were expelled from, dispersed or executed 

within Palestine. While the Nakba will be expanded upon in later sections, it must be 

understood that this was when Zionist colonizers continued a campaign of ethnic 

cleansing against Palestinians, and in 1948, the State of Israel8 declared independence. 

While earlier moments in architecture, art, and politics will be referenced in this project, 

it is this window of the 20th and 21st centuries to which I pay closest attention. The 

allusion to “contemporary” objects and movements, in the case of this dissertation, is an 

umbrella term for approximately 2000-2021. My scholarship works to add to the fields of 

Anglophone critical human geography and visual culture in this study of contemporary 

cultural production in Marseille and Tel Aviv. 

 

!
8 Consistency in naming the region is undoubtedly an aim of this project, though I acknowledge my 
shortcomings in using settler colonial place names in sites that presented as unavoidable, due to my grasp 
of language(s). Mention of “historic Palestine” refers “to the pre-1948 geographical area between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River. Today this region translates to Israel proper, the West Bank and 
Gaza Strip” (Qaddumi, 2011). My heightened attendance to language/place names is inspired by 
correspondence between Nick Estes and Maath Musleh (2019), the latter who writes: “It really pushes my 
button when an academic or a journalist uses “Israel” in a geographic reference to Palestine. Many well-
intentioned think that they’re being “politically-correct,” or they are afraid of being ousted completely from 
the global mainstream network of knowledge. They might believe that it is confusing to people if they start 
using what they know are the right terms. It is not confusing. Israel is the name of the Zionist entity that 
colonizes Palestine.” 
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Methods and Methodology 

 

 I approach this project with ample hyphenation: artist-geographer, body-in-place, 

body-amongst-conflict. My intentions and terms will be unpacked further in following 

sections. The act of this hyphenization is not to render my methods and findings 

ambiguous, but is to shy away from pigeon-holing my process. Following the analysis of 

Marston & De Leeuw (2013), I approach my data collection and analysis as a practicing 

artist and contemporary critical geographer – working to blur discrete categorization. 

With my photography, I seek to challenge the normative spaces and practices of 

disciplinary knowledge-making. The root of this dissertation stems from an ambition to 

build upon my foundations in Art & Visual Culture Education (BFA ’13, MA ’16). For 

more than 15 years, I’ve gravitated to digital photography as a medium to document my 

travels and chronicle ephemeral sensations. I’ve snapped tens of thousands of photos of 

cacti, cracks in concrete, plates of food, etc.; many of which collect digital dust, tucked 

away on a hard drive. As a student for over ten years at the University of Arizona, I’ve 

consistently worked my photographs into creative essays, on and off-campus art 

exhibitions, and academic papers and presentations. Despite this high level of output of 

interdisciplinary work, I’d yet to thoroughly unpack my motivation and methodology 

behind this kind of research. Now is best a time as ever. I employ a combination of 

qualitative data collection methods in suit with a critical visual methodology (Banks, 

2001; Rose, 2001, 2003, 2007, 2008, 2013; Pink, 2008a, 2008b, 2009, 2012a, 2012b; 

Pink et al., 2004; Suchar, 1997). With this insistence on visuality, it must be stressed: 

Much of the “new” cultural geography follows [claims] that “A depiction is never 
just an illustration... it is a site for the construction and depiction of social 
difference”... “To understand a visualization is... to enquire into the social work 
that it does. It is to note its principles of inclusion and exclusion, to detect the 
roles that it makes available, to understand the way in which they are distributed, 
and to decode the hierarchies and differences that it naturalizes”.  
(Rose, 2003, p. 213) 
 

 In this project, practice-based methods are vital for exploring the palimpsest of 

urban space in Marseille and Tel Aviv. This is an approach that centers art 

making/practice in the research process and creates space for research questions to arise 

from the development of such practices (Candy & Edmonds, 2018). Necessary to 
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practice-based methods are the creation of an artifact as the basis of contribution to new 

knowledge; “[the practice] in action can hence be understood as a research methodology; 

in practice things are being put into the world with little comprehension of what they will 

become” (Miessen, 2017, p. 37). The original artworks in this dissertation serve as 

data/objects of analysis and are my contribution to new knowledge in related fields; their 

creation is an effort to critically question the present moment in these two cities – as 

evidenced by the architectures and artscapes – to call attention to the ways in which the 

curated image of the city works to (re)produce and maintain cultural hegemony; erasing 

tumultuous recent histories of occupation, destruction and dispossession. Art, urban 

design, and architecture – elements that contribute to the urban built environment and 

through which colonial narratives are communicated – are frequently used to justify 

political needs in the present, as well as the futures of the city (Till, 2005).  

 Digital photography, vernacular mapping and sketching create space for intimate 

interrogation of materiality in the architectures and artscapes of Marseille and Tel Aviv. 

Following Rao (2009) who explains, “[the] physical and affective residue in urban space 

(what she calls the “city-as-archive”) provides an ongoing link between past and present: 

even in cities that have experienced a high degree of superficial reorganization, traces of 

bygone eras (whether buildings, ruins, general street layouts, as well as the attachment of 

collective and individual memories to certain sites) makes an argument for the type of 

linkages between historical periods...” (Cartelli, 2016, p. 44). To explore these linkages 

and traces, I rely most heavily upon my digital photography for documentation and 

primary data collection, as well as historical images of these cities: 

[Images] such as photographs are seen as especially valuable in urban research 
because they can convey something of the feel of urban places, space and 
landscapes, specifically of course those qualities that are in some way visible: 
they can suggest the layout, colour, texture, form, volume, size and pattern of the 
built environment... (Rose, 2007, p. 298) 

 

One may notice a near total absence of human subjects in my photographs. These 

compositions are not to imply or recreate a city without the presence and impact of 

people – quite contrary. My body of work over the last 4-5 years fixates on the cracks and 

fissures in the built environment; these images work to expose the processes of 

destruction inflicted by humans on the landscape; the mutilation of foliage, ways in 



 31 

which scarce resources are wasted and/or exploited, the multitude of walls and divisions 

sown between communities, the landfills and backwash from bodies under the system of 

late capitalism.9 We don’t necessarily need a human face explicitly connected with the 

scabs and stains on cities in order to understand these excesses and excretions. In hopes 

of steering clear(er) of fetishization of the Other, particularly in these places so distant 

from my home in Tucson, I emphasize the other-than, more-than-human impacts of 

colonization, gentrification and the reinscription of urban space.  

 I use the phrase vernacular mapping as a catch-all for maps and mapping 

practices that are at once interdisciplinary10 and outside the norms of more traditional 

cartographic representations of space. I choose to avoid quantitative methods such as 

remote sensing, CAD and GIS and opt for qualitative and deeply subjective practices 

such as watercolor painting and sketching to create more avant-garde depictions of the 

spaces moved through during my fieldwork. A provisional definition is provided by 

Gerlach (2014): 

Less a flight to the local, vernacular mapping is more an ethos and range of 
performances that harness and sustain both an upsurge in quotidian cartographic 
technologies and a contemporary recuperation of mapping of and for the 
everyday. The motif ‘vernacular’ is one way in which to elide the awkwardness of 
assigning scale or an upfront, specious political meaning to the welter of worldly 
goings-on in modern cartography… Vernacular mapping inheres in the material 
co-production of cartographies by humans and non-humans alike whereby the 
underlying ethos remains intensely political, but in a tenor distinct from the 
representational politics allied traditionally to maps… Vernacular mappings are 
non-statist, extra-institutional, participatory, cartographic practices, either digital 
or analogue in their composition, in which such performances are not taken to be 
technologies of capture, but as techniques of addition; of adding more to the 
world through abstraction; of adding to the riskiness of cartographic politics by 
proliferating yet more renders of the world. (p. 23) 
 

What I appreciate most about this definition is an inherent looseness to the practice; that 

the rhythmic and tactile, empathic and transitory can all find space in the frame or on the 

!
9 All photos in this dissertation were taken by the author, unless otherwise noted. 
10 While there are countless expansive definitions of interdisciplinarity, I closely agree with Miessen’s 
(2017) interpretation of Rendell’s work, whereby “examining how the theories and practices of one 
discipline can be used to explore and question another, and, through this process, produce new modes of 
knowledge” (p. 27). Mitchell (1995) describes interdisciplinarity as a convergence and conversation across 
disciplinary lines, yet astutely labels his practice a sort of “indiscipline”: “a moment of breakage or rupture, 
when the continuity is broken and the practice comes into question” (p. 541). 
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page. I do not want to take/capture/shoot a photograph. In this, there is so much implicit 

violence and domination (Goldberg & Khalili, 2021). Rather, my practice-based methods 

are adding moments of communion and compassion, and/or dissent and disdain to the 

storied spaces with which I engage. Inspired by many of the processes depicted in 

O’Rourke’s Walking and Mapping: Artists as Cartographers (2013), I also embrace this 

conception of mapping: 

The environment to be mapped encompasses both the immediate, physical, often 
urban surroundings in which we walk, our own actions and perceptions as 
pedestrians, and the cultural or ideological filter through which we view this 
experience. “Surely this is exactly what the cognitive map is called upon to do in 
the narrower framework of daily life in the physical city,” writes Frederic 
Jameson: “enable a situational representation on the part of the individual subject 
to that vaster and properly unrepresentable totality which is the ensemble of 
society’s structures as a whole.” Jameson advocates “an aesthetic of cognitive 
mapping,” which he defines as “a pedagogical political culture which seeks to 
endow the individual subject with some new heightened sense of its place in the 
global system.” (p. xviii) 

 
The maps created for and inspired by this dissertation – which include a range of media 

and studio arts-centric techniques – shy from scientific accuracy or any claim of 

objectivity and center on creative means of annotating space (Appendix A).  

 While practice-based methods took up the brunt of my fieldwork, my project also 

relies upon archival research and digital visual ethnography. The objects of study in this 

project, therefore, are not only original artworks from practice-based methods, but also 

historic and contemporary photographs, maps and other visual media produced by 

stakeholders in these cities. In order to evidence the production and maintenance of 

sociospatial segregation in Marseille and Tel Aviv, I consider a range of visual materials 

from recent decades that document changes in urban morphology and shifts in 

neighborhood dynamics. The interpellation of these materials lends to a unique 

understanding of these rapidly changing cities: 

[The] inter-textual dimensions of specific images and the social practice of which 
they are a part, becoming meaningful in viewing and circulation. Intertextuality 
refers to how the meanings of an image (or text) derive from that image but also 
from the meanings of other images and texts that might be closely related… or in 
broader cultural practices. (Hand, 2018, p. 218) 
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I also rely upon the social media platform Instagram for visual and textual data on 

artscapes and architectures in these cities. Presently, research using Instagram is 

relatively limited, particularly qualitatively, compared to other social media platforms 

such as Twitter (Laestadius, 2018). For this project, utilizing Instagram as a digital 

ethnographic research site helps generate new knowledge about how place, aesthetics of 

occupied space, and critical visual culture are intricately interconnected in the 

proliferation of the curated image(s) of the studied neighborhoods. 

Instagram is a highly visual space where meaning is conveyed through user 

photographs, often with accompanying text and/or hashtags. This platform lends itself “to 

understanding self-presentation and expression, online [and offline] communities, and 

everyday lives as mediated through images” (Laestadius, 2018, p. 577). The popularity, 

immediacy and ease of use of the application makes this a preferred way to access several 

sites of study, and was particularly useful as pandemic-related travel restrictions and 

lockdowns greatly impacted mine and others’ mobility: 

[Instagram] affords persistence. Not only does Instagram allow and encourage its 
users to capture what may have been previously ephemeral moments in their lives 
through mobile photography, it renders these images even more persistent and 
enduring by posting them to Instagram’s servers… Instagram uploads are tied to a 
‘rich and messy information about social history and personal context.’ Rich data 
are so valued in qualitative research because they ‘afford views of human 
experience that etiquette, social conventions, and inaccessibility hide or minimize 
in ordinary discourse’. Instagram’s emphasis on image creation yields this rich 
and, in turn, also highly interpretable data that are well-suited for qualitative 
research. Interpretation can occur at three distinct sites where meaning is made:  
1) the site of production where images are created, 2) the site of the image itself 
and its content, and 3) the site where the image encounters the audience. 
(Laestadius, 2018, p. 579) 
 

My data collection for this digital visual ethnography consists of five screenshots from 

each of these Instagram accounts: TEDER.FM (@teder.fm) and Tel Avivian 

(@telavivian), based in Tel Aviv; and Yes Way Marseille (@yeswaymarseille), based in 

Marseille, as well as the related hashtag #cheznousamarseille. These are exemplary 

accounts and hashtags to glean information on cultural phenomena and the curated image 

of Tel Aviv and Marseille. This manual extraction of data aids in grasping “the visual 

intent of posts and the ways in which other users experience exposure to Instagram 

content” (Laestadius, 2018, p. 584). The small data approach offers a granularity of detail 
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that could otherwise be lost in larger-scale data visualizations. Moreover, it is a pragmatic 

method for visual data collection in Tel Aviv and Marseille – a way to “be in” a city 

while thousands of miles away in Tucson. And at the time of writing, “observational 

social media research is frequently not considered to be human subjects research [and] is 

considered exempt from IRB review, allowing researchers to proceed without obtaining 

consent from participants to make use of [Instagram] data” (Laestadius, 2018, p. 587).  

I glean from a handful of online articles published on websites such as Forbes, 

The Evening Standard (UK) and The Culture Trip between 2013-2020 that emphasize 

place promotion; many of these articles use catchy titles and feature lists of “must sees” 

and “must dos” while visiting Tel Aviv or Marseille. By analyzing the content of these 

pieces, I further illuminate the deployed place-based strategies of cultural development 

(Mommaas, 2004), as well as how specific neighborhoods are rendered as sites for 

aesthetic consumption (Zukin, 2008), how social difference is commodified, and how a 

strong destination image of these cities is projected in popular media.  

Through practice-based and digital visual ethnographic methods, I interrogate the 

artscapes, promotional materials, and architectures in these neighborhoods of Marseille 

and Tel Aviv for their highly curated and carefully maintained ambience of historicity 

and marginality, and how they reinforce bohemian atmospheres which attract upwardly 

socially mobile inhabitants and tourists (Mommaas, 2004). I analyze visual discourses in 

this array of data – the general vernacular and aesthetic sensibilities conveyed through the 

curated images – as well as the very materials of construction in redevelopment projects 

for their implications, impressions and presentation for consumption. This project is a 

witness to the appropriation and weaponization of cultural practices that serve as ways to 

market the neighborhoods of study and turn profit for stakeholders, and increasingly 

silence marginalized voices in these urban spaces. It argues that preexisting spatial and 

cultural hierarchies are further entrenched by artistic and architectural processes, whereby 

a curated and proliferated image of the city serves as a kind of hegemonic placemaking.  

 This first chapter provided an overview of the dissertation’s aims. Chapters two 

and three explicate the case studies of Marseille and Tel Aviv, respectively. In both, I 

scratch at the palimpsest of urban space; the history of the neighborhoods in focus, the 

ways in which they’ve been occupied throughout the modern era and how this affects the 
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urban morphology. I will attend to subsequent cultural, architectural and other spatial 

erasures as well as the material and aesthetic qualities of redevelopment practices, 

including arts-based gentrification in the contemporary moment and its implications for 

the future of these neighborhoods. As this is decidedly not a comparative analysis of the 

two cities, the final chapter instead provides a look at artistic interventions occurring in 

Marseille and Tel Aviv that disrupt the current colonial organization of space and center 

decolonial praxis.  

 The logic behind a dual case study of Tel Aviv and Marseille is not to draw 

explicit comparison between the two cities, nor liken one people’s plight and resistances 

to another’s. As a traveler with insatiable, rampaging curiosity and attunement to nuance 

of place, I am constantly reminded how “the history of place is also the history of power” 

(Otero, 2010, p. 97). Aforementioned, my practiced-based methods hone in on the built 

environment; the ways in which the materiality of redevelopment implies spatial 

dominance, and how these cities’ cultural spaces (artscapes) serve as sites for tourist and 

foreign consumption, tools of exclusionary placemaking and propaganda, and expedite 

processes of dispossession and erasure. My inquiry into these sites is deeply personal. 

While I am not of Palestinian or French land, I have grown immeasurably as an artist, 

activist, thinker and traveler while moving through it. While traversing these places on 

opposing sides of the Mediterranean basin, it proved unavoidable to notice shared 

landscapes and systems of power. This dissertation is a vehicle for exploration, and a 

platform for creative critical engagement with space. 
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On Fieldwork 

[In] the contexts of colonial oppression, intellectuals, especially those who advocate and 
work for justice, cannot be just – or mere – intellectuals in the abstract sense; they 
cannot but be immersed in some form or another of activism, to learn from fellow 
activists through real-life experiences, to widen the horizons of their sources of 

inspiration, and to organically engage in effective, collective emancipatory processes 
aimed at reaching justice without the self-indulgence, complacency, or ivory-towerness 

that might otherwise blur their moral vision.11 
 

 It took a while for me to better understand the gravitas of my coming-and-going 

in Palestine. My first visit in 2014 was with a guided trip that I shouldn’t have been a part 

of in the first place. But quieter moments away from Zionist propaganda and pomp 

sparked immense introspection. While I could not get the sort of answers I craved from 

chaperones, I took notes on my observations of the landscapes I moved through and 

friction points felt. Back in Tucson, I began reading voraciously about the Nakba and the 

Israeli occupation of Palestine. I returned to Tel Aviv in 2015 – part volunteership, part 

fieldwork for my Masters thesis. I deeply entrenched myself in scholarship on those 

dispossessed, exiled, barred, deported. I thought I understood. And through this 

understanding, I become hooked on wanting to see and experience more. I spent the 

summers of 2017 and 2018 in Tel Aviv, Jerusalem and Ramallah conducting pre-

dissertation research as I narrowed the focus of my project, connected with several NGOs 

and activist organizations, and toured new sites and cities on my own. My eyes widened 

to the atrocities enacted against Palestinians and their land. 

 It dawned on me during a solo stroll along the Jaffa coastline that I was no better 

than a tourist of conflict. That, with the good intentions of a nascent academic, I am just 

like the rest of the travelers feeding on the occupation. What do I mean? That I was able 

to go. And to return. Time and time again. I had fallen into the rut of I must go there, I 

have to put in the sweat equity of “fieldwork” to best articulate the conditions and work 

towards affecting real change. In this, I repeatedly jumbled my morals, finding excuses 

for ways to execute the work I pursued. Boycott! Divest! Sanction! [Cue me flying 

through Ben Gurion Airport in Tel Aviv. Spending money at Israeli institutions such as 

the Tel Aviv Museum of Art and the Israel Museum, as well as everyday grocers and bus 

!
11 Barghouti, 2011, p. 104. 
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terminals]. I thought being more “mindful” about my purchasing power, i.e. dining at and 

drinking coffee from Palestinian restauranteurs or purchasing clothes and souvenirs from 

Palestinian makers served to offset the economic (and embodied) damages I incurred. For 

millions of Palestinians in the West Bank, Gaza, East Jerusalem and greater diaspora12 to 

go... to move through… to return to Palestine is not an option.13 

 Even if there is more fieldwork I “should have” completed in Tel Aviv, I have 

since resolved to not visit Israel and instead conduct research from afar. I have not 

severed ties with Israeli friends, but I work diligently to be critical of cultural happenings 

they’re involved with; and in my academic and artistic endeavors, I interrogate where 

grant/fellowship funding originates, and take other steps to ensure I am not aiding and 

abetting the oppression of Palestinians. While individual boycott alone cannot end an 

empire nor occupation,14 my commitment to researching and teaching others about 

Israel’s abuses and the United States’ complicity in atrocity is increasingly steadfast.  

!
12 The violent dispossession and expulsion of Palestinian families during the Nakba systematically 
displaced around 800,000 of the 1.4 million Palestinians who lived in historic Palestine, pre-1948 (BADIL, 
2019). The United Nations Relief and Works Agency (UNRWA) 2018 records indicate approximately 6 
million registered Palestinian refugees. While there is a proliferation of the term “diaspora” in critical 
scholarship relating to the Nakba, there is also hesitation and/or resistance to it. In a 2001 interview with 
Edward Said, Nouri al-Jarrah problematizes the notion of diasporic identity. Said remarks: “In Arabic I use 
the word Shatat (dispersion) despite my continuing caution and criticism of many terms based on myths of 
imagination. I naturally reject the term “diaspora.” But nothing can prevent the term being used. The Jews 
used it to fulfill their own imagination, but we are talking about a different situation for the Palestinian. The 
Palestinian situation and the society Palestinians desire is peculiar to that notion.” (Monterescu, 2015, p. 
104) 
13 “Israel’s failure to respect the right to return for Palestinians who were forced to flee their homes in 1948 
is a flagrant violation of international law that has fueled decades of suffering on a mass scale for 
Palestinian refugees across the region… marking 71 years since the Nakba (catastrophe), as it is known to 
Palestinians... There are currently more than 5.2 million registered Palestinian refugees. The vast majority 
live in Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and the Occupied Palestinian Territories (OPT). Israel has failed to 
recognize their right under international law to return to homes where they or their families once lived in 
Israel or the OPT… they have never received compensation for the loss of their land and property.” 
(Amnesty International) 
14 BDS is the floor, not the ceiling. For this and future academic and artistic endeavors, I draw vast 
inspiration from those committed to this cause: “Neutrality is not a productive place. Boycott is less about 
withdrawing and remaining silent and more about creating a space for another set of social relations to 
emerge – ones that have justice, freedom and liberation at their heart. To be an artist, to make art, to curate 
exhibitions and to write about all of these things is not a neutral act. So the artist should be engaged not 
with the market but with the conditions for her social life, and that engagement asks: how are we living? In 
this age dominated by market values, what really matters? How is what we make and who we are being 
instrumentalized in this totalizing struggle? These are questions that are not about fear but love for life, and 
they allow for a new politics to emerge, one that builds affinity, embodies solidarity, crosses national 
boundaries and walls, visible and invisible.” (Decolonize This Place, 2016; see also: Awad, 2020; Al 
Jazeera, 2018; Ma’an, 2018; Barghouti, 2020; Decolonize This Place, 2021). 
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My artist/academic/activist ambitions are greatly informed by those who 

vehemently stand against injustice, imperialism and colonial projects worldwide. While 

there is a lifetime of hard work and learning still ahead of me, I am increasingly aware of 

the weight that declarations of and actions towards decolonization bear. Particularly when 

I speak and write of Palestine, I recognize that I cannot ever properly account for, 

document or reflect upon the psychological, physical and ecological harm done against 

the land and its people. The settler colonial state of Israel represents immeasurable 

epistemic, ontological and cosmological violence; “this violence is not temporally 

contained in the arrival of the settler but is reasserted each day of occupation” (Tuck & 

Yang, 2012, p. 5). My mission throughout this dissertation and in projects to come is to 

expose some of the minutia and banality of everyday life in cities like Tel Aviv, sites that 

are not thought of as occupied territory by broader audiences – but should be; how 

ongoing settler colonialism is a structure to dismantle and not a singular event to recount. 

While photographs and creative writing alone cannot lead to the repatriation, re-they-

triation,15 of land, I do not use the concept of decolonization lightly nor as metaphor for 

other social justice work. I will press on with hyper-critical self-reflexivity and center the 

guidance of those intimately affected by settler colonial violence.  

 

 
 

!  

!
15 Inspired by Indigenous-run Instagram accounts (@riseindigenous, @heterogenoushomosexual, among 
others) that call to cease heterosexual cis-gender binarism. 
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CHAPTER TWO: MARSEILLE 
 

Walls. Admirable, the discipline to which they are subject in this city. The better ones, in 
the centre, wear livery and are in the pay of the ruling class. They are covered with 

gaudy patterns and have sold their whole length many hundreds of times to the latest 
brand of apéritif, to department stores, to the “Chocolat Menier”, or Dolores del Rio. In 
the poorer quarters they are politically mobilized and post their spacious red letters as 

the forerunners of red guards in front of dockyards and arsenals.16 
 

I’ve moved through some cities that are distinctively wall-forward: Jerusalem, its 

Kotel (Wailing Wall) where I crammed my mom’s handwritten prayer for health into the 

limestone’s splits and spent numerous days within the quarters of the Old City (Fig. 2.1), 

resting to eat falafel outside Damascus Gate. Ramallah, after navigating the buses and 

checkpoints near Qalandiya – the Separation Wall spray painted with likenesses of 

Yasser Arafat, Marwan Barghouti, and the text Free Palestine in many languages (Fig. 

2.2). Or in Tangier, riding wanderlust on the trail of Paul Bowles and William Burroughs; 

time spent dizzied in the labyrinthine casbah where doilies dried on the laundry line, 

chipped painted tiles a backdrop for old postcards. And Ciudad de México, where the 

sun’s faded the pastels on walls throughout the colonias. The azul of Coyoacán, a 

backdrop for magenta bougainvillea and the chipped stucco throughout Benito Juárez, a 

canvas for tags and vivid illustrations. These cities are renown for the ways communities 

of various socioeconomic classes, businesses and art projects are kept apart by physical 

partition. 

 

 

 

 

 

!
16 This is an excerpt from Walter Benjamin’s account of Marseille, from One Way Street and Other 
Writings (1979). It is the prologue to his essay “Hashish in Marseille”, where he described an evening’s 
wanderings from café to café while stoned. Benjamin encountered in this trance what French poet Charles 
Baudelaire “found when taking the same drug in Paris nearly 70 years before: an artificial paradise” 
(Jeffries, 2015). Benjamin, like many others who attempted to flee desperate conditions of political 
oppression, war, genocide and occupation under Nazi control, made a final visit to Marseille in 1940, 
before attempting to cross the Pyrenees on foot into Spain; a journey which ended in tragic suicide (Crane, 
2011).  
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Figure 2.1 Wailing Wall, Jerusalem (2014) 

 

 
Figure 2.2 Qalandiya Checkpoint, Ramallah (2017) 
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Un Palimpseste 

Contemporary Marseille is not a city of walls. At least, its walls are not what’s 

immediately conjured when I close my eyes and remember its slightly saline air – tinged 

with some fishermen’s catch and boat engine diesel. It is home to over 860,000 people – 

making it the second largest city in France, behind Paris. In the aforementioned cities, 

there is a marked ubiquity to walls and other barriers (militarized, or not) where tourists 

flock to snap photographs, placards note historical significance, and properties are 

valuated based on which side a building stands. Without intimate knowledge of Marseille, 

one might presume that a city which dates back to 600 BC – populated by Greek settlers 

from Phocaea, evolving into a city-state allied with the Roman Republic, and serving as a 

focal point of the French Revolution and the establishment of the French Empire – would 

be brimming with and celebrated for fortifications dating to antiquity. While there isn’t 

space in this project to fully detail Marseille’s tempestuous millennia-long history, it can 

be roughly outlined with an abridged chronology: 

Founded by Greek colonists from Phocaea around 600 BC, ancient Massalia 
became one of the most significant ports in the western Mediterranean, under 
Hellenistic and Roman auspices alike. From the 5th century AD, periodic bouts of 
plague and pillage drained the city of much of its importance, but around the year 
1000 it began to regain its former prominence as a mercantile hub. By the mid-
12th century, the Arab geographer al-Idrisi could describe medieval Marselha as ‘a 
small town, but with an urban character; it is surrounded by vineyards and 
cultivated fields. It is built on the slope of a mound of earth which overlooks the 
sea.’ (Dell'Umbria, 2012, p. 70) 
 

The most prominent fortification that endures in Marseille, dating to its Medieval history, 

is Fort Saint-Jean – a domineering seaward wall and part of a military complex that is 

foundational to Marseille’s morphology (Fig. 2.3). Completed in 1365, the Fort housed 

the commandery of the Knights Hospitallers of Saint John of Jerusalem in the 12th 

century during the Crusades. The large square tower was built by King René between 

1447-1453 in an effort to protect the fort more effectively. The highly visible and 

distinctive round tower dates to the middle of the 17th century, constructed by shipowners 

in 1664 who sought to further fortify the area and facilitate the work of commercial ships 

(Marseille Tourisme, 2020).  
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Figure 2.3 Approaching Fort Saint-Jean by sailboat (2019) 

 
After the expulsion of the Hospitallers, Fort Saint-Jean was completed under Louis XIV’s 

orders (1668-1671). But the walls of Fort Saint-Jean could not contain imperial 

ambitions: 

In response to one of Marseille’s final efforts to reject French monarchical 
authority in favor of a more [distant] alliance, Louis XIV would impose the 
construction of a separate large fort on the Old Port directly across from the Fort 
Saint-Jean in the seventeenth century. This Fort Saint-Nicolas, constructed by 
Louis XIV’s prized military architect, the Marquis de Vauban, known for his 
military installations across France, also complemented a reinforced Fort Saint-
Jean, whose role was to re-assert royal control over the city as well as its 
inhabitants. (Cartelli, 2016, p. 49) 
 

Louis XIV’s expansion of Marseille’s legal territory beyond the historic Medieval walls 

was strengthened by his finance minister Jean-Baptiste Colbert’s subsequent decision to 

deem Marseille a “free port” where taxation on imports and exports could not be 

imposed. This offered Marseille a monopoly on trade with the Levantine region, and 

“these joint-actions initiated the beginning of the city’s period as a vital French port with 

dominant access to the then-Kingdom’s colonies” (Cartelli, 2016, p. 49). From the 18th -

20th centuries, the city’s extensive military and naval installations served as an integral 

launch point for colonial offensives in Indochina, Algeria and elsewhere in the world 

(Nasaili, 2016b, p.10). 
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The French Revolution of 1789 sparked a bloody and deadly period in the city, 

including the butchering of 127 Jacobins near Fort Saint-Jean. The following decade: 

Napoleon Bonaparte’s coup d’etat in 1799 marked a momentary end to the 
revolutionary tumult, but it also began a period of reduced economic fortunes for 
Marseille, whose port was blockaded by English ships until after the Battle of 
Waterloo in 1814. The city’s port was subsequently reopened for business, which 
boomed during the reign of Louis Philippe I (1830-1847) due to the concurrent 
French conquest of Algeria. Marseille henceforth regained its prominence in the 
Mediterranean as the principal port for the transit of people and merchandise 
between France and its new North African colony, and later the French 
protectorates of Tunisia and Morocco. (Cartelli, 2016, p. 52) 
 

Marseille became lauded not for its strategies of enclosure, but rather for its openings. Its 

19th century moniker “the Gateway to the Orient” (La Porte de l’Orient) powerfully 

symbolized the city’s location as a threshold and liminal boundary between France and 

its colonial territories across the Mediterranean Sea (Crane, 2011). The seeds of the 

Second French colonial empire were sown in 1830 with the French invasion of Algeria 

and grew to include intervention in Lebanon (1860-1861) and the protectorates of Tunisia 

(1881-1956) and Morocco (1912-1956). However, this openness must not be conflated 

with a fully unified society or with spatial porosity. Migrant communities in the late 19th 

through mid-20th centuries were increasingly marginalized and/or demonized, as public 

opinions were shaped by prejudice, competition and the influence of popular literature. 

Following the completed construction of the Suez Canal in 1869, an uptick in 

traffic and changing standards in international shipping17 shifted administrative attention 

away from the slow and concentrated morphology of the Vieux-Port to increasingly 

industrialized northward expansion: 

The layout of the streets [around Vieux-Port] preserved traces of the Hellenistic 
city plan well into the nineteenth century, in the maze of neighborhoods such as 
Saint-Jean, Le Panier and La Blanquerie. On the whole, the city was built in 
artisanal fashion, at a slow pace and on a human scale. This was expressed 
architecturally by the combination of the narrow street and the cours [streets]: the 
former dating from the Middle Ages, the second Baroque in inspiration, a series 
of tree-lined boulevards that were laid down in the 1670s along the course of the 
old city walls. The construction of the cours was part of a wider project of royally 
decreed works known as the Aggrandissement, which pushed the city’s ramparts 

!
"#!K-,!+!?+*(',.011A!@,$(('%!'=>1-,+($-%!-.!()'!&-1-%$+1!&-%($%0$($'*!-.!?+,$($?'!(,+<'1!+%8!(,+%*%+($-%+1!
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further inland and opened up new areas for construction – also paving the way for 
a burst of property speculation. The age of industrialization then imposed a new 
definition of urbanism, which found expression in the grands boulevards of the 
nineteenth century. These were built atop the ruins of the seventeenth-century city 
walls, demolished [and reconstructed] under Napoleon. The final removal of the 
fortifications cleared the way for the city’s expansion in all directions: to the north 
of the old town, workers’ faubourgs [suburbs] spread out in more or less 
spontaneous fashion; to the south and east, regular grid-lines were laid out for 
residential areas destined for the grand and petty bourgeoisie. (Dell'Umbria, 2012, 
p. 72) 

 

Since the late 19th century, the walls of the old city have been largely demolished, 

repurposed and reinscribed. No longer do the remains of the citadel stand to ward off 

incursion nor serve as part of a state system of defense, but as a backdrop to picturesque 

travel photos and chartered tours. Walls that once witnessed Julius Caesar’s war against 

Pompey, the bubonic plague18 and the reconquering of the kingdom of Sicily have long 

since been buried beneath the formative effects of violence and renewal on Marseille’s 

changing landscape (Crane, 2004, 2005, 2011). The sociospatial separation of the Fort 

from the rest of the city, as well as the reified heritage of the Old Port which persists 

through the present moment, will be expanded upon in proceeding sections.  

 The period from the First Empire to World War II (1800-1939) centered on 

Marseille’s commercial expansion overseas and in France, aided by the development of 

rail infrastructure, though largely due to maritime transport. The port’s primary activities 

were relocated away from the Vieux-Port, northward to Fos-sur-Mer in the mid 19th 

century: 

While it may have seemed natural given the wider industrial and modernizing 
tendencies afoot, the relocation of the port’s primary activities away from the Old 
Port and towards the city’s northern coast marked a rupture with the natural 
advantage of the Lacydon calanque that had marked both the city and its port’s 
supremacy for centuries. Once it had been decided that the port should be 
expanded and that this expansion would necessitate its relocation, a number of 
plans were submitted and considered by the Chamber of Commerce. Authorities 
in Paris would eventually choose the design that stretched north of the city in a 

!
18 The pandemic of the bubonic plague in 1720 ravaged Marseille, killing over 50,000 of the city’s 90,000 
inhabitants in a two-year period. As the plague subsided, the government worked to better secure the port, 
building the waterside Lazaret d’Arenc, a quarantine zone for crews, passengers and the cargo of ships 
which included a double line of 15-foot walls surrounding a compound. 



 45 

progressive formation, meaning that its length could be prolonged as necessary in 
addition to providing a direct link to the railroad network. (Cartelli, 2016, p. 52) 
 

The techniques used in the new port’s construction mirrored methods used in Liverpool 

and London to build a sequence of warehouses and docks defended by an artificial 

seawall; other structural elements included “a series of piers, which served to increase the 

quantity of ships able to dock at the port simultaneously, and a corresponding array of 

hangars constructed on the piers and docks for the temporary storage of products in the 

process [of] transit” (Cartelli, 2016, p. 53).  

The new port’s design and activities indicated new methods of capitalizing on the 

Mediterranean Sea in the modern era: 

In 1913, at the height of its productivity, the port of Marseille saw more than 210 
million cubic feet of goods pass through its port. [Ships] that docked in Marseille 
carried raw materials (including coal, metal, minerals, and crude oil) as well as 
agricultural products largely originating from French territories in North and West 
Africa. Many of these imports provided fodder for local industry, historically 
dominated by flour mills, oil manufacturers, soap factories, and sugar refineries. 
(Crane, 2011, p. 70) 
 

Manufactured goods produced in Marseille and throughout Europe were exported 

throughout the Mediterranean and to destinations across the Indian and Atlantic Oceans. 

However, following the onset of World War I: 

The port of Marseille suffered a sharp decline in commercial activity, particularly 
as traffic increased across the Atlantic. At war’s end, plans to [further] modernize 
and expand Marseille’s port and associated infrastructure were seized upon as the 
way to revitalize the city’s economy and regain the ground it had lost in the global 
shipping industry… Marseille’s quay not only saw tons of cargo each year, but 
they were also home to numerous passenger lines… The astounding number of 
passengers and sailors who moved through the city each year had dramatic effects 
on Marseille’s urban landscape and everyday experiences. In the early decades of 
the twentieth century, the number of people traveling through the city routinely 
exceeded its residential population. (Crane, 2011, p. 71) 

 

Development north of the Old Port was projected to follow the city’s increasingly 

engrained division between the northern industrial, working-class quarters and the 

southern, bourgeois recreational and residential zone (Crane, 2011).  

Beginning in the 1850s after 10 hectares of land – partly reclaimed from the sea – 

were ceded to the project, Paulin Talabot was privately contracted to direct the 
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construction of the Joliette docks (Fig. 2.4). This construction aligned with the 

development of Rue Impériale (Imperial Road) in 1860 which sliced through a one-

kilometer stretch of the city from the northeast corner of the Old Port to the Place de la 

Joliette, the access point for the new port (Cartelli, 2016). 

  
Figure 2.4 Les Docks, ca. 1900, Thierry Masson Collection (Les Docks Village, 2020) 

 
To build the Rue Impériale, whose construction was motivated by the need to link 

sections of the growing city, many buildings – mostly inhabited by the city’s working 

class – required demolition. The port and associated trades depended on a large, transient 

workforce who inhabited the Joliette and nearby quartier réservé neighborhoods, nearest 

the new port: 

By the 1920s, the first wave of Italian immigrants who had come to Marseille in 
search of work at the end of the previous century was well ensconced and had 
visibly transformed the city. Although the decades following World War I saw a 
decline in new immigrants, this period witnessed successive waves of refugees 
arriving from Armenia, Turkey, and Spain, who were joined by a new influx of 
workers from West Africa, North Africa, and Southeast Asia. (Crane, 2011, p. 29) 

 

While these immigrants were the foundation on and by which modern Marseille was 

built, their presences were not celebrated by all. During the interwar period: 

Descriptions of Marseille often conflated ‘illicit sex, criminality, revolutionary 
politics, and labor activism.’ As a result, the city center – above all the old 
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quarters encircling the Hôtel de Ville – became a ready symbol for what was 
perceived as threatening about the southern port city, from its distinctive populism 
to its visible cosmopolitanism. (Crane, 2011, p. 114) 
 

The proliferation of descriptions of the quartier réservé as a concentrated area of 

racialized and highly sexualized criminality rendered these spaces a ready target for 

violent acts of urban cleansing: 

Beginning in November 1942, the German occupation of Marseille radically 
transformed the port city, not least through its overt militarization… from the 
process of targeting a delimited area of the city to the negotiated preservation of 
select historic structures and the extraordinarily calculated violence of 
dynamiting. Whereas during World War II aerial bombing made cities targets of 
destruction on an entirely new scale, the operation in Marseille more closely 
approximated an urban-planning operation in its systematic displacement of 
residents and house-by-house leveling of an entire urban area.  
(Crane, 2011, p. 115) 

 

The Vichy Regime, emboldened by the December 1940 signing of the Franco-German 

Armistice,19 sought to broaden its imperial ambitions by modernizing national highways 

and develop new comprehensive urban plans for the city. However, the assertion of Nazi 

authority over the region during the occupation of southern France created definitive 

limits on Vichy command.  

On January 24, 1943, just over two months after the German occupation of 

southern France began, Vichy police – in collaboration with Nazi forces – evacuated and 

systematically dynamited over 34 acres of the quartier réservé and Vieux-Port area. 

Evacuees were rounded up by Vichy officers and SS troops; the initial raid the night 

before resulted in the arrest of 635 inhabitants from the Vieux-Port, and an additional 800 

people were detained the following day. The area’s reputation as a “tight-woven network 

of back alleys, tunnels, and cellars, inhabited by suspect groups of Corsicans, Italians, 

Jews and other immigrant populations, contributed to the Nazis’ conviction that the area 

needed to be emptied of its potentially dangerous dwellers and ultimately leveled” 

(Cartelli, 2016, p. 57). Some were transported in convoys to Compiègne20 and others to 

!
19 This armistice established “the terms of the French government’s collaboration with Nazi authorities and 
authorized the Germans to occupy the northern zone of France. When the National Assembly voted to 
dissolve the Third Republic the following month, [General] Pétain was assured unlimited power, at least 
within the terms of the collaboration established by the armistice.” (Crane, 2011, p. 92) 
20 A major French internment camp and deportation center north of Paris. 
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the Sobibor and Oranienburg-Sachsenhausen concentration centers (Crane, 2011). The 

physical demolition began on February 3 with German military engineers at the reins, 

ostensibly reducing the city center to rubble (Fig. 2.5 - 2.6). In subsequent days, local and 

national press described the operation as a military necessity, implying that it was 

piecemeal to the Nazi strategy of securing France’s Mediterranean coast: 

At the same time, however, these events were characterized in distinctly different 
terms, as a project of purification (épuration) or cleansing (assainissement) 
intended to rid Marseille of criminals and of “certain elements whose activity 
posed serious risks for the entire population.” From the outset, then, official 
explanations blurred the lines between “military necessity” – a phrase frequently 
used to justify wartime violence, especially when directed at civilians – and urban 
cleansing, in an echo of the very terms repeatedly invoked under the Vichy 
regime in reference to proposed renovations of the so-called taudis [slums] in 
Marseille and elsewhere. (Crane, 2011, p. 137) 

 

Furthermore, public statements by Vichy and Nazi authorities “emphasized what they 

claimed to be the humane character of the operation, especially by comparison to the 

human and material costs incurred by Allied bombardments” (Crane, 2011, p. 150). The 

bombardments on the city completely put the port out of service; cranes and quays were 

largely unusable, nearly 200 boat were sunk. Railway lines were obstructed and a number 
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of bridges and roads were destroyed, rendering it all but impossible to trade beyond 

Marseille. 

 
Figure 2.5 L’hôtel de Cabres (Made in Marseille, 2020) 

!

 
Figure 2.6 Destruction du Vieux Port (Tourisme Marseille) 

 
While the aerial bombings represent brute aggression through widespread decimation, the 

engineered destruction of the evacuated zone around the Old Port signaled a new era of 
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brutality – one where “decontamination” of communities deemed undesirable by 

authorities was executed by sudden expropriation and razing. Another overarching aim of 

cleansing these sections of the city was to free up valuable waterfront real estate (Nasiali, 

2016a). The scale of this endeavor was unmatched in occupied France, and the physical 

and psychological damage inflicted on Marseille articulated a distinctly militarized logic 

which overtly raised the specter of racial cleansing (Crane, 2011); urban planners and 

municipal leaders were eager to redevelop the cleared space, with the perceived social 

and spatial improprieties embraced as ready alibis for an overhaul of the city’s redesign 

and the deliberate displacement of inhabitants. 

Though most of the Vieux-Port lay in ruins, several buildings such as the Hôtel de 

Ville remained intact yet primed for an overhaul (Fig. 2.7). This ravaging of the city 

pointed to a politics of selective preservation: 

The routine use of dynamiting for everyday construction projects helped to make 
the operation in Marseille seem more like an act of urban renovation than an act 
of war. The much-publicized care that was taken to spare structures of historic 
and architectural merit from destruction further underscored this association. In 
this sense, dynamite was the ultimate tool of militarized violence, because it could 
be camouflaged beneath the more quotidian trappings of urban planning. (Crane, 
2011, p. 152)  

 

While the stories and struggles of those dispossessed are undoubtedly meaningful to the 

modern history of Marseille, I fixate on the assault on the built environment of these 

neighborhoods, as well as the ways that aesthetic value from previous cultural forms 

embedded in oppression and resistance was/is extracted from the urban landscape to 

formulate a new, more marketable image of the city. 
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Figure 2.7 Aerial photograph of the dynamited area in Marseille, April 30, 1944. Copyright CNRS Aérophothèque 

Centre Camille Jullian, Mission 23 SF 459, cliché 3101. 
 

These architectural violences in the northern end of the port were a form of 

curettage, a “means of ameliorating parts of the city that were in poor condition, but 

whose historic value meant that wholesale demolition was out of the question” (Crane, 

2011, p. 123). Curettage is an urban planning technique used to preserve historically 

significant urban landscapes, especially those that could generate profit (from tourism, 

private sale, etc.) and create a coordinated aesthetic impression… a “feel” to the city or 

neighborhood produced through travel literature, promotional materials, storefronts and 

more: 

It is by now well established that the events of World War II radically 
transformed existing conceptions of urban renovation and historic monuments. In 
fact, long after the postwar rebuilding in France ended, curettage has lived on in 
more recent urban restoration efforts guided by the logic of “façadisme.” Even in 
the early stages of the war, a new interest in modifying the urban fabric to stage a 
highly constructed and coherent vision of the past was already at work in 
Marseille. (Crane, 2011, p. 154) 

 

Facadism is a practice where the exterior of the building is constructed separately from 

the rest of the structure, or, when only the façade or shell of the structure is kept intact 

while the rest is gutted or redeveloped. In more architectural terms: 
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Facadism… is too often employed as a tactic for developers to boost profits off 
the back of built heritage. With the price of land in cities soaring, developers take 
advantage of the suppressed land value of a plot occupied by a derelict historic 
building with a heritage listing status, limiting its demolition prospects. Ignoring 
notions of authenticity or adaptive reuse, the developer embarks on a long, too-
often successful, battle with planning authorities and conservationists, ending 
with the latter taking a literal “hollow pride” in saving the façade, and morsels of 
character, of an existing structure. Meanwhile, the one-time inhibitor for the 
developer becomes the star of the show, with real estate agents and marketing 
teams celebrating the “echoes of history” awaiting prospective buyers and tenants. 
(Walsh, 2019) 
 

Kindling (marketing) the “echoes of history” lodged within redeveloped structures is a 

practice of financial and legislative force at work and this became increasingly routine as 

postwar cities sought to rehabilitate the urban landscape and revive their economies; 

razing, rebuilding, splicing and rebranding space with aims of maximizing profit. 

In August 1944, Marseille was liberated from German occupation during the 

Battle of Marseille, hastening in the era of postwar rebuilding and a new kind of aesthetic 

of occupation, which made the built environment more legible to tourists and privileged a 

commodifiable Mediterranean imaginary. Existing conceptions of this imaginary were 

redeployed to justify aggressive (re)construction, through to this very day, and “the desire 

to cover over the material remains of wartime violence was met by competing attempts to 

recover traces of the city’s distant past” (Crane, 2011, p. 239). While the sirens of War 

were temporarily quelled, the subsequent era of postwar modernization is one of 

continued imperialism (Nasiali, 2016a; Walia, 2021). The radical imposition of a system 

of organizing space according to colonial rationality (Lambert, 2017a) – albeit one 

cloaked in bounteous disguises; a paradigm of mere aesthetic shifts, rebranded with 

marketable phraseology. 

Though there is ample nuance to how architects, city planners and municipal 

leaders jockeyed for top roles in this massive project, it is clear that those who sought to 

redesign and reframe the city’s appearance as well as control public space viewed it as a 

kind of tabula rasa; Marseille, and particularly the Old Port and neighborhoods to its 

north, were to be reinscribed in the image of a modernizing western Europe. Planners and 

city stakeholders cleared the rubble and debris of war hastily and flattened many 
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buildings deemed unworthy of rehabilitation. There was an overwhelming urge to glaze 

over if not altogether forget the traumas of war by erasing its traces: 

Ultimately, the collapsing of the postwar present onto the city’s reimagined heroic 
founding served not only to cover the specter of Vichy collaboration in and shared 
responsibility of the Vieux-Port quarter’s evacuation and dynamiting, but also to 
submerge these events beneath both the unearthed vestiges of the city’s ancient 
past and the new structures of its postwar future. As is the case with projects of 
reconstruction elsewhere, the postwar rebuilding of the Vieux-Port quarter and its 
particular negotiation of various “pasts” were thus intimately tied to the specific 
circumstances of its destruction and to the material and ideological operations of 
obliterating, suturing, recovering, and forgetting that followed the initial violence.  
(Crane, 2004, p. 315) 
 

This frenzy gripped Marseille, as well as much of Europe. The push to redevelop and 

reconstruct – in Marseille and beyond – is undeniably vexed: 

The temporalities of reconstruction are complex in part because no rebuilding 
project is simply the sum of the structures erected above ground. The activities 
that precede the actual erection of new buildings – such as the clearing of the 
ruins, the alteration of a site’s topography, the exploration of archaeological 
evidence, and the restructuring of subterranean foundations – occupy a shifting 
terrain between “before” and “after” that often has significant effects. Because the 
process of reconstruction not only forces an ongoing transformation of how the 
past and the present are perceived, but also projects a particular vision of the 
future, it is essential to interrogate the ways in which ideas about the past, the 
present, and the future are themselves reconfigured through rebuilding. (Crane, 
2004, p. 297) 
 

The period immediately after WWII through the mid-1970s was known throughout 

France as “Les Trentes Glorieuses” (The Glorious Thirty) because of widespread 

industrialization, prosperity and modernization that occurred during the Fifth Republic 

(October 1958 – present), much under the leadership of Charles de Gaulle (Cartelli, 

2016). This era was undeniably significant for Marseille, as “like many other cities 

damaged during the war, Marseille was repeatedly represented in the immediate postwar 

period as a phoenix rising from the ashes” (Crane, 2011, p. 180). Reconstruction of the 

city, and particularly the Vieux Port, was premised on the anticipated, if not 

anachronistic, resurrection of the city’s reimagined ancient past (Crane, 2004), as well as 

concerted attempts to materially and psychologically reshape the urban landscape: 

The sloping contour of the northern banks of the old port was thus transformed 
into a largely flattened and empty area that was clearly perceived by urban 
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planners [and in] local administration as a more appropriate and amenable surface 
for construction. In effect, such a radical modification of the existing topography 
took the idea of a tabula rasa suggested by the ruins literally to form the structural 
foundation for new construction. (Crane, 2004, p. 304) 
 

But this construction boom was not without disturbance. The collapse of the Fourth 

French Republic was triggered by the turmoil around the Algerian War of Independence 

(1954-1962), after over 120 years of French colonial rule in the region.21 French colonial 

Indochina, West Africa and throughout the Maghreb experienced waves of uprisings in 

pushes for liberation. The 1973 OPEC oil embargo had debilitating effects on the French 

economy, and Marseille was no exception: 

In Marseille, the consequences of the subsequent period of deindustrialization and 
rising unemployment were compounded by the effective transfer of the city’s 
primary port activities to the town of Fos-sur-Mer, some seventy kilometers from 
Place de la Joliette, where their new location benefitted from the increased access 
to the Rhône River estuary and train networks as well as to petrochemical and 
other industrial enterprises clustered around the nearby Étang de Berre. As in the 
case of its nineteenth century expansion, the primary impetus for the port’s move 
outside the city was changing norms in the global shipping industry. However, if 
the nineteenth century move from the Old Port to the Joliette was marked by an 
increased spatial differentiation between port and city, the effects of the 1974 
transfer highlighted the changing roles and livelihoods of the individuals once 
considered integral to the port’s successful operations – the dockers. (Cartelli, 
2016, p. 62) 
 

By 1955, the city’s immigrant population had plummeted, though in the early 1960s, a 

new wave of immigration brought communities from southern Italy, Spain and North 

Africa into Marseille – many of whom settled north of the city center in high rise blocs 

and government housing: 

During the summer of 1962, nearly a million people fled Algeria for France. The 
exodus placed considerable strain on the city of Marseille, the primary port 
between the metropole and Africa. Each week, the city received tens of thousands 
of people who were initially collectively referred to as rapatriés, or repatriates. In 
the early part of the year, about 42,000 arrived each month. These numbers spiked 
dramatically in May 1962, when over 100,000 arrived, and peaked in June when 
more than 350,000 landed in the city. The new arrivals camped on the docks, in 
public squares, in shantytowns, and the city seemed “submerged by a wave of 
refugees”… Previous waves of postcolonial migrants could go to Marseille’s 
Bureau of Social Aid or to private charities for assistance… However, the exodus 

!
21 Henni (2017) expands on a critical modern history of the built environment in colonial Algeria. 
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from Algeria “overwhelmed all public and private welcoming and social services” 
and severely strained city resources. (Nasiali, 2016b, p.89) 
 

Hundreds of thousands of pieds-noirs also migrated into the city in the early 1960s as the 

French colonial system corroded.22 Spikes in unemployment of port workers were largely 

prompted by the containerization of the global shipping industry and many Marseillais 

were increasingly dependent on job opportunities outside of the city. Waves of upheaval 

persisted through the late 1960s and 1970s, notably in May 1968 when civil unrest, 

general strikes and the occupation of factories and universities reverberated from Paris 

throughout the country.23 As postwar reconstruction pressed on despite the thunderous 

sociopolitical climate, more emphasis was placed on the development of outlier 

neighborhoods rather than the improvement of infrastructure and housing in the city 

center. This amplified Marseille’s sociospatial segregation – between the working-class 

poor and wealthier populations:  

[With] the city center generally ignored by development or improvement schemes 
in favor of the construction of luxury and gated communities in the southern 
districts… In the rush to manage the city’s increasing problems linked to its post-
industrial condition (organized and petty crime, unemployment, poverty, 
immigration), a number of projects were undertaken which served to envelop and 
ultimately erase the downtown’s few remaining open spaces.  
(Cartelli, 2016, p. 64) 

 
There was a concurrent increase in parking lot construction and a decrease of public 

transportation infrastructure – and what remained of the Joliette port fell into disarray: 

!
22 The pieds-noir (translated: “black feet”) “fled Algeria leaving with what they considered to be their real 
and movable property. Their chosen path was to apply to the French authorities to obtain compensation for 
the value of their property in Algeria. Some tried to obtain compensation from the Algerian government, 
but the Algerian authorities refused on the grounds that Algeria did not expel them and that their departure 
was voluntary. Those who left between 1962 and 1964 amounted to about 1 million people.” (Hamidani, 
2020, p. 69) 
23 “By [May] 16th all 60,000 Renault workers were out and the six main plants had been occupied. Citroen 
was out and the main ports of Le Harvre and Marseille were closed. Everywhere workers moved into 
action. The dam had well and truly burst. By the 18th over two million were on strike and the trade union 
bureaucracy, seeing a movement well beyond their control, were forced to try and 'harness' it under their 
control. They now called for an all-out general strike to demand better pay and conditions. The response 
confirmed the breadth and depth of discontent - by next Wednesday, ten million were out. However, for the 
mass of workers and students the strike was not just about pay and conditions - it was about power. Starting 
with demands for the resignation of the government and President de Gaulle the strike was not just about 
economics, it was very much political. By trying to limit it to some economic demands the trade union 
leaders were in reality trying to derail the movement by denying it the scope and breadth it quite obviously 
had. 1968 was a social movement, a revolution.” (Gunn, 2006)  
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Having been the privileged port of the colonial empire in the interwar years, 
Marseille was now… shorn of the markets that had been secured for it by 
protectionist policies. The first to go was the lipid-processing sector: more than a 
dozen oil and thirty soap factories. Then another pillar of the trading system 
centred on the port went: food-processing. In the 1960s, nearly all the emblematic 
names disappeared, as local companies were purchased by multinational[s] which 
more often than not simply closed the plants in question. The overall decline of 
the port was paradoxically apparent in the growth of the gross tonnage passing 
through it. (Dell’Umbria, 2012, p. 80) 
 

Marseille’s industries and its port were in shambles, but this coincided with a period of 

explosive urban expansion and growing social inequality. Urban space in the city was 

progressively fragmented and these moments were illustrative of the long arc of 

contradictory relations between the port and the city.  

It was not only the neighborhoods near the waterfront that urban disintegration 

occurred, for “opposition between the northern and southern areas of the city took on its 

present form in the 1970s” (Dell’Umbria, 2012, p. 78). From the 1970s onward, the 

image of Marseille as a city rampant with poverty, urban blight, high unemployment and 

corruption proliferated in national and international media: 

In the early 1970s, Marseille became the “City of Racism” [in France] … the 
sensationalized right-wing press stoked xenophobic fears of Arabs so that fifty-
two Algerians were murdered in 1973 and many more suffered intimidations. 
What had been touted as the colorful and boisterous throng that gave life to 
Marseille’s streets had become the dangerous and worrisome mass of others 
threatening her security. Marseille’s isolation from the rest of the country was 
exacerbated by the French media’s eagerness to both vilify a city that had 
distanced itself from the Parisian metropolis and reassure the country that 
Marseille’s issues were isolated and extreme… Ethnic tensions and prolonged 
financial crisis characterized Marseille from 1975 to 1990. With the wealth of 
organized crime gone, along with some of its violence, problems of 
unemployment and depopulation worsened. (Cohen, 2020, p. 279) 
 

Disparity in infrastructure and utilities deepened the chasm between the city’s haves and 

have-nots as opportunities for upward social mobility came to a halt; working-class areas 

in the north and northwest arrondissements were not connected to the sewage system 

until the middle of the decade and the original metro lines were almost solely routed to 

the south of the city center. The sense of crisis deepened in the 1980s as far right political 

agendas made inroads in these neighborhoods, capitalizing on the malaise and lack of 

economic opportunities (Dell’Umbria, 2012).  
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The Belle de Mai neighborhood, in close proximity to the Joliette port, had been a 

working-class neighborhood and home to dock and factory workers since the 19th 

century. In March 1871, “the contingent from the Belle de Mai assumed leadership of the 

Commune of Marseille, the most important after Paris” (Ingram, 2009, p. 278). At the 

turn of the 20th century, it was mostly populated by Italians fleeing unemployment and 

poverty. The neighborhood has long been at the forefront of union and socialist struggle; 

during the German occupation, Belle de Mai was a hotbed of communist resistance.  

Once anchored by the Sucres Saint-Charles sugar refining factory and the tobacco 

factory at La Belle de Mai – formerly the biggest employer in the city and one of the 

largest tobacco factories in France24 – the factories fell into similar despair in the 1960s as 

other industries in Marseille. Neighborhood decline ensued with the tobacco factory 

closure; smaller family-owned shops soon shuttered and buildings throughout the 3rd 

arrondissement quickly deteriorated. To aid with visualization of the widening 

sociospatial divide between the northern and southern parts of the city, Figure 2.8 

provides a general orientation to the Vieux-Port (1st arrondissement), Joliette (2nd 

arrondissement), and Belle de Mai (3rd arrondissement) neighborhoods. More detailed 

description and delimitation of these neighborhoods will be included in following 

sections.  

!
24 “Every year, around 100 million cigars were produced by hand on the site. Due to the squalor of the 
premises, the tobacco factory left the south side of the Old Port in 1868 and moved next to the Saint 
Charles sugar refinery in la Belle de Mai. The factory, which ran along the railway, would go through 
several changes, growing ever larger in line with the ever-increasing consumption of cigarettes and 
developments in production methods (the gradual modernisation and electrification of the manufacturing 
machinery). In the 1950s, after years producing cigars and rolling tobacco, the tobacco factory at la Belle 
de Mai, owned by the SEITA, specialised solely in the manufacture of Gauloises and Gitanes cigarette 
brands, following orders from Paris for a new industrial strategy that reflected new trends. In the early 60s, 
the factory was producing about a fifth of all Gauloises smoked in France. However, lighter tobacco came 
into fashion and the staff went from 1000 in 1960, to 250 in 1968. The factory was finally closed in 1970.” 
(Office de Tourisme et des Congrès, 2020) 
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Figure 2.8 The neighborhoods surrounding the Old Port (Vieux-Port) of Marseille (© OpenStreetMap contributors) 

 
In 1989, Robert Vigouroux won the mayoral election, ushering in a new era of 

political rupture in Marseille. Road and development projects were expanded – boosting 

the neo-urban, car-based consumerist system of the previous administration. Along with 

this, concrete bypasses, sport stadiums and the Grand Littoral shopping mall were built: 

The proliferation of shopping malls and bypasses presupposed, logically enough, 
more parking spaces. All of the squares in the centre of the city were methodically 
disfigured in order to build underground car parks, awarded to private companies 
which could now charge for the right to visit the area. The city’s administrators 
realized soon enough that car parks could also serve as an instrument of social 
selection… (Dell’Umbria, 2012, p. 82) 

 
In 1995, Jean-Claude Gaudin was elected mayor, marking a center-right municipality for 

the first time in 40 years. During his reign, the image of Marseille began rebounding from 

the crises of previous decades. A high-speed train line between Paris and Marseille 

opened floodgates for real estate speculation and increased tourism. The resurgence was 
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largely due to a boom in Marseillais popular culture; films, crime novels, music, football 

and its respective celebrities all contributed to the city’s fresh allure: 

Parts of the city formerly devoted to productive activity began to be refurbished 
instead for cultural consumption: the cigarette factory in the La Belle de Mai area, 
closed in 1989, was after 1992 turned into ‘a space for research, production and 
diffusion dedicated to contemporary creativity in all its forms’.  
(Dell’Umbria, 2012, p. 83) 

 
The transformation of the tobacco factory into Friche La Belle de Mai (hereafter: La 

Friche) is a significant turning point for Marseille’s revitalization and the prominent role 

of culture in urban development throughout the last 30 years. From these recent decades 

through this very moment, formulaic construction in and promotion of place riles and 

feeds the culture industry of Marseille, of which La Friche is an integral part. The 

Euroméditerranée project (1995 – present) and Marseille’s designation as a European 

Capital of Culture (2013) – both occurring during this period – are two watershed 

enterprises that contribute to concurrent erasures and reinscriptions of space, as well as 

the production and maintenance of the curated image of the city. In the next sections, I 

concentrate on the redevelopment of the tobacco factory in the Belle de Mai 

neighborhood and Fonds Régionaux d’Art Contemporain (FRAC) in the Joliette 

neighborhood. The transformation of these buildings into cultural spaces and the ripple 

effects caused by their missions perpetuate sociospatial segregation in the neighborhoods 

and contribute to processes of dispossession still prevalent in Marseille.   

 

The Wasteland 

La Friche translates directly as the wasteland. What comes to mind with such a 

term? Perhaps industrial ruin or marginal urban spaces riddled with litter and dereliction. 

As someone hailing from the midwestern United States, I think of the abandoned auto 

factories in Detroit and gutted meatpacking plants around East St. Louis etched into 

muddled memories of road trips, middle school textbooks and hotel lobby maps. 

Wastelands register as uninhabited by humans, or, home to those cast aside by society. 

Where overgrowth and undergrowth, underbellies and oversight meld into something 

blighted, rusted and teeming with yesteryear. Andres (2011a) recounts: 
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Peak deindustrialization in the 1970s reinforced economic recession, 
unemployment and depopulation, which had disastrous consequences on the 
image of the city: in this era, Marseille was perceived as an old industrial 
declining city that was [a] dangerous, insecure, dirty place with no jobs. The 
central core of the city suffered from severe degradation and social 
impoverishment and thus industrial brownfields and underused derelict areas 
became part of the urban landscape. (p. 799) 

 

The decrepitude conjured by site-as-wasteland was mirrored throughout the Belle de Mai 

neighborhood, where decades of disinvestment concentrated: 

The neighborhood underwent serious changes that reflected the broader post-
industrial changes in Marseille. In 1990, the last of the many factories that had 
provided so many jobs to the neighborhood closed and the neighborhood lost 
much of its former life. Many shops closed, as did the neighborhood nursery 
school. (Ingram, 2009, p. 278) 

 

As the decade began, regenerating the city in an effort to promote demographic and 

economic growth was an imperative for local and national planners and politicians. 

Cultural initiatives were key to Marseille’s economic recovery and redevelopment 

projects concentrated on cultural and creative tourism. City council members, along with 

the directors of Massalia Theatre and Bernardines Theatre, moved into old seed stores on 

Boulevard Magallon in the 15th arrondissement – creating the Système Friche Théâtre 

(SFT). In April 1992, SFT moved operations into the former tobacco factory, situated on 

12 acres in Belle de Mai. This quickly established partnership between cultural actors and 

local authorities, banding together behind the site’s artistic, economic, and architectural 

rejuvenation.25  

Located northwest of the Saint Charles train station, La Friche’s grounds are 

buttressed by railroad lines; it is the western terminus of the Marseille-Ventimiglia 

!
25 While I do not write in detail about state cultural policy nor the leadership structure of La Friche and its 
transformation over the years, it is important to note that since its founding in 1992, a public voluntary 
association was responsible for its administration. In 2007, “this association was changed into a “Co-
operative Company of Collective Interest” (SCIC: Société Coopérative d’Intérêt Collective). The SCIC is a 
new type of private but non-profit, general interest co-operative company. Created in 2001, the SCIC 
combines the structure of a business with certain aspects of cooperatives (such as impartible reserves) and 
the goal of the general interest in that the SCIC must be focused on its local socio-economic environment” 
(Ingram, 2009, p. 269). An ambition behind the change to SCIC is that the new status will allow more 
flexible administration and greater control of artistic projects. The SCIC represents the privatization of a 
public enterprise. 
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railway and the southern terminus of the Paris-Marseille railway. The site, owned by La 

SEITA – a former French state-owned tobacco monopoly – was leased to the SFT 

without charge. Soon after, many cultural groups and artists joined the project, seeking to 

develop a cooperative space to host an array of studios, events, workshops and more. In 

1995, the architect Jean Nouvel26 joined with La Friche members to develop a cultural 

initiative for an urban (re)development project on the site. Nouvel reigned as president of 

La Friche from 1995-2002. From 2001-2002, three postindustrial complexes (called îlots 

i.e., small islands) were transformed into cultural spaces: “[A] heritage center with 

storage facilities for Marseille’s museums and archives, a media center… and a venue for 

cultural and artistic events” (Ingram, 2009, p. 278). The latter is considered the “living” 

hub – representing the relationship between art and economy and serving as a laboratory 

for the artistic impulse (Friche La Belle de Mai). While the other two sites bear great 

significance to the regeneration of the Belle de Mai neighborhood, this “living” cultural 

hub is the space I focus on for the duration of this case study. 

I interchange the terms cultural center, creative space, and cultural brownfield 

here and in subsequent sections when discussing La Friche, the latter drawing from the 

research of Andres & Grésillon (2013): 

[We] use ‘cultural brownfield’ as a generic concept referring to organic cultural 
spaces developed in brownfield sites and progressively included into cultural and 
urban policy across Europe… Marseille brings a complementary example of a 
crisis and of urban depopulation where cultural brownfields have been used in an 
innovative strategy of urban re-development. (p. 42) 
 

Both in Europe and the United States, brownfield sites are designated swaths of land that 

were previously developed for industrial and/or commercial purposes with known or 

suspected pollution, including soil contamination due to hazardous waste. These sites are 

frequently characterized as idle, abandoned or underutilized but hold potential for 

!
26 Tempted to instead use the tongue-in-cheek term “starchitect”, a portmanteau used to describe celebrity 
architects who lead massive projects worldwide, Jean Nouvel ranks among some of the most elite and 
renown of the contemporary moment. His projects include: Fondation Cartier pour l’Art Contemporain 
(Paris, France), Monolith of Expo.02 (Murten, Switzerland), Musée du quai Branly (Paris, France), the 
Louvre Abu Dhabi (UAE) and the Doha Tower (Doha, Qatar). In recent years, he has been commissioned 
to “revitalize” the historical casbah in Algiers, Algeria, causing public outcry. For details on the written 
exchange between Nouvel and architects/activists against this undertaking, see: Failed Architecture, 2019; 
Lambert, 2019.  
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redevelopment and other economic opportunities. While there is an absence of 

Anglophone analysis of the land, its degradation/contamination and the original 

architecture of the tobacco factory, it can be presumed that the site – with industrial 

activities dating to 1868 – was/is riddled with contaminants such as lead, asbestos, 

solvents and other spillages. In its transformation to the contemporary iteration, the 

exterior of the main factory building (“La Tour”) remained largely unchanged (Fig. 2.9).  

 
Figure 2.9 Entrance to La Friche, Cour Jobin (2019) 

 

While the first of its kind in the city, La Friche is not exclusively a Marseillais 

experiment. All throughout western Europe, brownfield sites are repurposed and 

transformed into models of cultural collectives. A wide array of expressions is used to 

describe cultural initiatives settled in urban brownfield structures.27 The organization 

Trans Europe Halles (TEH) was conceived in March 1983 when the Halles de 

Schaerbeek (formerly a covered market in Brussels) was transformed into a cultural 

center. Artists and entrepreneurs involved in similar renewal projects convened to bolster 

!
27 Some terms include but are not limited to: nouveaux territoires de l’art, kulturell umgenutzte Brache, 
indeterminate spaces, kunstfabrik, espaces off and friches culturelles (widely used in French). For more on 
cultural brownfields in European cities, see: Andres & Grésillon, 2013. 
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the mission of TEH. These initial sites included: Huset (Copenhagen, Denmark); Pali 

Kao (Paris, France); Rote Fabrik (Zurich, Switzerland); Melkweg (Amsterdam, The 

Netherlands); Kultur Fabrik (Koblenz, Germany); and Ny Scen (Gotenburg, Sweden). 

From the TEH mission: 

Together [the cultural spaces] embarked on a journey that hasn’t always been 
easy. Europe was going through a lot of changes at the time: the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, the signing of the Maastricht Treaty, the expansion of the EU. These 
changes left abandoned sites all over Europe. We took them over. We revived 
them and used them for artistic experimentation. Our initiatives were often 
greeted with derision by governmental ministers and local and regional 
authorities. Yet, we didn’t give up. We fought side by side for our beliefs. 
Together we reclaimed more than 110 spaces in Europe. By the end of the 
twentieth century, the value of these neglected spaces had increased 
exponentially, which only made us more confident in our work. (Trans Europe 
Halles) 
 

Presently, the network, based in Sweden, has 127 member sites in 36 different countries 

across Europe. The three founding pillars of TEH are: people, arts and buildings. The 

organization emphasizes how: “We transform abandoned buildings with creativity and 

imagination into places where anything can happen. We use arts and culture to create 

spaces where people can have fun, feel empowered and get inspired” (Trans Europe 

Halles). While La Friche in Marseille is not a currently a member of TEH, there are many 

similarities with other cities in the network, including the focus on the re-activation of 

postindustrial sites for creative purpose as well as stakeholders’ ambitions for culture as 

part of urban regeneration schemes: 

Friches culturelles or cultural brownfields refers to organic, bottom-up alternative 
cultural projects settled on derelict sites which differ from any squatting activities. 
In France such cultural brownfields were core to a programme led by the Ministry 
of Culture from 2000 to 2002 which assessed the importance of alternative 
cultural experiences and stressed their role for cultural policy: 

We were interested by the role of artists and their uses in transforming the 
environment. We thought that brownfields, by their non-status, were a 
wonderful space for freedom. We wanted to incorporate these adventures, 
these experiences and laboratories as matters of concern for public 
responsibility. 

The outcome was the recognition of 30 key ‘alternative cultural initiatives’ and a 
set of recommendations for national and local cultural policies. It also legitimised 
the use of ‘cultural brownfield’ as a way to describe and present these ‘New Art 
Territories’ in urban and cultural policy. (Andres & Grésillon, 2013, p. 42) 
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A striking similarity in the above statement by the Ministry of Culture and the founding 

pillars of TEH is the conflation of cultural brownfields with spaces of freedom... places 

where anything can happen. It is implied that these are sites without many (if any) 

limitations, regulations or requirements. That artists can create with reckless abandon and 

boundless volume. Undoubtedly, there is great liberation for artists and other cultural 

producers in having studio spaces and collaborative workshop groups to brainstorm and 

unleash potential otherwise suppressed by day jobs, small apartments or stifling status 

quos on the streets of everyday society. Yet, it is important to question if this formally 

declared freedom is truly lived, or, if the image of La Friche is crafted with underlying 

imperatives; namely, cultural and tourist-centric redevelopment, or, arts-led 

gentrification. 

 In order to best detail arts-led gentrification, it is crucial to look at the overarching 

concept of gentrification and how power and class are read in the built environment. 

There is an abundance of studies and discussions about the process of gentrification in 

recent decades.28 It is a concept first named by British sociologist Ruth Glass in the 

1960s, for she observed an influx of ‘gentry’ – affluent and well-educated people who 

bought and renovated properties in particular neighborhoods in inner historically 

working-class London. Glass wrote: “‘Once this process of “gentrification” starts in a 

district it goes on rapidly until all or most of the original working-class occupiers are 

displaced and the social character of the district is changed.’ She considered the process 

to have culminated when the original population was entirely removed” (Shaw, 2008, p. 

1698). Displacement is thus at the very core of the process of gentrification in 

neighborhoods, worldwide. Furthermore, Glass attributed these changes to the relaxing of 

rent control laws and the increasing state support of private real estate development. This 

description of the process of gentrification far-transcended its origins and morphed into 

shorthand for the spatialization of class struggle (Subramanian, 2020). 

Following this thinking, my understanding of the process is largely informed by 

the transformation of neighborhoods in cities throughout western Europe and the United 

States as “the conversion of socially marginal and working-class areas of the central city 

!
28 Some foundational texts include but are far from limited to: Zukin, 1989, 1995; Kearns & Philo, 1993; 
Smith, 1996, 2002; Lees et al., 2010; Lees, 2000, 2012. 
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into middle-class residential use, [reflecting] a movement, that began in the 1960s, of 

private-market investment capital into downtown districts of major urban centers” 

(Zukin, 1987, p. 129). Equally succinctly, “[gentrification] is widely understood as a 

structural process tied into cycles of uneven development and capital accumulation in the 

city, especially as real estate markets become primary sites for capital investment in a 

postindustrial age” (Kern, 2016, p. 443). Once viewed as a process more about the 

architectural restoration of deteriorating housing stock and the correlated clustering of 

new cultural amenities in the city center – the transition from rented housing to increased 

home ownership was a mark of its onset. As the teeth of real estate speculation 

persistently sharpen, this form of neighborhood change is increasingly destructive, if not 

violent – particularly on historically culturally and economically marginalized 

communities. 

Three waves of gentrification define its dynamics in the mid and late 20th century. 

This is explained in detail by Hackworth & Smith (2001), but I provide a synopsis. The 

first wave in the 1970s is marked by sporadic and state-led gentrification when economic 

downturn encouraged “the shift of capital from unproductive to productive sectors, 

setting the stage for a reinvestment in central city office, recreation, retail and residential 

activities” (p. 466). This is a period when disinvested inner-city housing in the United 

States and Europe was targeted for reinvestment, and governments aided in class-specific 

economic assistance. As markets began to revive in the late 1970s, the second wave of 

gentrification was ushered in by federal block grants and enterprise zones as well as 

inflation in the real estate market. Gentrification was integrated into “a wider range of 

economic and cultural processes at the global and national scale” (p. 468). Though there 

was pause in these processes during the 1987 stock market crash and ensuing recession, 

the third wave of gentrification, beginning around 1993, proved to be “a purer expression 

of the economic conditions and processes that make reinvestment in disinvested inner-

urban areas so alluring for investors” (p. 468). During this time, gentrification expanded 

beyond the immediate core of the city, though dispossession of the working-class in 

urban centers persisted. Also, the globalized real estate industry created a context for 

larger developers to become more involved in this neighborhood alteration.  
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By the early 21st century, gentrification constituted something much more 

comprehensive – “a generalized middle-class structuring of place, encompassing the 

entire transformation from low-status neighborhoods to upper-middle-class playgrounds” 

(Shaw, 2008, p. 1698). The breadth of knowledge about this distinct neighborhood 

change grew to encompass the geographical and political reshuffling that occurs in the 

urban core; an affirmation of the dominant modes of spatial production at the expense of 

disempowered ones – displacement and dispossession being central to the process (Valli, 

2015). Pre-existing and newly developing inequalities are inflamed because during this 

process, socially and economically weaker (often many of the most marginalized in a 

community) experience restrictions in their capacities to produce space. Inflated property 

values, new zoning regulations and the privatization of once-public sites are just a few of 

many ways that the working-class, poor and underhoused are stifled, excluded and/or 

displaced.  

Gentrification, in contemporary scholarship, is described as a process of spatial 

and social differentiation (Zukin, 1987). This differentiation takes many forms and is 

perceptible in the urban morphology (the changing shape of the city), as the morphology 

illuminates how the spatial and built environment “concretizes, transmits, and transforms 

the city’s constituent social interests” (Zukin, 1987, p. 144). This differentiation is 

mirrored in consumption habits of new residents and tourists. Shaw (2008) furthers: 

Gentrification extends to retail and commercial precincts, and can be seen in rural 
and coastal townships as well as cities. Its defining feature is conspicuous cultural 
consumption. Designer shops, art galleries, bars and restaurants form the 
background to a landscape of people in semi-public space (tables on the footpath 
they must pay to occupy) watching the passing parade and sipping chardonnay 
from a boutique winery, beer from a microbrewery, coffee from organic beans 
grown in the developing country du jour. As economic growth in urban centres is 
based more and more on consumption than production, gentrification encapsulates 
a broader range of expressions and becomes all the more important in 
understanding urban change. In the many different expressions, one thing is 
common: people who cannot afford to pay are not welcome, and homeless people 
are moved on. (p. 1698) 
 

Noticeable in the above passage is the conflation of gentrifying space with a particular 

refinement of taste. Taste, meaning an individual or group’s cultural, personal and 

aesthetic patterns of preference and choice: 
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Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, classified by their 
classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make, between the 
beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the vulgar, in which their position in 
the objective classifications is expressed or betrayed. (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6) 
 

These classifications are indicators of difference, of grounds for differentiation. Social 

and spatial divisions that can be cultivated, proliferated, celebrated by those who may 

profit financially or otherwise. Undeniably, this differentiation carries class-based 

implications for access, inclusivity and promotion.29 The promotion of “good” taste, 

upward social mobility and culture-driven urban renewal are complementary. Miles 

(2005) expounds at length: 

[The] culture of the cultured class is cultivated; it is like the cultivation of taste in 
the 18th century; it is equally a way of life expressing the value of culture (or 
culture as a value) in acts of cultural consumption which extend beyond the visual 
and performing arts to design and architecture, new media, food and drink, 
fashion and modes of transport. What emerges is a meaning of culture specific to 
the spaces of post-industrial urban redevelopment. It bridges the anthropological 
(a way of life or, more carefully stated, a set of habits of everyday living which 
express and articulate a set of values) and the aesthetic (the arts and their 
appreciation by suitably educated minds). It is the culture of a class, diverse in 
background but with disposable income, which uses cultural spaces. (p. 892) 
 
I focus my contemplation of gentrification on the use of culture in urban 

revitalization; commonly an aesthetic gloss for corporate and commercial schemes that 

often erase traces of the history of sites and those dispossessed/displaced from the land 

(Miles, 2005). Culture has been foundational to urban regeneration in the United States 

since the 1970s and in Europe since the 1980s (particularly in cities like Bilbao, 

Barcelona and Glasgow), and the preservation and repurposing of choice architecture is 

part and parcel of cultural consumption; for “preservation of heritage can be used as a 

deliberate gentrification strategy… with the ‘cultural sensibilities’ of the middle class 

pointedly distinguishing between past and future users” (Shaw, 2008, p. 1700).  

 Without diving into the near-incalculable definitions of culture, I clarify that I am 

most attentive to the widely privileged visual forms of culture; the two and three-

!
29 Here, I write about how the differentiation is class-based… but this is absolutely a compounded issue of 
race, gender/sexuality, religion, ability division and/or other discriminations. My acknowledgement is that 
processes of gentrification are an intersectional issue. For the scope of this case study, I highlight class 
stratification in these neighborhoods of Marseille. 



 68 

dimensional works and/or common elements and materials, symbols and discourse in 

redevelopment schemes, media, marketing and/or place promotion with a primacy of 

image(s). Miles (2005) reflects on Zukin’s theorization: 

[Culture] as a ‘way of life’ is incorporated into ‘cultural products’, i.e. ecological, 
historical, or architectural materials that can be displayed, interpreted, reproduced, 
and sold in a putatively universal repertoire of visual consumption. (p. 227) 
 

To follow Adorno’s theorization (2002), the whole world passes through the filter of the 

culture industry. Cuisine, architecture, media, fashion and more – products that “combine 

simplistic forms with a seemingly infinite range of content: while they require minimal 

effort to process, understand, and consume, they come in an extended range of shapes 

and sizes upon which the consumer can effortlessly project [their] own fantasies” 

(Gunster, 2000, p. 58). With this understanding, culture as a way of life or lived activity 

is inseparable from a cultural product – as something marketed, propagandized, co-opted, 

reinscribed and/or productive of social division instead of cohesion. These are all 

expressions and manifestations of social coercion and power: “the general designation 

“culture” already contains, virtually, the process of identifying, cataloging, and 

classifying which imports culture into the realm of administration” (p. 104). The culture 

industry functions from the top-down; an ontologically rigid and conservative process 

where cultural entities are synonymous with commodities and acts of conformity: 

What parades as progress in the culture industry, as the incessantly new which it 
offers up, remains the disguise for an eternal sameness; everywhere the changes 
mask a skeleton which has changed just as little as the profit motive itself since 
the time it first gained its predominance over culture. Thus, the expression 
“industry” is not to be taken literally. It refers to the standardization of the thing 
itself… it is industrial in a more sociological sense, in the incorporation of 
industrial forms of organization even where nothing is manufactured. (Adorno & 
Rabinbach, 1975, p. 14) 
 

That which is industrialized, sanitized, and reproduced fits into this concept of visual 

culture, regardless of whether a product is considered ‘high’ or ‘low’ art. It is something 

– a presence, an object, an idea that is suppressive; an irrefutable prophet of existing 

order and expectation: 

The more strongly the culture industry entrenches itself, the more it can do as it 
chooses with the needs of consumers – producing, controlling, disciplining them; 
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even withdrawing amusement altogether: here, no limits are set to cultural 
progress. (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002, p. 115) 
 

 The culture industry often advertises an image of a conflict-free society, thus 

masking divergences of power and belonging. It presents the everyday world as paradise 

(p. 113). It promises pleasure, freedom (a stanchion of La Friche’s aims). And this sense 

of opportunity and privilege is increasingly conveyed through the visual, especially on 

digital platforms: how the space is marketed, how exhibitions are shared and 

celebrated… how the overall image of edginess, coolness and openness is conveyed. This 

will be expanded in forthcoming sections. This conveyance is gimmick, is deception. 

Adorno (1997) contends: 

The culture industry perpetually cheats its consumers of what it perpetually 
promises. The promissory note which… it draws on pleasure is endlessly 
prolonged; the promise, which is actually all the spectacle consists of, is illusory: 
all it actually confirms is that the real point will never be reached, that the diner 
must be satisfied with the menu. (p. 139) 
 

It is an industry able to cheat and manipulate because the fracturing and segmentation of 

society is always reproduced within it. Dominant tastes – mainstream culture, or, 

“alternative culture” masquerading to subdue revolutionary impulses derive ideals from 

advertisements and commodified beauty. Whose culture is promoted, and the context of 

“complex cross currents of class, race, gender and cultural as well as money capital” 

(Miles, 2005, p. 895) is to be read in the artscapes of the city; the historic preservation 

projects, galleries, museums and public art installations that comprise and complement 

cultural centers and gentrified neighborhoods.  

Less attention in mainstream scholarship on gentrification is afforded to the 

culture industry and the landscape(s) of power it transforms than on the economic and 

quantitatively-driven progress the process catalyzes in cities. Zukin’s (1982) writing on 

the ‘artistic mode of production’ “represented an early attempt to correlate capital and 

culture by linking the real estate industry to the culture industry” (Mathews, 2010, p. 

661). As a practicing artist, I find it pressing to unpack how power is reproduced and 

reinforced visually in the cities through which I travel and the artscapes I experience. 

This arts-led gentrification does not exonerate the artist/cultural producer (myself 

included) from the wrongdoings of the process of gentrification: 
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[The] art world functions ideologically to exploit the neighborhood for its 
bohemian or sensationalist connotations while deflecting attention away from 
underlying social, economic, and political processes. The attitudes that permit this 
exploitation are the same as those that allow the city and its affluent residents to 
remain indifferent to the fate of the displaced poor: assessments of poverty as 
natural and gentrification as inevitable and in some ways even desirable… 
Consciously or unconsciously, they approach the neighborhood with dominating 
and possessive attitudes that transform into an imaginary site. Art journals, the 
mass media, galleries, established alternative spaces, and museums manipulate 
and exploit the neighborhood, thereby serving as conduits for the dominant 
ideology that facilitates gentrification. (Deutsche & Ryan, 1984, p. 105) 
 

While it might seem brash to label La Friche’s redevelopment – a process that’s brought 

scores of Marseillais and tourists into the Belle de Mai neighborhood – as manipulative 

and/or exploitative, its place promotion reinscribes the space with the embrace of 

whitewashed opportunism and commercialism: 

Myriad verbal and visual representation of the neighborhood circulate in 
exhibition catalogues, brochures and magazines. Through such representations a 
neighborhood whose residents are fighting for survival metamorphoses into a 
place “that encourages one to be the person he is with greater ease than other parts 
of the city… Inevitably, concrete reality evaporates into thin air… it is more than 
a geographical location – it is a state of mind. (Deutsche & Ryan, 1984, p. 105) 
 

Distinct advertising campaigns and exhibitions will be expanded upon later. But what is 

important to underscore here is how the curated image of place (at a host of scales) – the 

discursive and material aesthetic experience for those who engage with La Friche – 

reflects the ascendency of privileged domination in redeveloped urban space as “[in] 

short, the conscious creation of nourishment of cultural sites, clusters or ‘milieus’ is 

rapidly becoming something of an archetypal instrument in the urban cultural planning 

toolbox” (Mommaas, 2004, p. 508). 

The use of historic preservation and revitalization helps constitute a new urban 

elite (Zukin, 1987). The transformation of sites like La Friche is quintessential to the 

redevelopment of urban space, now considered inseparable from the rubric of 

gentrification: 

[The] buildings surviving from the nineteenth century, the architecture of which 
still shamefully reveals their utility as consumer goods, their function as 
accommodation, are covered from basement to above roof level with hoardings 
and banners: the landscape becomes a mere background for signboards and 
symbols. (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002, p. 132) 
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The tobacco factory’s enduring structure no longer signifies lost jobs and postindustrial 

destitution to passerbys and tourists; it is more like an extended billboard for visiting 

performers, artists, skateboarders and taggers to proclaim their messages (Fig. 2.10).  

 
Figure 2.10 “The Playground” skatepark at La Friche (2019) 

 
Belle de Mai’s working-class and poor inhabitants and its hyper-local cultural producers 

are marginalized in favor of brand-names30 (including renown artists/art collectives) and a 

marketable aesthetic. The ephemerality of the graffiti from writers around France and 

beyond or the latest creator-in-residence draws in crowds not only to La Friche, but to 

Marseille more widely, boosting the city’s economy: 

Redevelopments that ‘exploit the taste for old buildings and downtown diversity 
that gentrifiers “pioneered’ – especially where they retain the historic façade – 
were so successful that the distinction between the rehabilitated and the 
redeveloped landscape became almost irrelevant. Brownfield or greyfield 
developments on former railway, industrial and docklands had similar effects to 
rehabilitation in terms of patterns of cultural consumption, and further blurred the 
boundary between gentrification and redevelopment. (Shaw, 2008, p.1706) 

!
30 In 2013, the world-famous street artist (self-described photograffeur) JR (1.5 million Instagram 
followers, as of February 2021) created the exhibition “Unframed” at La Friche and throughout Belle de 
Mai. Born in Paris, the artist “dug into the identity of the neighborhood and invited its inhabitants to think 
about the memory of their streets by looking into their personal photo albums.” (JR, 2013) 
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It should be reiterated that the process of arts-led gentrification is not unique to Marseille, 

though La Friche is a star example in France’s second-largest city. In this way, many 

observable changes in the Belle de Mai (Fig. 2.11) and La Joliette neighborhoods are 

connected to the transformation of sites throughout the Mediterranean basin and beyond. 

Cultural facilities and related mixed-use projects have been a symbolic and economic 

force in the metamorphosis of many postindustrial cities or blighted neighborhoods: 

The idea that culture can be employed as a driver for urban economic growth has 
become part of the new orthodoxy by which cities seek to enhance their 
competitive position. Whereas initially they focused on core key flagship facilities 
related to ‘spectacular consumption’, cultural regeneration then evolved towards 
localized policies aiming to foster the creative economy and to promote places, 
neighborhoods and areas used for cultural and creative productions. This led to 
the design of new cultural and creative quarters aiming to revitalize neglected or 
deprived neighborhoods by strengthening or developing the local ‘creative 
economy’. (Andres & Grésillon, 2013, p. 43) 
 

Evans (2003, 2009) argues that ‘creative city’ and ‘creative place’ promotion is a global 

phenomenon, and it is impossible to separate the tide of gentrification with the 

proliferation of the Creative City.31 While local government in these cities does not have 

all-encompassing control to dictate transformation, gentrification is greatly influenced by 

local and regional events, conditions and policy: 

They can encourage and exacerbate gentrification. The burgeoning literature on 
‘creative cities’, which encourages cities to employ ‘creative city strategies’ to 
increase their competitiveness in the global economy, is a collection of recipes for 
locally induced gentrification. (Shaw, 2008, p. 1722) 
 

Whether a formally designated “Creative City” or not, competition in the global economy 

through cultural and touristic promotion is undergirded by the upwardly socially mobile 

class of city inhabitants; the cultural producers and marketers of trend and taste. This 

globalization – of culture, the economy and social relations – is a primary source of the 

!
31 Cities worldwide espouse their creative enterprise, though more formally, the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) formed the UNESCO Creative Cities 
Network (UCCN) in 2004 “to promote cooperation with and among cities that have identified creativity as 
a strategic factor for sustainable urban development. The 246 cities which currently make up this network 
work together towards a common objective: placing creativity and cultural industries at the heart of their 
development plans at the local level and cooperating actively at the international level” (UNESCO). 
Marseille is not a formal member of this network. 
 



 73 

reproduction of geographical uneven development (Massey, 1991); the entrenchment – 

fiscally, socially and materially – of disparity: haves versus have-nots in the city and 

beyond. Funneling municipal and private resources into a new proliferation of artscapes 

does not a true hotbed of creativity make: 

…[building] innovative or creative cities [is] a long and slow, sometimes 
agonizingly slow, process, and [the] outcome could by no means be guaranteed or 
ordained in advance… if the aim is to build a truly creative city: one in which 
there are embedded cultures and networks of creativity. Of course, it is possible to 
create a substitute in the form of an instant programme to build new galleries, 
concert halls or museums. This is the construction of a city of cultural 
consumption, in the form of urban tourism, and it need not have much at all to do 
with the other deeper process, the building of a city of cultural production. (Hall, 
2004, p. 257) 
 

Those targeted for consumption are largely white and upwardly socially mobile. Ley 

(1996) identifies the “cultural new class” who he argues precipitate gentrification. This 

group is made up of “professionals in the arts, media, and other cultural fields 

accompanied by pre-professionals (students), who may well be non-conformist in their 

life-style and politics” (p. 56). These groups were previously categorized as “yuppies”, 

“bobos” and in recent years, “hipsters.” I steer clear of these terms because I believe them 

to be vague and unproductive. 



 74 

 
Figure 2.11 Histoire de Marseille, Rue Guibal (2019) 

 
La Friche is a major locus of this cultural new class in Marseille, and is widely 

referred to as a cultural complex, as in recent years it expanded from just the former 

tobacco factory building to include 4,000 square meters of additional exhibition space – 

8,000 square meters of rooftop terrace, a children’s playground and artist studio halls. 

Still, it can be identified as a cultural center (Fig. 2.12), not necessarily distinct from 

smaller-scale art spaces. To better decrypt the concept of a contemporary cultural center 

or cultural brownfield, frequently used by La Friche’s digital platforms – in advertising 

and touristic campaigns in reference to the building site – Mommaas (2004) notes how 

there has been “a shift from a policy aimed at organizing occasions for spectacular 

consumption, to a more fine-tuned policy, also aimed at creating spaces, quarters and 
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milieus for cultural production and creativity’” (p. 508). 

 
Figure 2.12 An illustration of La Friche’s complex, the former tobacco factory labeled “La Tour” (Friche La Belle de 

Mai, 2020) 

Cultural centers can also refer to the rise of the recent paradigm of creative cities where 

economic development is driven by lifestyle factors such as entertainment and arts 

spaces, the perception of tolerance and diversity, and urban infrastructure (Florida, 2002).  

The brownfields like La Friche, largely seen and treated as withering sites in 

decades past, are increasingly elemental to urban redevelopment and economic 

revitalization; part in parcel of a kind of cultural capitalism as the structures are 

transformed into conduits for aesthetic experience – but especially for symbolic and 

economic gains for stakeholders. The redevelopment of brownfields fits into a larger field 

of scholarship on historic preservation and heritage studies (the heritage industry), and 

the ways that culture is reified in the postmodern built environment: 

If, in the late 1970s and 1980s, historic conservation was entangled in the ongoing 
process of commercial and residential gentrification of once derelict inner city 
districts, by the 1990s, it had become incorporated into strategies to create ‘new 
cultural quarters’ whereby small-scale creative industries, such as film, media, 
software and art, were promoted to regenerate inner city economies. In order to 
better see how conservation informs contemporary urbanism and itself functions 
as a cultural logic within a larger one, we should understand it as a specific mode 
of agency that has shaped late 20th-century [urban] space. Hence, in its double 
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contradictory performance of aesthetics, historic conservation has become an 
institutionalized practice of urbanism, the practices of planning and managing the 
landscape. (Deckha, 2004, p. 405) 
 

The historic building itself is transformed into something prime for consumption; an 

auratic object whose skeleton is injected with meaning disparate from its origins. Still, 

the marketing of these regenerated arts spaces frequently frames them as invaluable to 

artistic production, community-building and ongoing renaissance in the neighborhood 

where those involved can create and innovate prolifically and without restraint, as 

detailed by Andres (2011a): 

As disconnected urban spaces, they offer strategic opportunities for cultural actors 
and artists to settle at a very cheap price and develop their activities prior to any 
regeneration programme. Various definitions have been given to these alternative 
spaces highlighting their diversity and their capacity to welcome numerous uses 
and users. For example, in their expression “indeterminate spaces”, Groth and 
Corjin (2005, p. 503) have insisted on their temporal discontinuities 

left out of time and place with regard to their urban surroundings. (…) 
The unclear and undetermined status of these urban no-man’s-lands may 
allow for the emergence of a non-planned, spontaneous urbanity. 

The term free zone has also been used to describe such derelict spaces 
highlighting their use for cultural and artistic uses: “Freezones are associated with 
a ‘non-conformism’ which strives to assert its own right to exist as well as 
contributing to metropolitan life.” This idea is also used by Haydn and Temel 
(2006) in their notion of temporary urban spaces acknowledging the capacity of 
these areas to promote interim uses. They note that even if these areas are seen “as 
a provisional measure rather than as a permanent solution” they can be used to 
demonstrate “a concept’s success in order to convince an investor that the chosen 
use could also provide a permanent solution.” (p. 797) 

 
Deeming brownfields like La Friche as an indeterminate space, freezone or hub of non-

conformism circles back to the Ministry of Culture’s insistence on it as a site of freedom 

and adventure. Yet, this exuberance for the possibilities of the redeveloped building is 

not necessarily felt throughout the Belle de Mai neighborhood which surrounds La 

Friche. While formal statistics prove challenging to unearth, Belle de Mai is persistently 

one of the poorest neighborhoods in Marseille, ipso facto one of the poorest in all of 

France. Belle de Mai-Saint Mauront (3rd arrondissement) suffers from some of the highest 

levels of poverty and poor housing conditions in the city, at points in the last two decades 
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with unemployment reaching nearly 40% (~ 10% higher than other areas in Marseille). 

Andres (2011a) writes: 

[While] some investments were made in the factory, no funding [from urban 
policy programs] was available for la Belle de Mai until 2001 despite the fact that 
the closure of the factory led to the loss of thousands of employments and more 
largely to the social and economic impoverishment of the neighborhood. The 
situation after 2001 did not really change… The regeneration of the factory 
clearly has not brought many local economic, urban or social outputs at a local 
level. (p. 807) 
 

In 2008, an article in Babel de Mai, a quarterly newspaper about life in the Belle de Mai 

which published from 2003-2009, shed light on the festering frictions: 

In Marseille, in general, when one speaks of Belle de Mai, people think 
immediately of the Friche. In the Belle de Mai neighborhood, in general, the 
residents feel that the Friche is not really part of their neighborhood. This 
sentiment does not come out of nowhere: at the beginning, the development of the 
Friche Belle de Mai was not really conceived in relation to the neighborhood and 
its history. (Ingram, 2009, p. 279) 
 

There is a proliferation of discontent with La Friche’s presence in Belle de Mai – a 

resounding disconnect with its physical presence and the concurrent ongoing 

degeneration of the rest of the neighborhood: 

The cultural regeneration of the factory has not led to the creation of a proper 
cultural quarter, either in a planned or more [spontaneous] way. No bars, cafes, 
nightlife scenes have settled down in the neighborhood since the mid-1990s. Even 
if the Belle de Mai quarter is typical of these old industrial inner city districts 
characterized by derelict buildings with cheap rent, artists or cultural actors have 
not settled in these spaces despite the favourable location for studios or exhibition 
spaces, the provision of raw material for creative activities, and for the creation of 
creative human networks. (Andres, 2011a, p. 808) 

 
Since the quoted article’s publication, several art spaces and cafes have sprouted up in 

Belle de Mai, though far from notable in volume as in other gentrified neighborhoods in 

postindustrial European cities.  

From the time of La Friche’s founding, cultural intermediaries have not paid 

much attention to the renewal of the neighborhood more broadly, instead concentrating 

efforts almost solely on the factory’s grounds; so while arts-led gentrification is in full-

swing in immediate proximity to the complex, a higher quality of life suffused with 

culture and opportunity has yet to spread throughout Belle de Mai. Moreover, the history 
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and cultural identity of the neighborhood has yet to be well integrated into the 

governance, programming and proliferation of the site. This amounts to a notable lack of 

hyper-local representation within the space: 

The cultural regeneration of the factory has never been inserted in public debate 
or participation schemes. The local population (its demands and needs) was 
completely ignored by those formalizing the renewal of the three units not part of 
the same perimeter of action [on a neighborhood-wide scale]. The recognition of 
local talent, diversity, history and context has been made on the scale of Marseille 
and not on the scale of the Belle de Mai quarter. (Andres, 2011a, p. 808) 
 

I read this as a willful act of erasure of the localized history of Belle de Mai and a paving 

over of the seeds of revolution and progress once sown in the neighborhood (Fig. 2.13). 

The factory’s gentrification can be viewed as an opportunist strategy within a broader 

redevelopment scheme, rather than as a catalyst for real neighborhood revival, and it has 

been reframed as “an ugly symbol of urban blight and decay to an aestheticized romantic 

ruin” (Rothenberg & Lang, 2017). 

 
Figure 2.13 View of the skate park and basketball courts from La Tour, La Friche (2019) 

 
Materially, there is a remarkable absence of attention or honor paid to the history 

of the neighborhood in the new iteration of the tobacco factory. During my fieldwork in 
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Marseille (2018, 2019), I observed only one historical placard paying homage to the 

former industrial site and its laborers, installed by the municipality. It reads: 

Elles constituent une immense réserve d'espace et de locaux aujourd-hui 
réinvestis par de multiple activités culturelles. Deux grands ensembles de 
bâtiment marquent encore dans le paysage le soubenirt de la raffinerie de sucre, 
rue Jobin, et de la manufacture de tabac, rue Guibal. La raffinerie de sucre Saint-
Charles (20,000m 2), créée en 1865, absorbée par les raffineries Saint-Louis en 
1872, a fonctionné jusqu'en 1939, avant de servir de magasin de transit à la 
SEITA de 1950 à 1990. Elle reçoit les Archives Municipales et le Centre 
Interrégional de Conservation et Restauration du Patrimoine. La manufacture de 
tabac, construite par l'architecte Désiré Michel entre 1862 et 1868 sur 26,00m2, a 
occupé au XiX(e) siècle jusqu'à 1300 ouvrières. Devenue propriètè de la SEITA 
et fortement mécanisée, elle produit jusqu'en 1990, puis est transférée à Vitrolles. 
Ses locaux abritent aujourd'hui le "Système Friche Théâtre."32 
 

I share the placard text in entirety to demonstrate how the “public” display of information 

is truncated and ambiguous – the people’s history of the labor force and architectures of 

Belle de Mai collapsed into just one superficial paragraph, an idealized historical 

narrative. The formal literature about La Friche on its website is equally superficial; its 

‘mandate’ outlining the ‘relationship between the Friche and the surrounding area’ states: 

La Friche, which got its name from the Belle de Mai neighbourhood, affirms the 
close relationship it has with the surrounding area in formal and informal ways – 
through cultural initiatives with local schools and community centres in the Belle 
de Mai, by opening a playground and sports area, and by re-opening the Gyptis 
Cinema in the heart of the community… Cultivating an urban space is a delicate 
undertaking, in constant flux, and one of the priorities at la Friche has always 
been to establish a flexible, evolving framework. At the heart of this urban and 
architectural framework are ecological and sustainability concerns, questions of 
norms and processes, experiments and community spirit. This runs through the 
participatory housing projects [and] shared gardens to make the urban 
environment greener... (Friche La Belle de Mai) 

 

!
32 Translated loosely: [La Friche] is an immense reserve of space and structure regenerated by multiple 
cultural activities. Two large sets of buildings still mark the site of the sugar refinery, on Rue Jobin, and the 
tobacco factory on Rue Guibal. The Saint-Charles sugar refinery (20,000m2 ), created in 1865, absorbed by 
the Saint-Louis refineries until 1872, operated until 1939, before serving as a transit store for SEITA from 
1950-1990. It holds the Municipal Archives and the Interregional Center for Heritage Conservation and 
Restoration. The tobacco factory, built by architect Désiré Michel between 1862 and 1868 on 26,000m2 was 
occupied in the 19th century with up to 1,300 workers. Before work was further mechanized, SEITA was in 
production until 1990, then transferred to Vitrolles. Its premises are now “Friche Théâtre System.” 
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Reference to specific demographics or neighborhood organizations is elided in this 

mandate. Largely, La Friche’s connection to the ‘community’ is premised on the 

structures added onto the cultural complex. While there assuredly are workshops, 

meetings and community playtimes taking place at La Friche, it can be read in its 

description that interpersonal connection and meaningful impact throughout Belle de Mai 

is contingent on people engaging with its space, rather than the space’s beneficial 

potential spreading outward into the neighborhood. In the mandate, the participatory 

“housing projects” and “shared gardens” are hyperlinked to more details about each 

initiative. However, when clicked, the housing project link provides an “Erreur 404: La 

Page Demandée N’existe Pas” (Error 404: The Page You Are Looking For Does Not 

Exist) landing.33 Regardless of whether or not there is documentation for the website of 

La Friche’s impact on neighborhood housing, there is a noteworthy absence of testament 

to how the complex has benefitted residents of Belle de Mai.  

Following Glass’ definition of gentrification, I deduce that the upwardly socially 

mobile class that settles these neighborhoods is engaging in a kind of violence that can be 

understood aesthetically; material manifestations of occupation. I lean on Valli’s (2016) 

analysis of gentrification as neighborhood expressions of exacerbated social inequality; 

using interdisciplinary methods, I interrogate how La Friche, as well as FRAC’s 

promotion of place produces feelings of belonging and non-belonging. This work aims to 

highlight the feelings, senses, perceptions and thoughts associated with occupied and 

reinscribed space, occurring in ways other than just literal physical dispossession and 

expulsion. I am most intrigued by how emotional, affective and psychological 

sociospatial segregation and displacement can be read in the built environment of Belle 

de Mai and La Joliette, as well as how the image of these neighborhoods – particularly in 

!
33 During the editing process for this case study, I revisited La Friche’s website to scan for additional 
content, particularly about the community gardens (December 2020). The website has since been majorly 
overhauled, including an updated design and condensed blurbs about the spaces. Interestingly, there are 
fewer options for translated content than in its previous iteration – and the updated content about these 
spaces now paints in much broader strokes than before. The rooftop green space (La Place de Quais), is 
summarized (only in French, and roughly translated by me to English): This area faces the rail line and 
offers green spaces, tables to share a picnic, play or draw, a space dedicated to pétanque, benches and 
room for sunbathing, reading or daydreaming… and even a barbeque! It is a generous gateway to La 
Friche for all residents of the neighborhood, the city and visitors from afar. Again, this indicates the 
complex’s lack of meaningful community engagement and impact – instead relying on the neighborhood to 
come into its bounds and partake in relatively particular forms of pastime, in designated “free” areas. 
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promotional materials and social media – are intensively curated to craft a particular 

image of the city.  

There is no shortage of an aesthetic of occupation conveyed through the built 

environment in Marseille. When I employ this terminology, the intent is never to 

diminish the physical and psychological terror forced on vulnerable communities under 

military occupation, persistent worldwide. Rather, I concentrate on the ways that 

sociospatial segregation, cultural hegemony and the residues of colonialism are expressed 

materially in everyday spaces. An aesthetics of occupation is as much about a 

proliferation of urban borders as it is about discursive and material erasure. Rao (2009) 

specifies: 

As an evident, material archive, the built environment of the city reveals as much 
as it conceals about the political and historical processes to which cities are 
subjected through time. For cities are places of continual accumulation as well as 
destruction and subtraction, and even forms of historic preservation serve 
destructive ends insofar as they freeze particular political narratives about the city 
and its communities through acts of “architectural eugenics.” Therefore, given 
this complexity of both cities and archives as historical forms, I suggest an 
alternative concept of city-as-archive as a tool with which to explore both the 
complexities of contemporary cities as well as of the processes by which archives 
are constituted. To clarify, the concept of city-as-archive suggests an analogical 
relationship between cities and archives in terms of form and raises the question 
of the limits of each form. In so formulating the relation between cities and 
archives, I suggest that we are able to interrogate both the limits of the principles 
by which archives are constituted as well as the problem of belonging by which 
the city is constituted as demographic space. (p. 378) 
 

The ‘city-as-archive’ is a methodology I use to observe and analyze the built environment 

on a micro scale. I observe these traces in the minutiae of the banal and ‘frozen 

narratives’ noticeable throughout Belle de Mai and La Joliette, with greatest attention 

paid to the architectures and environments of La Friche and FRAC. This returns me to an 

aforementioned question: how are these neighborhoods’ artscapes reinforcing (or 

repudiating) the ideologies and images of those in power?  

To delve into this, I utilize digital photography as part of my practice-based 

research that incorporates critical spatial practice to question and transform the social 

conditions of the sites in which the artwork interrogates and intervenes (Rendell, 2006, 

2007). While not a formally trained architect, my interest in style, provenance, and the 
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impact of architectures on the human and more-than-human generates many lines of 

inquiry on urban morphology and lived experience in cities. Furthermore, I do not view 

architecture as distinct from “art” in its copious definitions and manifestations. Rendell 

suggests that “to develop a critical practice, architecture must look to art, and move 

outside the traditional boundaries of the field and into a place between disciplines” (2006, 

p. 191), which encourages me to interrogate architecture as an artist. Shying from precise 

architectural theory, I instead view the built environment more like public art 

installations. I assert that this is not to abate the expertise of many architects and 

historians. My efforts here are guided by the work of Miessen (2017) who further 

clarifies critical spatial practice: 

In investigating what could be and has been referred to as spatial practice, its 
vocabulary must be described. Already the notion of “practice” is one that relates 
to many possible interpretations: it sometimes refers to a method of learning, it 
can be understood as a more theoretical term for human action in society, it can 
encapsulate experiments, deal with legal protocols, or embody the engagement of 
conventions and traditions. In contrast to the conventional understanding of 
architecture-as-practice, more recent iterations of practice also strategically 
include and value immaterial products, such as research-as-practice.  
 
The term “spatial” is often misunderstood as something very loose, something 
that simply happens in space. However, within the context of spatial practice, its 
scope is far more concrete in terms of what it attempts to circumscribe. In this 
context, “spatial” means not only something that happens physically in  
three-dimensional space, but also something that has a certain scale and effect on 
space, such as a policy or other forms of legal or non-legal frameworks. 
Something that is spatial always has an underlying structure to it, something that 
allows it to exist, that governs it formally or informally, a core that produces a 
setting for a condition and situation. 
 
Spatiality, in this regard, should be understood as a set of relations between 
humans, “things”, and (built) structures – the built environment. It is this 
relationality embedded in the term “spatial” that makes it political. Hence, 
political interventions are, by default, interventions in spatiality, that is in 
relations and force relations rather than what is generally understood as 
“architecture”. This force-field of relations, according to Eyal Weizman, is “not 
only a neutral, abstract grid (...), but itself a dynamic and elastic territory (...) that 
is shaped by but also shapes conflict.” (p. 23) 
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Miessen rounds this out with an explanation of “critical” in the term; that it need be 

understood as an operative concept, denoting the vital, the crucial and the decisive 

(Forensic Architecture et al., 2014). He summarizes: 

In this context, architecture and – more precisely – architectural research plays a 
vital role “as a field of knowledge and as a mode of interpretation, one concerned 
not only with buildings but rather with an ever-changing set of relations between 
people and things, mediated by spaces and structures across multiple scales.” 
Moving toward a possible definition of Critical Spatial Practice, one could argue 
that its central feature is a focus on the playful and culturally discursive potential 
of the relationship between architecture and related disciplines – first and 
foremost, art – in order to reinvigorate architectural production with cultural, 
social, and political criticism. It seeks to establish a productive dialogue with 
other fields of knowledge by benefiting from the friction that intrinsically exists 
between them. It gains from complex and steady fertilization processes through 
intensive collaboration with diverse fields and practices, and vital interaction with 
its situated context. (Miessen, 2017, p. 24) 
 

I engage in this practice with digital photography by fixating on how buildings and 

spaces mediate everyday life in Belle de Mai and La Joliette as well as the visceral 

immediacy of a structure and its material documented in each frame. As I share with 

Rogoff (2000), “Art, then is my interlocutor rather than the object of my study, it is the 

entity that chases me around and forces me to think things differently, at another register 

or through permissions provided by another angle” (p. 10). While observing and 

analyzing the artscapes in these neighborhoods, an intrinsic aim is to create a vignette of 

the detail in everyday life; as data collection, as something tangible out of the ephemeral 

and/or fleeting, as a contribution to the archive of the often overlooked. This work 

intertwines critical spatial practice with visual culture: 

To some extent the project of visual culture has been to try and repopulate space 
with all the obstacles and all the unknown images which the illusion of 
transparency evacuated from it. Space, as we have understood it, is always 
differentiated, it is always sexual or racial, it is always constituted out of 
circulating capital and it is always subject to the invisible boundary lines which 
determine inclusions and exclusions. (Rogoff, 2000, p. 35) 
 

Now, to make visible some of the boundary lines at La Friche.  
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At any rate I find among my notes the surprised comment “How things withstand the 
gaze.”34 

 
There are two entrances to the La Friche complex – Entrance 1 (pedestrians only) 

on Rue Jobin and Entrance 2 on Rue François Simon (pedestrians, restricted parking and 

deliveries). The first serves as the main entrance and is closest to La Tour building – the 

main structure of the former tobacco factory. Surrounded by Cour Jobin (an open-air, 

tree-less plaza), it proves challenging not to be overwhelmed by multitudinous stimuli; 

basketballs ricochet on two courts, skateboard wheels grind railings to the cheers from 

crews, glasses full of pastis clink together at picnic tables. During open hours around the 

premises, frivolity and excitement abounds; provisions are pushed through the plaza en 

route to one of the complex’s restaurants, children sprint towards the playground or chase 

each other up the exterior staircases, a theatre director or crew member might rush by 

before rehearsal. It is a veritable amusement park of cultural activity.  

While some workshops and performances reach late into the night, the normal 

operational hours of La Friche are: Monday 11:00-18:00, Tuesday-Saturday 11:00-19:00 

and Sunday 12:30-19:00. Granted, it takes a team of staff and volunteers to run the cafes, 

bookstore, exhibition halls, radio station,35 and all the other moving parts of the complex 

– but there are large portions of each day that the grounds are shuttered, rendering it 

much less of a communal area for Belle de Mai residents and more of a destination for 

other Marseillais and tourists who can build their day around these spaces’ availability.  

Imposing black metal gates and fencing surrounding the property’s perimeter 

make known that there is a decided “in” and “out” to the space. Belonging is materially 

asserted; either you have a reason (a ticket to an exhibition, a performance to attend, a 

meal to purchase…) to enter the premises, or otherwise – stay out (Fig. 2.14 - 2.15). 

Noticeable on the exterior fence is the “Vigipirate” sign: a solid red triangle outlined in 

thick black. The name is an acronym for vigilance et protection des installations contre 

les risques d’attentats terrorists à l’explosif (vigilance and protection of installations 

!
34 Benjamin, 1979, p. 222. 
35 Radio Grenouille is the in-house station at La Friche and available for online listening at 
http://www.radiogrenouille.com/ to sample some sounds of Marseille from afar. 
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against the risk of terrorist bombing attacks).36 On La Friche’s website where visitation 

hours are listed, it also notes: “In the context of “Vigipirates Attacks” plan, Friche Belle 

de Mai is getting more careful about security. A visual control and/or palpations around 

the entrance of the site and events may be executed. Luggages or large capacity bags are 

prohibited. These proceedings are performed to ensure your security. Thank you for 

understanding” (Friche La Belle de Mai). The “visual control” primarily indicates the 

extensive use of video surveillance and the “palpations” implies frisking, when deemed 

necessary by those in charge of the grounds. These looming restrictions on mobility and 

the policing of bodies in this space both reflects and reinforces power (Massey, 1991) and 

imbues those in charge of La Friche with a sense of controlling the community. While it 

is nothing extraordinary for a large-capacity venue to have security measures in place, 

and the policing of particular French communities in the era of Vigipirate37 is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation, the boundaries of the Friche compound – heavily surveilled 

(Fig. 2.16), ominous and with an air of exclusivity – is the first line of sociospatial 

!
36 This is a component of France’s national security alert system, created in 1978 by President Valéry 
Giscard d’Estaing. It has since been updated three times: in 1995, 2000 and 2004. Prior to 2014, the system 
used five colors (white, yellow, orange, red and scarlet) to represent levels of threat to the state. Each level 
called for specific increased security measures, such as heightened police/military patrol in metros. In 
February 2014, the levels were simplified to either “vigilance” or “attack alert” (noted with “ALERTE 
ATTENTAT” beneath the red triangle symbol). The most recent State of Emergency in the country was 
declared following the November 2015 attacks in Paris, which finally expired (in 2017) after five 
extensions. The Act of March 23, 2020 was declared a “sanitary state of emergency” due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. This permits officials to take additional security measures, regulate movement with quarantine 
and provisional closures, as well as impose various other prohibitions.  
37 For more on securitarian capitalism and policing of French banlieues, see: Lambert & Rigouste, 2016. In 
this interview, Rigouste also discusses the logics of the marketing of urban renewal in France (and beyond): 
“In short, through this entire marketing program that urban renewal constitutes, the transformation of 
working-class and racialized neighborhoods into predominately white middle-class neighborhoods has 
attracted huge capital flows, especially since the early 2000s, as the State [of France] invested heavily to 
support local authorities in their urban restructuring policies. This is money that will fall immediately into 
the pockets of the building industry, but also into those of the security industry, again, because we can see 
that once the police, the media, the prisons, and the municipal authorities have managed to “clear the 
ground,” the redevelopment of these neighborhoods is done in collaboration with surveillance and design 
technologies, advertising, businesses; in short, a system of companies that make profits around it. The 
underlying logic is both to strengthen the socio-apartheid, but also to extend a form of internal colonization 
through the expansion of the capitalist city and the invention of new forms of supervision and management 
of social life.” 
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segregation on the site; visually and psychologically reinforcing the site as a cultural 

garrison. Valli (2016) upholds: 

The territorial segregation of poor neighborhoods... was created by constructing 
material, symbolic, spatial and discursive boundaries to exclude minority groups, 
to ‘other’ them. In the cycle of abandonment and gentrification, the latter is once 
again the affirmation of the power of making space of hegemonic groups; that is, 
the same power that has created segregation to begin with. (p. 1206) 
 

 
Figure 2.14 Portion of La Friche’s exterior gate and wall, Rue Jobin (2019) 
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Figure 2.15 Additional view of fortress La Friche, Rue Jobin (2019) 

 

 
Figure 2.16 Several security cameras at the entrance to the Playground/skatepark (emphasis added) (2019) 
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As I analyze the visual impact of material aspects of the complex, it must be 

stated that this is not a comprehensive dissection of every structure on-site. Rather, I am 

reflecting on what I find most striking, paradoxical and/or indicative of the carefully 

planned staging of an idealized historical narrative (Crane, 2011), and how this highly 

curated site is generative of sociospatial segregation/othering. Turning to the physicality 

of La Tour building, I observe that despite the requisite patina of a postindustrial 

structure brought up to present-day desires – this read in the sections of sandstone wall 

still standing in the tobacco factory (Fig. 2.17 - 2.18), as well as the exposed wooden 
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lintels from eras past (Fig. 2.19), ways that the past is appropriated in the present (Kearns 

& Philo, 1993) – the newer structures in La Friche complex emit an energy of exclusion.  

 
Figure 2.17 Portion of sandstone wall on the exterior of La Tour building, La Friche (2019) 
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Figure 2.18 Exterior of La Tour building, La Friche (2019) 

 

 
Figure 2.19 Wooden lintels, exterior of La Tour building, La Friche (2019)  
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These exterior walls of La Tour, celebrated for their age and contributing to the 

“grittiness”-as-touristic draw in Belle de Mai, are indicative of an aesthetic of occupation: 

[This is] a form of cultural production that allows places to be constructed around 
depoliticized cultural fantasies of “authenticity” and “nostalgia”. These are 
indicated by an array of material factors including, but not limited to, repurposed 
aging infrastructure, renovated historical architecture, DIY and craft industries, 
and local production. These aesthetic changes create a materiality that 
commodifies the “grit” of urban life to be consumed by affluent consumer 
populations, both as new residents and as tourists. In these ways, the materiality 
of gentrification allows for engagement with curated experiences of “authenticity” 
that mask traumatic pasts, present conditions of racial and economic 
disenfranchisement of the urban core, and the hardships of people who make up 
the communities being replaced. (Berglund & Gregory, 2019, p. 117) 

 

Yet while the ultimate goal is to maximize attendance in order to maximize profit for the 

complex, even during operational hours it is not uncommon to find entire sections of the 

complex closed off to the public. During several visits to La Friche (2018, 2019), I 

encountered many hiccups with access to exhibitions and provisions. While this meant I 

faced locked doors, poor signage and dark hallways – it provided the chance to closely 

photograph portions of the complex sans visitors (Fig 2.20 – 2.23). 

 
Figure 2.20 Portions of La Tour and Le Panorama buildings, photographed from Le Grand Plateau (2019) 
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Figure 2.21 Interior of Le Grand Plateau (2019) 

 
Figure 2.22 Stairwell towards Le Module (2019) 
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Figure 2.23 Portion of La Tour and the Playground, photographed from Le Grand Plateau (2019) 

While documenting the grounds, I was most impacted by the severity of bordering 

around La Friche’s garden. To separate the SNCF railroad platform from the space, the 

complex gilds the lily of a retaining wall with razor wire, barbed wire and electrified 

fencing. It is perplexing to me why any part of the barrier has openings at all; the illusion 

of access and visibility between La Friche and the Saint-Charles neighborhood across the 

tracks is mired in a visuality of distrust and hostility. As though whatever growing in the 

garden, whatever horticulture workshops or performances occur in the space, or whatever 

lush greenery blooms on the grounds is solely for patrons – those permitted into the 

complex, those whose behavior, attitudes and appearances conform to the center’s visual 

regime (Fig. 2.24 – 2.25).   
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Figure 2.24 Fortification around La Friche’s garden (2019) 

 

 
Figure 2.25 Additional view of the fortified garden (2019) 

 



 95 

Harshness echoes throughout the space, beyond the air of animosity conveyed by the 

garden’s enclosure. Although the tobacco factory structure (La Tour) dates to the mid 19th 

century, the surrounding buildings of the complex provide a crash course in the visuality 

of Brutalist-style architecture/New Brutalism.38 While I won’t dive into the debates about 

the style’s history, purpose and projections – it is worthy to note that these forms are 

critiqued for how they age in maritime climates (incurring moss, lichens, rust from the 

steel reinforcing bars as well as water stains) and its oft-perceived “cold” appearance, 

mirroring Cold War totalitarianism (Fig. 2.26 – 2.27). 

 
Figure 2.26 Le Grand Plateau and the Playground (2019) 

!
38 Descended from the modernist movement, Brutalism is an architectural style that emerged in the 1950s 
among reconstruction projects of the postwar era. The minimalist constructions can be described: “Bold, 
brash and confrontational, there can hardly be a more controversial – or misunderstood – architectural 
movement than Brutalism. [Even the] very name is misleading, causing many to condemn its concrete 
creations for their apparent "brutality". Brutalism's etymology actually lies in the French béton-brut – 
literally "raw concrete" – the movement's signature material. But Brutalism was concerned with far more 
than materials, emerging in the early 1950s through dissatisfaction with existing forms of Modernism, from 
which it aimed to make a conscious departure while at the same time recapturing its original heroic spirit” 
(Hopkins, 2014). One of the movement’s most important influences was Charles-Édouard Jeanneret’s (Le 
Corbusier), the visionary behind Unité d'Habitation in Marseille. 
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Figure 2.27 Additional view of the Playground, photographed from Le Grand Plateau (2019) 

The new buildings that surround La Tour were designed and built by Mattieu Poitevin’s 

architectural firm ARM (now, Caractère Spécial) from 2010-2013. On the firm’s website, 

the project is summarized (as auto-translated from French to English): 

Building R+5, millstones in facade entirely renovated with care and intelligence, 
900 m! per level fitted out loft style with thematic and refined loggias. All 
amenities on each level, shops on the ground floor, living room 10 000 m!. 

No maintenance work required. Interior finishes to suit everyone's taste; vertical 
circulation restored to a standard and multiple use. Creation of luminous brushes 
during the day and flying carpet lighting at night. The level is overhung by an 
accessible terrace of 10 000 m!. 
 
Aperitif or summer barbecue are highly desired without being too much of a 
hassle. The whole is connected by a sort of attic, extruded attic: a penthouse. It 
will be brilliantly decorated inside and will offer a more intimate place, barely 
more than 400 m!. Sublime sunset guaranteed. 

A few sounds of trains coming and going in the back, all of a torrid romanticism. 
Indoor sky at the choice of the authors. Close to the train station, friendly 
restaurant, theatre and all artistic events. 

Parking guaranteed. (Caractère Spécial) 
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I highlight this in full because it is laden with allusion to exclusionary placemaking. 

Neither in the physical architecture nor the architect’s expressed vision is any reference 

to the historicity of Belle de Mai. The greatest emphasis is on the sheer scale of the 

construction; great volumes of exhibition, dining and retail space for maximum 

consumption. This rings characteristically of benchmarks of the experience economy, 

which Chang (2016) describes thoroughly: 

[This comprises industries] dealing with experiences and they include retail, 
food/beverage, entertainment, arts, culture and hotels. [This includes] four realms 
of experience – entertainment (enjoyable consumption of services), education 
(learning something through participation), escapism (doing something outside 
the ordinary) and aesthetic (immersing in the environment). The aesthetic realm is 
relevant here as it refers to consumption of a physical setting where ‘aesthetic’ 
matters. Indeed, the aesthetic can be engineered in very specific ways to brand 
cities as diverse, socially mixed and tolerant. Rather than view aesthetics as a 
neutral environmental element, it can serve strategic roles in extracting capital 
returns (e.g. attracting people to a site and getting them to spend more) or 
ideological roles in identity formation and community building. For consumers, 
partaking in aesthetically charged experiences may serve as a way to distinguish 
themselves as refined and knowledgeable, as members of an elite group. 
Producers of aesthetic goods and environments also get to delimit their clientele, 
further defining their consumers as a niche group. (p. 526) 
 

In Caractère Spécial’s blurb, it is thus easy to see that the sublime sunset guaranteed is 

not only a lustful promise… but the experience of a memorable nightfall – fueled by 12"  

cocktails – is integral to the aesthetics of La Friche and the commodification of cultural 

capital. This sort of commodification, elaborated upon by the Frankfurt School, 

emphasizes mass culture as mediated through the marketplace; commodified cultural 

practices that are fed back into the ongoing production and maintenance of hegemonic 

capitalist social relations (Gunster, 2000). 

Also in Caractère Spécial’s recap – a few sounds of trains coming and going in 

the back, all of a torrid romanticism – is indicative of sociospatial erasure – painting in 

broad strokes over the ambient, everyday noises in Belle de Mai (car sirens, shrieking 

school kids, 1st or 2nd languages like Arabic or Turkish floating from the corners, 

semitrucks barreling down Rue Guibal and the like), potentially far less “romantic” (or 

marketable) to the clientele they wish to draw. This neighborhood cacophony is infinitely 

more complex than “a few trains coming and going” in the background, yet, Caractère 
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Spécial insists that can all be drowned out. And this is concretized in material form as the 

complex’s main restaurant, Les Grandes Tables, as well as the café/bookstore (La Salle 

des Machines) and garden – all topically intended as “community-centered” spaces – are 

tucked deep within La Friche’s borders; insulated from everyday activity in Belle de Mai. 

The artscapes of the space reinforce power structures in this built environment. The 

image of the alternative; edginess and trendsetting promoted by La Friche, its architects 

and through digital media amplifies: 

[That] gentrification is as much about adding in the requisite right look as it is 
about expunging undesired looks, particularly those of a working-class past. 
‘Aesthetic-cultural themes’ conveyed through the arts, food, lifestyle goods or 
quirky design thus become ‘a form of investment, status symbol and means of 
self-expression’ as much for the consumer as for the business producer. (Chang, 
2016, p. 527) 
 

The Panorama and Grand Plateau, an addition to the complex costing upwards of 

13,250,000" ,39 are in essence a product of Marseille’s 2013 designation as a European 

Capital of Culture (ECoC). Featured prominently on La Friche’s website: 

Marseille-Provence 2013 European Capital of Culture gave our region the 
opportunity to highlight the richness of our heritage and the abundance of art and 
culture which brings it to life. La Friche was actively involved in this major event 
with a varied, rich programme of events throughout 2013. (Friche La Belle de 
Mai) 

 
While I will not unpack the individual events and exhibitions that occurred during the 

ECoC celebration here, it is important to mind how La Friche galvanized the city’s bid 

for the title, and elaborate on the impact of the designation – which was decades in the 

making and on the shoulders of the Euroméditerranée project. Dell’Umbria (2012) 

untangles: 

Marseille is probably the last city in France to fall under the steamroller of 
neoliberal development. For a time one could imagine that, in the state of semi-
consciousness brought on by the long postwar decline, it would escape the fate of 
other West European cities. But that interval has ended: ten years of media 
campaigns touting a city rescued from its bad reputation by a ‘cultural ferment’ 
have provided the glossy packaging for a vast programme of gentrification. 
Tourists excited by its exoticism, but discouraged by the dirtiness of its streets, 
can now find themselves at home in an environment that has finally been cleaned 

!
39 Since 2004, the French and local governments have invested more than 26 million Euros for the 
transformation of La Friche. (Williams, 2019) 
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up and made secure. It took the dismantling of the industrial and port system, the 
expulsion of tens of thousands of Marseillais to the city’s outskirts, and a long 
hiatus in which the city was continually disparaged and marginalized, before it 
could once more be made attractive to a well-heeled clientele. In other words, the 
city had first to be broken. (p. 85) 

 

In order to forge ahead with this transformation, the loudest voices in Marseille – those of 

municipal leaders and private investment firms – sought to expunge the city of its 

decades-long negative reputation and undertake one of the largest urban redevelopments 

in southern Europe. 

Launched in 1995 (and ongoing through present day), the Euroméditerranée urban 

renewal project is in essence a dramatic effort to recalibrate Marseille’s relationship with 

the Mediterranean with scores of stakeholders working on local, regional and national 

scales to extract maximum profit from the city; it is an attempt to complete what many 

viewed to be a failed attempt at Haussmannization40 of the city (Nasiali 2016b). As 

summarized by Cartelli (2016), the Euroméditerranée project’s three principal goals are: 

!
40 The onset of the Second Empire in France ushered in an era of authoritarianism, increased privatization 
and the cultivation of a populist base in Paris. As unrest burned through the streets of the city in 1848, so 
too raged a crisis of capitalist overaccumulation. In 1851, Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte rose to power, 
quickly proclaiming himself emperor. To survive politically, Bonaparte resorted to widespread repression 
of dissenters while simultaneously reconfiguring the urban infrastructure of Paris (Harvey, 2008). While 
the proletariat lived in a city “wracked by political torments, torn apart by class struggle, sinking beneath its 
own weight of decadence, corruption, crime and cholera” (Harvey, 2006, p. 93), the bourgeoisie engaged in 
reckless speculation, generating unwieldy growth in development and retailing. It is during this time that 
power relations between producers and merchants shifted – producing new space relations and patterns of 
consumption in the city. With its attention turned towards tourism and importing goods from around 
Europe and the Maghreb, increasing pressure was placed on Paris’s infrastructure. Bonaparte brought in 
Georges-Eugène Haussmann as Prefect of Seine in 1853 to oversee the city’s public works. Haussmann 
ostensibly bludgeoned Paris into modernity (Harvey, 2006). His vision included plowing through, cutting 
open and all but entirely reconstructing the physical fabric of the city – and by extension its social space. 
Perhaps most remarkable about the Haussmannization of Paris is the scale of the decimation required for 
redevelopment as well as Haussmann’s ability to mobilize the spectacle to bolster imperial purposes; an 
unprecedented engagement in creative destruction. This erasure of the past and rebuilding of Paris in the 
image of the empire is emblematic of modernist capital development, where the free circulation of capital is 
prioritized in the reorganization of the built environment. 

Marshal Bugeaud, the Governor-General of Algeria during colonial rule, wrote in his book War of 
the Streets and Houses of a theory of architecture that intersected with the Haussmannization of Paris, 
“which corresponds to the application of the industrial revolution to the capitalist city. We thus see military 
and colonial doctrines transfer to the domain of policing when Haussmann “pierced the pumpkin,” as he 
said; that is to say, when he traced the broad avenues that allow the police or the army to charge against the 
workers movement. He also introduced all this disease imagery of tuberculosis, miasma, etc., equating the 
poorest part of the population with disease spreading in Paris that therefore necessitates the circulation of 
air. It’s like today’s urban renewal: we open roads for the police to enter the neighborhoods as easily as 
possible and to lock these neighborhoods up. Here again we invoke the airflow.” (Lambert & Rigouste, 
2016) 
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(1)!The commercial transformation of downtown Marseille, principally the area 
around the original nineteenth century docklands next to Place de la Joliette. 
These former warehouses have been converted into a network of offices and 
glass-roofed atriums, intended to attract businesses to downtown Marseille – 
to their north lies the twenty-nine story CMA-CGM tower (Marseille’s first 
and only skyscraper), designed by Iraqi-British architect Zaha Hadid, which 
has since become the principal office of the eponymous shipping company, 
the third largest in the world. 
 

(2)!The socio-economic requalification of an area of downtown Marseille north of 
the Old Port and east of Place de la Joliette. This significantly more complex 
project has seen the construction and reconstruction of lodgings, some of 
which are intended for working-class residents; the construction of two 
tramways, whose stated intent is to improve transportation options in 
Marseille for all while privileging access to the new Joliette central business 
district; improvements in infrastructure that include the construction of a new 
hospital in the Joliette area; and, finally, expanded employment opportunities, 
both in the construction sector, but also through the three-hundred businesses 
that have opened or transferred their offices into Euroméditerranée’s borders. 
 

(3)!From its beginnings, Euroméditerranée espoused a wide-ranging project of 
“cultural development,” meant as a simultaneous celebration of the city’s 
identity as well as part of a strategy to attract tourists to its Cité de la 
Méditerranée development, in whose early stages the J4 [esplanade] already 
figured. (p. 68) 

 
After over 25 years in operation, the project now spans 480 hectares, all of which are 

north and east of the Old Port. The Urban Development Agency’s action plan is 

scheduled until 2030 and is currently in its third phase of construction in delimited 

neighborhoods. In many ways, Euroméditerranée operates outside of traditional 

bureaucratic channels; it is a state-owned industrial and commercial entity (EPIC) which 

is primarily governed by private law. Its remit does not include waste collection, security 

or the management and organization of public spaces – the project’s tasks are foremost 

property and economic development. The statistics, figures and testimonials used by 

boosters of Euroméditerranée are bounteous. But for the sake of this dissertation, I am 

less concerned with the project’s governance or sustainability aspirations than I am with 
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the “project of ‘cultural development’”; its role in arts-based gentrification in the Joliette 

and Belle de Mai neighborhoods (Fig. 2.28 – 2.29).  

 
Figure 2.28 Neighborhood boundaries of the project, DP Euroméditerranée (Centre d’informations 

d’Euroméditerranée, 2019) 
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Figure 2.29 Alternative view of Euroméditerranée boundaries, (D’Architectures, 2010) 

Noteworthy in Figure 2.29 is how Rue de la Republique, the major thoroughfare 

connecting the northern and southern neighborhoods of Marseille, is part of the 

Euroméditerranée project, creating an island of the Vieux-Port. In the postwar era since 

the systematic dispossession and dynamiting of the neighborhood, this small pocket of 

the city embodies a politics of selective preservation; the few enduring structures are 

presently huge touristic draws for docked cruise ship passengers and other voyagers 

seeking a pre-packaged, abridged sampling of Marseille’s ancient history.  

Although I did not speak with any city inhabitants explicitly about 

Euroméditerranée and their sentiments towards its vision for Marseille’s future, 

contemporary historians and others writing about the project cover a range of reactions 

(Becciu et al., 2016; Martone et al., 2014; Bertoncello & Rodrigues-Malta, 2003). Nasiali 

(2016b) illuminates: 

Supporters of the plan say that it will not only stimulate the economy, which has 
been ailing for decades, but it will also help to counter Marseille’s notorious 
reputation for being a tough and dangerous town. Many of the Euroméditerranée-
funded projects, including a number of community and performing arts centers 
around Marseille, have already been completed, and proponents of the initiative 
emphasize how much public works attract tourists and simultaneously cater to 
Marseille residents who use such facilities for local theater productions, art 
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installations, and other events. Opponents argue that despite these gestures 
Euroméditerranée is still explicitly about exclusion, and the master plan 
ultimately serves to limit certain kinds of Marseillais from fully participating in 
the social life of the city. Still others assert that this most recent scheme is just the 
latest in a long series of historical efforts to discipline urban space and police the 
city’s residents. (p. 159) 

As visible in these maps, the Belle de Mai neighborhood is subsumed under the 

Euroméditerranée umbrella. But the greatest portion of focus and financing is on the 

waterfront – La Joliette neighborhood. The revitalization of La Joliette is premised on 

harnessing the untapped economic potential of this postindustrial landscape by the sea 

(Crane, 2011). So what “cultural development” is emphasized here by the 

Euroméditerranée project? Which histories and futures do these artscapes promote, and 

which do they repudiate? And how is place promotion that leans on the artscapes of La 

Joliette like a propagandistic tool for the city? There are no concise answers, but with 

digital ethnography and personal photography, I work to navigate these questions. 

 
La Mer, À Distance 

Euroméditerranée nests several arts institutions under its “Leisure and Culture” 

branch of the project: The Museum of Civilizations of Europe and the Mediterranean 

(MuCEM), Le Silo, Fonds Regional d’Art Contemporain Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur 

(FRAC, PACA), La Friche, Le Theatre Joliette-Minoterie, Departmental Archives, 

Musée Regards de Provence, La Vieille Charité, and Pathe Europacorp Multiplex 

Cinema. These span a wide array of uses and missions – from the hyper-corporate new 

multiplex to archaeological collections kept in a 17th century almshouse, spread across La 

Joliette, Belle de Mai and Cité de la Méditerranée neighborhoods. Kept separately under 

its “Retail Units” branch includes: Les Terrasses du Port, Les Voutes de la Major, Les 

Docks Village et La Rue de la Republique. Categorically, I find the two sections 

inextricable from each other; there are ‘retail’ spaces within ‘culture’ spaces and vice 

versa. Euroméditerranée confirms the interweaving of the two: “With some 80% of new 

cultural facilities located within the site managed by the Euroméditerranée Urban 

Development Agency, the business district has also become a destination for leisure and 

culture activities” (Euroméditerranée). 
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Here, we cannot be bogged down with the histories, agendas and economic 

viability of every single listed site in the district. Rather, my efforts fixate on FRAC – the 

contemporary art museum in La Joliette at the sharp corner of Boulevard de Dunkerque 

and Rue Vincent Leblanc. While the building of La Friche’s “La Tour” dates to the 19th 

century, I contrast this with an interrogation of FRAC and its space. FRAC was 

constructed in 2013 as part of the Euroméditerranée project in La Joliette, the same year 

as Marseille’s designation as a European Capital of Culture (ECoC); a manifestation of 

the city’s quest in cultivating a global reputation for cultural activities.  

Before plunging into particulars of the FRAC site, it is significant to further flesh 

out what ECoC meant for Marseille and its artscapes. There is a wide array of policies 

and initiatives instigated by the European Commission – the executive branch of the 

European Union, tasked with proposing legislation and implementing decisions as well as 

managing day-to-day affairs of the EU – intended to support Europe’s cultural and 

creative sectors.41 When the ECoC program was initiated in 1985 by then-Green Minister 

for Culture Melina Mercouri: 

[The] aim was to develop a cultural dimension to the work of the European 
Community (now the EU) as a way of bringing the European community closer 
together. Initially the cultural programme was used as an opportunity to reinforce 
the status of prestigious European cultural centres – such as Athens (1985), 
Florence (1986), Amsterdam (1987), West Berlin (1988) and Paris (1989). The 
selection of Glasgow in 1990 marked the start of the ECoC programme as a 
catalyst for urban regeneration to promote emerging cultural assets in the cities 
that followed, such as Thessalonica, Lille and Liverpool. Marseille is following 
the path of cities that have used cultural policy to encourage investment and 
tourism. (Giovanangeli, 2015, p. 303) 
 

For local policy makers and other stakeholders, the ECoC designation is an opportunity 

to rebrand the city and boost the region’s economy, as it draws national and international 

attention to cultural facilities and showcase events. As formally listed on the ECoC 

website, the initiative is designed to: highlight the richness and diversity of cultures in 

Europe; celebrate the cultural features Europeans share; increase European citizens’ sense 

of belonging to a common cultural area; and foster the contribution of culture to the 

development of cities (Creative Europe). Undeniably, there is loaded terminology in this 

!
41 For an in-depth look at the European Capitals of Culture program and related agendas, see: 
https://ec.europa.eu/culture/policy/culture-policies/cities-regions_en 
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list, including the definition of citizenship and belonging in the EU, nation-building and 

heritage – this sparks many questions about whose cultures are worthy of celebration (and 

why).  

The website also lists how “experience has shown that the event is an excellent 

opportunity for: regenerating cities; raising the international profile of cities; enhancing 

the image of cities in the eyes of their own inhabitants; [and] breathing new life into a 

city’s culture and boosting tourism” (Creative Europe). Remarkably absent from these 

itemizations is the benefit of the designation to the everyday lives of the cultural 

producers themselves. Priority is instead given to what artists can give to the city, to 

tourists, to the local and national economy. By large, the ECoC application, designation 

and the actualization of its programming is an extractive process, productive of cultural 

and material erasures (Tursie, 2015; Giovanangeli, 2015) which further marginalizes 

artists and others in the precariat class. 

What began as a program to promote uniqueness and cultural diversity throughout 

Europe is now largely a marketing opportunity for cities to improve their image at a 

range of scales, as the “ECoC is today about cities re-inventing their identities, re-

narrating their history in a European context. The peripheral position, the unwanted 

heritage of the cities’ past, soon became elements to be exploited and re-invented” 

(Tursie, 2015, p. 71). An intensive application must be submitted by each city years prior 

to the title-year and is reviewed against a list of selection criteria. A long period of 

planning is required for the implementation of cultural programming and infrastructural 

improvement. Preselection and selection reports are compiled, as well as two rounds of 

monitoring during the Capital year, followed by post-evaluation and a Commission 

report.42  

 In September 2008, Marseille won the bid for 2013 European Capital of Culture 

and formal designation was announced in May 2009. There was an operating budget of 

approximately 100 million Euros for the Capital year, on top of over 600 million Euros in 

new cultural infrastructure. Over 900 events were included in the cultural programming 

of ECoC 2013. Hotel bookings and other tourist activities exponentially increased, as 

!
42 Full reports are available through the ECoC website: https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2015:74:FIN 
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more than 10 million visits were recorded for the various celebrations and events. The 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry for Marseille-Provence determined that ECoC 

generated more than 500 million Euros in economic stimulus and about 2,800 jobs were 

created during this window. 

The artscapes of Belle de Mai and the in-progress transformations of La Joliette 

(as part of earlier phases of Euroméditerranée) proved indispensable to how the city’s 

potential was framed. La Friche’s redevelopment into an alternative cultural mecca – the 

foremost in France – served as a fundamental facility in the application – framed as a 

“catalyst for the regeneration and the cultural revival of the city as well as a flagship 

project for Euroméditerranée” (Andres, 2011b, p. 72). While the complexities and 

opportunities of the urban core were elemental to the bid, it was also about the marketing 

of Marseille’s geographic position: 

Marseille presents itself as a European cultural metropolis situated in the centre of 
the Euro-Mediterranean region. Its main acknowledged potential is the 
geographical one: “strategically located in the middle of the Latin Arc that unites 
metropolises along the Northern bank of the Mediterranean”. Marseille reorients 
its geography and does not present itself as a Southern European city, but instead, 
as a city situated on the North shore of the Mediterranean Sea… one promotional 
material of Marseille-Provence 2013 presented a reversed North-South map of 
Europe, Marseille being in the North, as an open point towards the Mediterranean 
Sea. (Tursie, 2015, p. 80) 
 

Latching onto Marseille’s proximity to the sea and the broader Mediterranean basin has 

long been a means of asserting the city’s significance – its Mediterraneanism – as 

detailed extensively by Crane (2011): 

Herzfeld insists on using the term Mediterraneanism as a means of unmasking the 
reductive, falsely unifying, and highly Eurocentric viewpoint that is generally 
embedded in claims to a shared cultural identity. Indeed, the very idea of the 
Mediterranean as a coherent terrain was a distinctly European one that was first 
consolidated in the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries through the 
processes of imperialism and colonization that were then actively restructuring 
this geographic area. A distinctly modern concept, this term was increasingly 
employed to advance claims to cultural origins, most often rooted in antiquity.  
(p. 8) 
 

Rather than excavate and evaluate the plenteous historic literary, journalistic, 

architectural/morphological descriptions that emphasized Marseille’s relationship with 

and across the sea – often concealment for imperialist aspirations and nationalist politics 
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(Crane, 2011) – I choose to fixate on the contemporary moment and how the 

Mediterranean is used as a highly aestheticized experience in artscapes, marketing and 

digital media – elemental to the curated image of the city. Access to the sea and 

correlated leisure activities – the use of a Mediterranean imaginary – operates for 

commercial gains; spaces of an everyday yet spectacularized landscape, promoted as 

symbol(s) of both subtle and deliberate exclusivity and thus generative of sociospatial 

segregation.  

At the outset of this case study, I declared that Marseille is not a city of walls. By 

now, this might seem paradoxical, given my insistence on the abundance of physical and 

psychological bordering in the city and the localized material aspects of gentrification – 

rife with new forms of partition.43 However, this wall-lessness is reinforced, in theory, by 

the approach of architect Kengo Kuma44 in the design of the FRAC museum. The FRAC, 

while sited in Marseille, is one of 23 public collections in a network of art spaces across 

France and its collection and exhibitions are representative not just of the urban core, but 

the Provence-Alpes-Côte d’Azur region. These 23 connected collections are funded both 

regionally and nationally, and while some are housed in existing historical buildings, 

FRAC-PACA’s new building was completed in time for ECoC 2013. Inspirited by 

French politician and writer André Malraux, the building is meant to be like a “museum 

without walls;”45 a living and moving place where the exhibitions are constantly in 

motion and part of a logic of dissemination and interaction with the public (Architecturo). 

A cultural space that is permeable; open to the city.  

But of course, the museum has real walls – effective in real bordering and 

exclusionary placemaking. On the exterior of the building, hundreds of opaque glass 

!
43 One such form of partition is the recently constructed 2-meter high concrete wall around the highly 
contested multi-million dollar redevelopment project, requalification de la place, in La Plaine (near Cours 
Julien) which is intended to halt community members’ and grassroots organizers’ protest efforts and 
destroy the community’s cohesion (Nasiali, 2016a; Bonduel, 2019; Chekkat, 2019). 
44 At risk of redundancy, Kuma could also be considered a “starchitect”, not unlike La Friche’s Jean 
Nouvel. He is a globally acclaimed architect who works between Tokyo and Paris. In 2015, he was chosen 
to design Tokyo’s 2020 Olympic Stadium (postponed to 2021). Other famous projects include the Portland 
Japanese Gardens, China Academy of Art (Hangzhou) and the Waterfront Cultural Center (Copenhagen, 
Denmark).  
45 This is a common translation of his notion of musée imaginaire (imaginary museum): a collection of 
wide and varied artworks represented in our imagination, far outreaching the capacities of any singular 
museum.  
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rectangles form a checkerboard against the glazed exterior of the six-story structure. They 

are positioned to create interplay between light and shadow, positive and negative space 

(Fig. 2.30 – 2.31). With the archive housed in the basement, the other floors are utilized 

as a café, conference room, artist residences, offices, library/research center, auditorium 

and exhibition halls. All of this movement and perceived vibrancy is packed into the 

relatively small footprint. The architect Kengo Kuma explains:  

On a triangular shaped site, of a quite static and difficult nature, we wanted on the 
contrary to plug into the city by bringing its energy into the building. In this way 
on the surface, the lenses on the façade reflect the passage of passersby, the street 
traffic, and the variations in light from day to night. (AASArchitecture) 

 
Cutting through some of the architectural jargon, the exterior of FRAC is predominately 

clear glass, with an additional layer of panels to filter light. I view this not as a way to 

bring the city in, but rather, to obfuscate individuals and everyday activities beyond the 

museum; as though their silhouettes in space are a moving installation against the gallery 

walls. These energies siphoned for the pleasure of the paying museumgoer. The expanse 

of glass also becomes canvas for vandalism and/or community members’ grievances 

(through physical force, or otherwise) (Fig. 2.32).  

  
Figures 2.30 - 2.31 Detail of FRAC exterior (2019) 
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Figure 2.32 Broken panes on the museum’s exterior, shattering the FRAC logo (2019) 

It could be argued that the semi-translucent panes encasing the museum are even more 

exclusionary than typical concrete, brick or ironwork; a two-way mirror to see who 

assimilates with and buys into the culture of FRAC, and who is (unofficially) barred 

because of ethnicity, class, or other hinderances to participation in the space. This 

“inside” and “outside”, a physical and psychological distancing between the local 

population and cultural sites attracting habitués, is laid bare by the materials of the 

museum structure. Kuma details his vision for the interior of the structure: 

The alley in the sky is connected with outside terraces in a number of places, and 
you can breathe in the sea air and experience the ambience of this port city when 
you go out onto the terraces. These terraces in the air also form a connection 
between the alleys located around the building and the alley in the air. The 
terraces that float in the sky are in effect sky stages, and the activities that are 
performed there draw the attention of the people walking on the ground, and 
create a type of connection between the city and the building, as well as daily life 
and art. The end point of this alley is a large terrace on the roof. This relationship 
is similar to the relationship between alleys and plazas in the city structure of 
Marseille. (AASArchitecture) 

 
To breathe the sea air. To call the Mediterranean into the built environment, the shoreline 

– physically two blocks away – right up to the museum’s doorstep. The Mediterranean 
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ceases to be a mere body of water and increasingly becomes somethings else: a region, an 

opportunity for affiliation, a blanket identifier for pleasure and pastime (Cartelli, 2016) 

and a pacifier of qualm and contestation. Just what ambience is Kuma hoping visitors 

experience? What connections could be made with nearby alleys and the people who 

move through them?  

When I spent time in the space, I was captivated by the slices of La Joliette seen 

from the terrace as well as through the façade’s panes. While in such close proximity to 

the water, there is no sightline to catch a glimpse; looking north down Boulevard de 

Dunkerque,46 the highly reflective exteriors of recent Euroméditerranée structures: The 

Conseil Mondial de l’Eau (World Water Council), Direction Régionale et 

Départementale des Affaires Maritimes, Hotel Ibis and Egis Marseille (Engineering 

Consultant) are among the buildings that butt up directly to the road. Diagonal from 

FRAC, the Immeuble Grand Horizon (Regional Council), BNP Paribas bank and Kedge 

Business School – Campus Joliette structures bound the plaza behind Les Docks. While 

there are no skyscrapers from this vantage point, the surroundings are an bona fide forest 

of concrete, limestone and glass (Fig. 2.33 – 2.35). 

Figure 2.33 Panoramic photo from the terrace, looking north and west (2019) 

!
46 The redevelopment of Boulevard de Dunkerque is part of the Euroméditerranée project, costing over 14 
million euros. The tramline has been fully reconstructed and the Arvieux and Espercieux squares were 
rebuilt on top of new underground car parks. From the Euroméditerranée site: “The urban design selected 
by the project management team highlights the layout of the boulevard with a quadruple alignment of silver 
lindens which marks the continuity of avenue Schuman and follows the long-standing tradition of the urban 
layouts of the 19th Century. This project offers a contrast between the daytime and night-time perspectives, 
emphasized by an “enchanting” and staged design which reinforces the important elements of the project: 
the tramway, the Arvieux and Espercieux squares and Dock building development.” (Euroméditerranée) 
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Figure 2.34 FRAC reflected in BNP Paribas façade, photographed from the terrace (2019) 
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Figure 2.35 Another vantage from the terrace, looking north (2019) 

Kuma created the FRAC structure so that visitors could experience the ambience of this 

port city. But what constitutes this ambience? Is it the immediate atmosphere of the city 

block where FRAC is situated, with asphalt covering every corner? La Joliette? All of 

Marseille? What noises, smells and sights does Kuma and his firm include in this 

imaginary, and which are (re: must be) drowned out? In his romanticism of the city’s 

ambiance – its everyday life – there are implicated inclusions, overt omissions and 

deliberate erasures. The “everyday” cannot be “everything”, particularly when designing 

high-profile spaces intended to add to the curated image of Marseille. So, what counts?  

These experiential implications for FRAC and the redeveloped neighborhood ring 

of Lefebvre’s spatial triad; the perceived, conceived and lived production of space 

existing in dialectical tension. Soja, writing on this trialectics of spatiality, synthesizes 

from Lefebvre’s The Production of Space (1991): 

1.! Spatial practice is defined as producing a spatiality that “embraces production 
and reproduction, and the particular locations (lieux specifiés) and spatial sets 
(ensembles) characteristic of each social formation”… Spatial practice, as the 
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process of producing the material form of social spatiality, is thus presented as 
both medium and outcome of human activity, behavior, and experience… 
This materialized, socially produced, empirical space is described as 
perceived space, directly sensible and open, within limits, to accurate 
measurement and description… 

2.! Representations of space define a “conceptualized space, the space of 
“scientists, planners, urbanists, technocratic subdividers (‘découpeurs’ et 
‘agenceurs’), as of a certain type of artist with a scientific bent – all of whom 
identify what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived.” This 
conceived space is also tied to the relations of production and, especially, to 
the order or design that they impose. Such order is constituted via control over 
knowledge, signs, and codes: over the means of deciphering spatial practice 
and hence over the production of spatial knowledge… 

3.! Spaces of representation are seen by Lefebvre both as distinct from the other 
two spaces and as encompassing them… Spaces of representation embody 
“complex symbolisms, sometimes coded, sometimes not.” They are linked to 
the “clandestine or underground side of social life” and also to art, which 
Lefebvre described as a coding not of space more generally but specifically of 
the spaces of representation… Here then is space as directly lived with all its 
intractability intact, a space that stretches across the images and symbols that 
accompany it, the space of “inhabitants” and “users…” (Soja, 1996, p. 67) 

 

For Lefebvre, this spatial triad constructs social space; space is not inert nor abstract – it 

is the various elements operating together and (re)producing a social product (Davidson, 

2009). Urban planners and architects largely exhibit control over representations of 

space; a conceived space created by models, plans and maps. Their aims are to create an 

idealized space stacked with epistemological power, that tends towards ““a system of 

verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs,” again referring to language, 

discourse, texts, logos: the written and spoken word” (p. 67). The architects’ and 

planners’ practices are of domination, of regulation – of bodies and the built 

environment. What they design is representative of power, surveillance and control.  

There is implicit ascendancy in FRAC’s structure. Although it was planned and 

constructed to be a space that architectonically expresses permeability, I find that the site 

is more of a sealed bubble abounding with symbolic exclusion. The museum patron gains 

access to a site only available to tourists or Marseillais who can afford entry (the regular 

fee is 5" ). Once within the space, they are granted permission to access highly curated 

views of the gentrifying neighborhood; visitors’ perceptions of the city, as seen through 

the glass panes and from the terraces on high, are moulded by the highly aestheticized 
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experience of the immediate environs. By this, I mean that everything within sight when 

looking out from the museum has been touched by Euroméditerranée, and “this occludes 

both an understanding of the material phenomenon that [undergirds] the neighborhood’s 

transformation and the existence and character of the low-income residents who continue 

to share the neighborhood with the new urban elite, tourists and developers for whom the 

neighborhood has been transformed” (Rothenberg & Lang, 2017, p. 3). It points to the 

disconnect between the conceived and lived spaces of FRAC; the museum visitor is a 

passive consumer of a rhapsodized view of the changing neighborhood, as the museum’s 

surroundings are a redeveloped, sterilized version of the Joliette of old. 

What I found to be the most jarring element of FRAC isn’t more than a few feet 

from its entrance. An interior courtyard, replete with small pond, is viewable from the 

museum’s first floor – though there is no public access to the outdoor space. Instead, 

patrons may gaze through the clear glass directly into the balconies of lower-income 

Joliette residents (Fig. 2.36 – 2.37). It is a perplexing and intrusive framing of others’ 

lives – an aesthetic of occupation where upwardly socially mobile museumgoers enact 

power over more disenfranchised communities; forcing residents to play part of a 

permanent exhibition. To be on display, if not surveilled, during all hours of operation. 

Said Kuma of this detail: 

Also in its heart, we created an interior courtyard with a terrace that opens on to a 
framed view of the reality of the true Marseille… the FRAC program is before all 
else a living collection in tune with its city… on the one hand glass membranes let 
in life and light, on the other barriers protect from the urban hubbub. 
(AASArchitecture) 

 
The reality of the true Marseille. A tacit understanding that what is within the gallery 

halls is not “true” Marseille, and especially not “true” to La Joliette. That the true 

Marseille is something browner or blacker or poorer. More congested, less refined. A 

border, between Kuma’s ultramodern form and the bits of Marseille left behind and 

excluded by the forces of change at work in the neighborhood. Inhabitants of the 

apartments are subjected to the visitors’ gaze unwillingly – many crafting makeshift 

curtains from old sheets to deter wandering eyes into the workings of their private 

everyday lives. A true Marseille is loaded rhetoric alluding to the lower classes’ ways of 
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life as something different. A fetishizing of something Other than those who spend time 

in FRAC, yet the details and discretion in their days are erased:  

Changes in the aesthetic and performative codes of neighborhood places affect 
some peoples’ abilities to participate in everyday life or mark them as ‘other’ and 
not belonging. This is a form of displacement in the sense that ‘people can be 
displaced – unable to (re)construct place – without spatial dislocation […] as 
placemaking activities are altered, commodified and/or destroyed by 
gentrification processes’. (Kern, 2016, p. 444) 
 

Every day that the museum is operational is another instance of sociospatial segregation 

reproduced onsite.  

 
Figure 2.36 View of the courtyard and neighboring apartments, photographed from the FRAC lobby (2019) 
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Figure 2.37 Alternate view of the courtyard and neighboring apartments, photographed from the FRAC lobby (2019) 
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A final viewpoint from the building to focus on is to the southeast, as seen from 

the FRAC terrace. I return to this terrace because it is such a significant element of the 

museum’s design. On an overcast afternoon, my attention was drawn away from the 

bustle of Boulevard Dunkerque47 towards the ringing school bells and slamming gates. 

From where I stood, through the pixilation of the opaque glass panels, the Ecole 

Élémentaire Vincent Leblanc (elementary school) and the Orange corporate campus 

dominated the scene (Fig. 2.38 – 2.39).  

Figure 2.38 View of the Orange corporate campus from inside FRAC (2019) 

!
47 Since the beginning of Euroméditerranée redevelopment, this area of La Joliette is notoriously lacking 
nightlife and any excess of frivolity. The streets are primarily busy on weekdays, during business hours, 
and there is a noticeable dearth of wheatpastings, stickers, street vendors, loud music or any of the other 
sensuous qualities of lively urban space. So much so that on Euroméditerranée’s website, under 
“Frequently Asked Questions” is included: Is there any life in Joliette after 6 pm? Their response: “Of 
course there is! The choice of bars and restaurants has grown considerably. Just to name a few: the rooftop 
of Les Terrasses du Port, after-work drinks at The Babel Community, the many restaurants at Les Docks 
Village and evenings along the Esplanade de la Major” (Euroméditerranée). However, during my time in 
the neighborhood – particularly when it was considered “off-season” in the autumn, I was hard-pressed to 
find any restaurants or bars open for dinner or drinks. 
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Figure 2.39 Looking onto Rue Vincent Leblanc from FRAC (2019) 

Without much additional knowledge of the city and its ongoing redevelopment – standing 

here, one could also surmise that Marseille is devoid of any traces of antiquity, or even its 

not-so-distant industrial past. In the eye’s range: a bank, several corporate campuses, a 

business school, many parking garages. The heavy-handed redevelopment scheme of 

Euroméditerranée and the “cleaning up” of the city ahead of ECoC 2013 have amounted 

to little more than many surfaces in which to see one’s reflection. It is fitting to view this 

from FRAC: 

[The] complicated lived experience of post-industrialization, neoliberal austerity 
and rising levels of inequality and displacement and break-neck commercial 
development is packaged, through aestheticization, as a ready-made and easily 
governed (and photographed) spectacle. Instead of generating a potentially unruly 
and unpredictable experience, inequality and urban flux are neutralized and 
controlled through the aesthetic gaze, which transforms this lived experience into 
a consumer product to be purchased and consumed… 
(Rothenberg & Lang, 2017, p. 8) 
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Rather than revealing (and fostering) a vibrant social life in La Joliette, these spaces are 

instead rendered depthless and largely depopulated. The roads are relatively newly paved 

and widened, and many of the surfaces in sight – glassily returning your gaze – are 

persistently power washed and seemingly graffiti-resistant (spare the thinly drawn !  

“Revolution” near the loading dock door (see Fig. 2.39 above). Any residual “grit” or 

“alternative” energy of the area has migrated towards Belle de Mai, or the Noailles 

neighborhood near Vieux-Port: 

Because the deployment of aesthetic experience – both discursively and 
materially – is so central to urban development today, it is crucial… to examine 
the aesthetic dimension of urban transformation. We need to understand not only 
the social, political and economic processes through which development takes 
place, but also how the deliberate manipulation of aesthetic experience is 
deployed in the planning and outcome of these projects… [this invites] an 
analysis of what specific repurposed industrial structures and scapes mean as 
social, aesthetic, ideological and spatial artifacts: what they do as objects of 
sensual or aesthetic apprehension and how power, inequality, social inclusion and 
exclusion and identity are produced and reproduced through the design strategies 
deployed in repurposing. (Rothenberg & Lang, 2017, p. 1) 

 
While the sweeping views of a Euroméditerranée-ized Joliette from FRAC demonstrate a 

remarkable a-historicity (and disinterest) in an area so steeped in eras of migration, labor 

and related upheavals, there are still slivers of the past to be found – if the eye is 

permitted to wander.  

Furthest-east on the terrace provides glimpses of the former Biétron Industrial 

Store, a now derelict lot across from the museum (Fig. 2.40 – 2.41). This artscape has 

tremendous magnetism and drew me away from FRAC toward its ruins. A perimeter now 

bound by corrugated steel, all that remains of the historic building is the archway above 

the front door, embossed with the inscription “A. Biétron” (Fig. 2.42). In 1911, Étienne 

Biétron and Honoré dit Aimé Biétron purchased land from the Marseille Real Estate 

Company and began their wholesale cheese trading business in April 1912. As 

technology advanced, the building integrated refrigerated storage. In 1929, a petrol pump 

was installed. The ~1500 square meter site was a hub for commerce in the neighborhood, 

and during World War II, it was used by the Scottish pastor-resistance as a safe haven for 

British sailors (Tourisme Marseille). It’s proven difficult to find Anglophone history on 
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the Biétron shop, but it is safe to say that its shuttering and subsequent abandonment is in 

suit with the era of postindustrial decline in the Joliette neighborhood.  

 
Figure 2.40 Looking southeast from the FRAC terrace (2019) 
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Figure 2.41 Biétron lot, photographed from FRAC (2019) 

 

Figure 2.42 Archway above the (former) front door of the Biétron store, La Joliette (2019) 
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Before the building’s destruction in Spring 2013, the lot was used for parking by the 

Desbief hospital. What remains of the entryway is slated to become integrated into a new 

office building. But when will this new construction be actualized? If the lot’s been in 

stasis for over eight years, questions arise around land speculation and the reinscription of 

space.  

 There is an array of literature that advocates for the “greening” of vacant land as a 

long-term investment for cities; a strategy for postindustrial sites to gain economic and 

social value in a community as residents and urban planners encourage ground cover, 

grasses and forestry – so that the space can transform into a park or mixed-use area. But 

visible signs in this friche (wasteland) point to all but total neglect from 

Euroméditerranée forces. While some bramble has worked its way through the concrete 

slabs of the Biétron lot, it is observable that this space is hostile towards adaptability and 

regrowth. The spared entryway is in substantial disrepair – its wreckage hastened by fires 

and the bulldozers’ reckless claws (Fig 2.43). This ruination is itself an aesthetic of 

occupation; that trespassing (bringing potential for urban gardening and/or recreational 

use) is physically forbidden by steel reinforcement; that sociospatial progress and the 

charged promises of redevelopment is determined top-down; that nearby residents must 

simply accept the site increasingly filled with litter and cheap advertisements (Fig. 2.44 – 

2.48). Perhaps more than anywhere else in the neighborhood, this site musters shrieks of 

community splintered and stifled, of potential withered and littered. Akawi (2012) 

etymologically reinforces: 

Deotte elaborates on the link between the ruin and the event, explaining that the 
event, (l’événement, le cas) is ‘casus’ in Latin: the term’s root is found in the verb 
‘cadere’, which means ‘to fall’. As for the ruin, it is rooted in the Latin verb 
‘ruere’, also meaning ‘to fall’. The notion of collapse, as it appears both in the 
ruin and in the event inscribed, produces the archive as a gathering of ruins (or 
fragments), in search of a whole. 
 

Since the scope of this project does not include interviews with residents of La Joliette or 

other Marseillais, I cannot adequately reflect on their sentiments about this decaying site. 

However, while attuned to some of the visual minutiae, I photographed an anonymous 

decree scrawled across municipal signage near the Biétron entryway (Fig. 2.48). 

POLLUEURS. JARDIN WANT VERDURE. I am unclear about why the author mixed 
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English with French, but even as a fumbling Francophile I understood this demand: 

Polluters – [We] want garden greenery. This lot is physically and psychically wasting 

away in the eyes of Marseille’s community members, but perhaps many feel 

disempowered when up against local, regional and national stakeholders in power. 

Similarly, as the lot remains vacant and the fences persist, material boundaries between 

FRAC and residents of the Joliette and Saint-Lazare neighborhoods are deeper 

entrenched, freighted with symbolism of a ‘here’ and an ‘over there’ – steel, concrete and 

weeds delineating who and what belongs (Fig. 2.49 – 2.51). FRAC presses on with 

programming and promotion skewed toward tourists and more upwardly social 

Marseillais – a line drawn in the sand (or rather, cement dust and shattered glass) down 

Rue Vincent Leblanc.  
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Figure 2.43 A portion of the Biétron entryway, damaged by demolition (FRAC in the background) (2019) 

 

 
Figure 2.44 Alternate view of the Biétron lot (2019) 
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Figure 2.45 Alternate view of the Biétron lot, FRAC in the background (2019) 
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Figure 2.46 Looking into the Biétron entryway – an accumulation of ashes, mold and metals (2019) 

Figure 2.47 Scorched texts, terra cotta and more accumulated in the Biétron entryway (2019) 
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Figure 2.48 “Pollueurs” (Polluters) written on municipal signage, Biétron entryway (2019) 
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Figure 2.49 Rubbish of the Biétron friche (2019)
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Figure 2.50 Additional view of Biétron entryway (2019) 
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Figure 2.51 Horticultural horror, Rue Vincent Leblanc (2019) 
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Perhaps Kengo Kuma never entrenched himself enough – or at all – in the cultural 

and spatial politics of La Joliette and greater Marseille. Could it be that these sociospatial 

segregations produced and maintained by FRAC are coincidental? A by-product of 

oblivion? Maybe he and his team of architects were blissfully (purposefully?) unaware of 

the everyday experience of inhabitants of these neighborhoods… designing the site from 

a blank slate, devoid of any skirmishes or hiccups that might influence the purity of his 

vision. I am in no position to diagnose the architect’s intentions. Though it is unrealistic 

to parse latent and active indicators of cultural superiority and power from the built 

environment of this site: 

Power, the power to maintain the relations of dependence and exploitation, does 
not keep to a defined “front” at the strategic level, like a frontier on the map or a 
line of trenches on the ground. Power is everywhere; it is omnipresent, assigned 
to Being. It is everywhere in space. It is in everyday discourse and commonplace 
notions, as well as in police batons and armoured cars. It is in objets d’art as well 
as in missiles. It is in the diffuse preponderance of the “visual,” as well as in 
institutions such as school or parliament. It is in things as well as signs… 
Everywhere, and therefore nowhere… Power has extended its domain right into 
the interior of each individual, to the roots of consciousness, to the “topias” 
hidden in the folds of subjectivity. (Lefebvre, 1976, p. 87) 
 

As I stood across the street at the entryway to the Biétron building, camera in hand, it 

became increasingly impossible to not see a building constructed with its back turned to 

the “real” Marseille; FRAC oriented instead towards the redeveloped Boulevard de 

Dunkerque and other modes of assimilation with the sea. The communities – ever-

displaced and pushed further east and north by Euroméditerranée’s sprawl – ostracized by 

spiking rents and spaces catering almost strictly to tourists’ desires.  

 

Chez Nous À Marseille 

 But what, then, are these desires? In what objects, what sentimentalities and 

yearnings are these images and expectations of Marseille lodged? While it is beyond the 

reach of this project to comprehensively analyze all travel literature related to 

Mediterranean tourism, or even just specifically Marseille, I was curious about the 

connection between the aforementioned artscapes, gentrifying neighborhoods and 

tourism; particularly for the ways that contemporary visual culture is used to promote a 
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highly curated image of the city, and how Mediterraneanism is operationalized as 

hegemonic placemaking.  

 In Mediterranean Crossroads (2011), Crane attends to the intricacies of the 

intertwining histories of Marseille’s built environment with visual culture and aims to 

understand the representational strategies and conceptual frameworks through which the 

city is perceived, depicted and understood (p. 14), predominately focusing on the early 

through mid-20th century. I pick up where the text left off48 – from around the ECoC 

designation in 2013 through present day and utilize my photography and digital visual 

ethnography to examine Marseille in relation to the Mediterranean.  

It would be easy, here, to venture down a wormhole of the scores of ways that the 

exquisite complexity of Marseille is frequently collapsed into flippant blanket identifiers 

such as “diverse” or “multicultural” when posted about on social media, or written about 

in food, travel and lifestyle blogs without much (if any) additional context, history, or 

embodied experience that better details the city. In other instances, ethnic and cultural 

specificity is entirely overlooked, and instead, the Mediterranean Sea is at once the all-

encompassing culture and site of immense promise. From one such piece:  

There’s a delightfully dramatic geography to Marseille… The smell of sea wafts 
in from the west… Past the ostentatious domed towers of Cathédrale La Major, 
Joliette is a neighborhood revival in the offing, with historical architecture 
rendered anew on the seaside promenade: 19th century vaults reborn as live-music 
venues; warehouses magicked into soaring glass design shops. The contemporary 
art centre FRAC peeks out from a backstreet, coated in steel checkerboard louvers 
but discreet nonetheless. Its galleries show the bold, bright work of European 
artists poised for greatness. But the second-floor terrace is the highlight. Up here, 
under a canopy lit by multicoloured neon rays, hand-crafted sofas shelter from 
sun and noise. It’s prime territory for plotting your next adventure. The beaches 

!
48 As no dissertation can cover a region or city’s history in entirety, I concede that there are holes in my 
research. For example, when discussing Marseille’s “Mediterraneanism”, there is the topic of the 
intergovernmental organization The Union for the Mediterranean, founded in 2008 – its antecedent the 
1995 Barcelona Process – which consists of 43 member states from Europe and the Mediterranean Basin. 
Overarching aims include regional cooperation and dialogue between member states, as well as 
infrastructural upgrades, resource management and climate action. This nuanced partnership is an example 
of institutionalized mechanisms of economic and cultural hegemony in the region, and how southern 
France is increasingly interconnected with the Maghreb, Middle East and beyond. This, without doubt, on 
the tails of consecutive eras of colonial conquest and pillage by French imperial powers (Borutta & Gekas, 
2012). Discussions on Mediterranean antiquity, epistemology and a selection of travel narratives (Harris, 
2005; Abulafia, 2011; Hannoum, 2019), as well as the militarization of the waters in the present era 
(Pezzani, 2015; Heller, 2015; Hinger, 2018; Musarò, 2017; Garelli et al., 2018) can similarly bolster this 
exploration of this sea. 



 133 

await. The ferries are ready to spirit you to sunny island reserves. Yet nobody 
would blame you for sticking around town just a little longer.49 

 

The travellers’ desires supersede the needs of the city’s inhabitants and overlook the 

many ways the built environment harms and/or does not benefit these Marseillais. It 

erases the particulars and precarities of the Algerian, Senegalese, Moroccan, Armenian 

and Comorian communities (amongst many others) in La Joliette and Marseille more 

broadly, and lumps them into a singular “Mediterranean” cultural identity, there to serve 

as backdrop to the adventurers’ whims:  

[The] use of the Mediterranean label essentially stands in for or sublimates wider 
distinctions within the region relating to felt or perceived geopolitical (continents, 
nation-states), racial, ethnic, or religious identities that signify difference rather 
than similarity. (Cartelli, 2017, p. 183) 
 

Or, also noticeable in such images and texts are the ways in which the city’s 

heterogeneity is utilized and commodified selectively, in manners that best fit those who 

serve to profit; articles, tours and the like demonstrating how these cultures uniquely 

“come together” in Marseille – a type of ethnic integration applaudable by the masses… 

or, where to find the best Tunisian couscous or Corsican charcuterie50… or, how 

Marseille’s differences compared to Paris (or elsewhere in France) make it a city worth 

visiting (now that it’s “cleaned up”, of course).51  

But just as a research site needs be delimited, so too does the imagery and forms 

of promotion for this Mediterranean imaginary. To do this, I turn to Instagram, my 

preferred social media platform, to examine the account Yes Way Marseille 

(@yeswaymarseille), as well as the hashtag #cheznousamarseille (with us in Marseille), 

before turning to my own digital photography. This provides a look at the digital place 

promotion of the city at different scales; a small travel blog – with under 200 posts and 

!
49 An excerpt from the London Evening Standard article, “Why You Should Visit Marseille.” (Himelfarb, 
2018) 
50 Frequently in travel articles about Marseille, the sub-Saharan African and Maghrebi restaurants and 
cultural spaces in Belle de Mai, Noailles and Saint-Lazare are dog-eared as areas to score meals and/or 
activities “for a great value”, and where one can “witness the wonderful blend of African and European 
culture.” (Ledsom, 2017) 
51 Headlines for such cheeky, if not exploitative, articles include “2 Unforgettable French Cities, Neither of 
Them Paris” (Modak, 2019), “Marseille’s Ethnic Bouillabaisse” (Purvis, 2007), “Marseille’s Melting Pot” 
(Dickey, 2012), “To Live and Dine in Marseille: France’s Gritty Second City is a Gastronomic Paradise” 
(Bowles, 2019), and “Marseille: A Mediterranean Melting Pot” (Woodard).  
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limited reach – and a hashtag used by Marseillais, viewable worldwide, with 

approximately 200,000 tagged posts. All the images studied are public content and do not 

require “following”, as would be required with private pages. Instagram’s user base 

reflects the upwardly socially mobile Marseillais and international crowd mentioned in 

previous sections; as estimates list about 90% of the platform’s users are under age 35 

(Laestadius, 2018). It is an immensely influential tool of the contemporary culture 

industry. Further research conducted on these profiles and hashtags could extend the 

ways tourists and city inhabitants use/interact with these social media accounts, the 

platform’s algorithms and its economic and material impacts on specific sites – especially 

those designated as historic landmarks and/or spaces of conservation, as well as the 

impact of targeted marketing to distinct demographics in and associated with Marseille. 

But for now, I lean on the visual culture of Instagram as part of this small qualitative data 

study, examining how each chosen post is an aestheticization of everyday life, lending to 

a highly curated Mediterranean imaginary of the city – productive of spatial and cultural 

exclusion and erasure. These images represent a consolidation of potent ideas about 

Marseille and contribute to a coordinated aesthetic impression of the city (Crane, 2011).  

After much scouring for accounts related to the arts, cultural spaces, cuisine and 

tourism in Marseille, I landed on the Yes Way Marseille profile run by blogger Alexis 

Steinman (personal Instagram account @yumdujour). In addition to running Yes Way 

Marseille, Steinman leads food tours for the organization Culinary Backstreets and some 

of her articles are featured in Slate, Paste Magazine and LA Magazine. But for the 

purpose of this research, I am not interested in the person behind the account; I look at 

the imagery presented on the profile. I found it favorable to study the Yes Way Marseille 

posts for several reasons: as the author is bilingual, the captions are predominately 

written in English and therefore better accessible to me without need for 

translation/concern of misinterpretation (“le blog anglophone qui adore Marseille”); the 

profile is about three years old – as the first post was created on October 24, 2017 – 

making the content contemporary and extremely relevant to my inquiry; there is a 

manageable amount of posts (approx. 150 images) for qualitative analysis; the profile has 

a modest amount of followers (approx. 1,200 accounts) and does not appear to work with 
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corporate sponsorship as many other (more popular) profiles do.52 For this confluence of 

factors, Yes Way Marseille is an approachable glimpse into Marseille’s artscapes and 

happenings. While others’ methodologies may differ, I do not look at this or other 

profiles as an ongoing and unfolding story, nor am I necessarily interrogating the content 

of these posts for historical significance and the like. I choose to look at each post as a 

stand-alone snapshot and consider its imagery and symbolism. However, as with most 

travel blogs and Instagram profiles, introductory posts give a glimpse into the creator’s 

positionality and perspective. On the correlated Yes Way Marseille blog, the city is 

sentimentalized: 

Marseille is where Provence comes crashing into the sea, a vibrant, salty mix of 
metropolis & beach, big city swagger & small town charm, and grit & 
gorgeousness. This multicultural melting pot power grooves to hip hop beats and 
seagull squawks, is soaked in pastis and sunshine, and is as bold as the mistral 
that blows through town. Marseille is where you can witness Le Corbusier’s 
talents up close, sweat in a hammam, cool off in the Mediterranean, and devour a 
sardine freshly plucked from its waters all in the same day. (Steinman) 

 
Glaring here is the author’s use of “multicultural melting pot”, as well as a slew of other 

phrases that collapse the manifold identities, cultures and spaces into a flavorful – yet 

easily digestible – concoction suitable for anyone’s palate. Catering to those who crave 

neo-bohemian and edgy energy in their adventures, Steinman draws on the grit and 

swagger of the city; vague reference to the marginalized communities, structures and 

artscapes that are beyond the strictures of mainstream affairs. Sweating in a hammam as 

nod to the Maghrebi and Middle Eastern practices enmeshed with everyday life in 

Marseille, though lacking attribution to any traditional forms of labor or custom behind 

the activity. Still… it all circles back to the Mediterranean Sea; for nourishment, thrill, 

revival and perhaps above all – a stunning view. This is echoed in two posts on Yes Way 

!
52 In 2015, Instagram “launched a new functionality for advertisers seeking to make sponsored posts, 
including a ‘Shop Now’ button and new API (application programming interface) for advertising.” 
(Laestadius, 2018, p. 574) 
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Marseille’s Instagram, from June 2018 and September 2019, respectively (Fig. 2.52 – 

2.53). 

 
Figure 2.52 YesWayMarseille [@yeswaymarseille]. (2018, June 19). At @cafe_de_labbaye grab a cone of panisses 

and pastis and perch along the cliffside sidewalk to watch the sunbathe Marseille [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
 

Figure 2.53 YesWayMarseille [@yeswaymarseille]. (2019, September 4). About last night… [Instagram post]. 
Instagram.  
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In both images, taken just over one year apart, the camera is turned towards the sea and 

the magenta and clementine-colored skies during sunset. Spare several ant-sized 

silhouettes, humans are left out of the frame and emphasis is placed on wisps of clouds 

and an endlessness to the early evening horizon. The sun rises and sets over the 

Mediterranean each day, time immemorial, so what makes these vignettes worth posting? 

Thinking of the sun, of the routines, presumptions and oversights in daily life, I 

found immense resonance in Yasmin Ibrahim’s (2015) writing on banal imaging and the 

poetics of the everyday; how the corporeal body and mobile technologies record 

seemingly mundane experiences through the visual. Firstly, she defines banal imaging as 

the image making/taking that documents trivial and perfunctory moments. This is situated 

in: 

[The] sociology of the everyday where communication technologies and 
ecologies can pattern social relations and consciousness. Banal imaging is 
integrated into a wider ecology of digital culture encompassing mobile telephony 
and the pervasive creation of digital presence and content in our contemporary 
society. (p. 43) 

 

By exploring how the contemporary culture of personal photography is embedded within 

a wider digital economy, “the everyday gets transformed into an imagery of conventions 

which the wider public can connect with; where the banal is aestheticized and the 

everyday is commodified for consumption by self and others” (p. 44). The composition 

of the frames, layering of digital filters, and focal points of each photograph all lend to, in 

this instance, the Mediterranean imaginary; scenes of sun-drenched shores, carefree 

leisure and an “anywhereness” (at least, in the Mediterranean basin) to the architectures 

and other sites shown.  

This is upheld in another post (Fig. 2.54), where diners linger amongst a 

scattering of large potted olive trees – possibly one of the premier symbols of a 

Mediterranean lifestyle. Buildings reconstructed in years post-dynamiting of the Vieux-

Port surround the plaza; in the distance – the harbour under a luminous blue sky. The 

audience sees a Marseille wildly opposite from the dangerous, eclectic one so often 

written about. Rather, this image is demonstrative of “a different Marseille – sandblasted, 

primped and culturefied – [rising] in its place” (Jeffries, 2015). Yet, this place promotion 

isn’t explicitly spelled out; the relaxed atmosphere and ease of the Marseillais lifestyle 
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are inferred and can be read through what’s not happening: no bustle, 9-to-5 business, no 

blatant stressors. Here, Adorno’s theorization shouts through the screen: The culture 

industry presents that same everyday world as paradise (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002, p. 

113). This is paradise to be bought, sold and reproduced ad nauseum to align these 

neighborhoods and slivers of the city with a “known” attitude – a construction of a 

lifestyle worth living and desiring. There is a structure of feeling at work in these images, 

sensation(s) embedded so deeply in late capitalism, that cultural goods no longer need to 

be bought or sold to lock the viewer/potential visitor into consumptive behaviour 

(Gunster, 2000).  

 
Figure 2.54 YesWayMarseille [@yeswaymarseille]. (2017, November 22). Treat yourself to a sun-kissed lunch amidst 

the olive trees at Café des Épices… [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
 
Creating Instagram vignettes provides a manifest moment to commodify life – in an 

instant, a scene both performative and perfunctory; the production of something note-

worthy, shareable and presented as spectacular. Banal imaging is implicated with non-

events, “chronicling the routine normality of the everyday and life’s mortal passage 

where the pace, rhythm and the rituals of daily living are composed through imagery” 

(Ibrahim, 2015, p. 45). The chronicling of artscapes in Marseille on Instagram is one such 
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way that everyday experiences and encounters lend to a highly curated image of the city 

that is shared worldwide.  

Just beyond the Noailles neighborhood53 is a pocket of the city abounding with 

street art, its entrance at the stairs of Cours Julien. There is a glut of travel articles and 

blogs about this area of Marseille, most noting this as the “up-and-coming”, “hippest” or 

“most striking and colourful” part of town.54 Sometimes referred to as “The Lair of the 

World” because of how it marks symbolic passage and vertical distancing between the 

city’s center and the Palais de Justice – the steep staircase, guardrails and adjacent walls 

are smothered in paint, stickers and tags. While such artscapes here are seldom anything 

out of the ordinary, particularly in an urban setting, the concentration of pieces and the 

perceived freedom of expression in this space has rendered it a “must-see” on many 

tourists’ itineraries, and a destination hangout spot for Marseillais. A Yes Way Marseille 

!
53 While I do not write in great detail about Noailles, it begs further investigation for the ways that cultural 
difference is appropriated, exploited and weaponized; as well as how this is concretized in the built 
environment, especially in the wake of the catastrophic building collapses on November 5, 2018 which 
claimed eight community members’ lives, and a ninth life the following day when a tear gas grenade 
launched to stifle the community’s protests struck a residential apartment. This insalubrious, dangerous 
housing and systemic neglect by local government, while worsening exponentially in recent years, is a 
decades-long problem: “In 1960, the collapse of a neglected apartment building in one of Marseille’s 
working-class and predominantly communist neighborhoods ignited a fierce local dispute between 
residents, socialists, and communists about the meaning of modernization” (Nasiali, 2016b, p. 53; see also: 
Chekkat, 2019). The Saint Lazare disaster claimed the lives of thee residents, including a 20 days old 
infant. Nearly uninhabitable buildings of the mid-20th century in the urban core are amongst those 
contemporaneously excluded from the city’s efforts to modernize Marseille. Nayeri (2020) writes: “Once 
described by sociologist Michel Peraldi as “a sort of French Detroit,” Marseille is a sharply divided city. 
While millions have been spent to redevelop and gentrify it with shopping malls and state-of-the-art 
museums, it remains one of Europe’s poorest cities, and many of its working-class inhabitants, who are 
mostly of North African descent, live in tough conditions. The area around Rue d’Aubagne [in Noailles] – a 
short walk from the city’s main drag – has the feel of downtown Algiers or Rabat, with its street stalls 
selling yams and mangoes, bustling barbershops and old men congregating on porches.” 
54 A sampling of these include the 2013 piece “A Weekend in… Marseille” from London’s The Times: 
“First, Cours Julien, the city’s most vibey hangout. By day, it’s a quiet tree-lined space just near the Place 
du Marche des Capucins, the souk district where Tunisian spice sellers mix with hookah-pipe cafes. I pop 
into a couple of bookshops, then stop for a block of soap from La Savonnerie Marseillaise where tablets are 
still churned from ancient machines. Olive oil soap is as famous as the city’s bouillabaisse – as evocatively 
fragrant and arguably older, the first known maker recorded as far back as 1370. Cutting behind Cours 
Julien, I uncover grungy rue des Trois Rois, and the equally graffiti-splattered and appropriately named rue 
Crudere. Maybe you can’t crush that gritty Marseillais spirit after all, although over in Le Panier, the 
former red light district that rises above the cathedral, things are looking distinctly spruced up.” (Roddon) 
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post from 2019 spotlighted the site (Fig. 2.55). The painting is a project by 

artist/photographer SAYNOSLEEP (formerly known as OPT!MO NYC).  

 
Figure 2.55 YesWayMarseille [@yeswaymarseille]. (2019, November 15). Integrity, dignity, tolerance, purity. 

Inspirational graffiti on the iconic stairs of Cours Julien. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
 
Though this image doesn’t necessarily speak to Mediterraneanism, it is reflective of the 

artscapes in which expectations of Marseille are lodged. By itself, the staircase is a 

mundane object of everyday life; pragmatic and plain. Layered with paint and the 

physical grit of the city; leading to a sprawling square lined by chic bars and cafes – a 

whirlwind of playground sounds, footballers jesting, karaoke, clanging glasses and more 

– symbolic of the alternative space sought out by travelers and upwardly socially mobile 

Marseillais. This presumptively banal staircase is elevated, through its celebration in 

media, to an aestheticized site well-suited for commodification: 

Commodification here entails the act of capture of everyday images and turning 
them into digital images which objectifies them. This commodification is then 
conjoined into a wider economy where images are uploaded and shared, where 
they are amenable to further image manipulation and personalization. People can 
validate these images by ‘liking’ them and sharing them further from the context 
of production. (Ibrahim, 2015, p. 50) 
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Photographs of these banal sites in the city are indicative of the non-stop need to 

commodify everyday life. Moreover, the post’s composition highlights some of the 

painted terms: DIGNITY, TRANQUILITY, INTEGRITY. The accentuation of these 

words serves as a propagandistic tool of place promotion. Here, the audience – whether 

digitally or on the streets of Cours Julien – can recall past stereotypes of Marseille, crime-

ridden and in need of a good scrubbing – and be convinced of its present earnestness and 

progress. This relatively docile content does double-duty as a device to remind residents 

of “good” behavior to be enacted in everyday life, and it attracts visitors and investors: 

What were once scorned as threatening aesthetics and activities such as graffiti 
have been repackaged and redistributed in a sterilized form by boosters as 
consumable and desirable indicators of urban lifestyles. The “inner city” and its 
signs of decline have been reframed as “city-center” aesthetics. These 
perspectives are informed in part by… “non-development strategies” which are 
used as part of neighborhood restructuring to enforce quality of life measures. 
These changes and their accompanying quality of life measures… are coded in 
images, discourse and symbols used to influence public perception of place 
identity. As a corollary to neighborhood change, new cultural codes and aesthetics 
are spuriously articulated in idealized social terms instead of economic terms, 
thereby signalling a non-profit motivated, non-partisan, classless interest in 
producing a “liveable neighborhood for all.” Therefore, neighborhoods once 
perceived as being rough, dangerous, and crime-ridden become “style providers” 
as their boosters co-opt and sell notions of “difference.” (Bloch, 2012a, p. 75) 

 
In essence, these graffiti pieces and their reproduction on Instagram work to tame the 

reputation of the neighborhood (Mendelson-Shwartz & Mualam, 2021; Trujillo-Pagan, 

2019; Romero, 2018; Sequera et al., 2020; Campos & Sequeira, 2020; De Cesari & 

Dimova, 2019) and render it more attractive to profit-driven stakeholders and 

consumption-oriented visitors. This is then productive of increased distancing between 

local populations and the cultural spaces in the neighborhood; an influx of tourists and 

those from outside Noailles/Cours Julien continue to drive up the costs of living and 

leisure in the area, further displacing and ostracizing lower-income and/or marginalized 

residents.55  

!
55 The “touristification” of this area is elemental to Marseille’s stakeholders’ long-term strategies of 
economic stimulation and urban planning focused on luxury and the attraction of international investment. 
While the destruction and redevelopment of the neighborhood is always marketed to improve the city’s 
overall wellbeing and showcase its beauty and diversity, the predatory nature of those in power shows its 
true colors. In 2003, Claude Valette, an associate of then-mayor Jean-Claude Gaudin, declared: “We need 
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 The fifth post I turn to from Yes Way Marseille (Fig. 2.56) is dated August 29, 

2019. The composition features an ascending escalator with an array of Marseillais and 

travellers moving through the Gare de Marseille Saint-Charles Station. Behind them, an 

enormous billboard featuring an aerial view of the Museum of Civilizations of Europe 

and the Mediterranean (MuCEM), Fort Saint-Jean, a portion of the Bassin du J4 and a 

slice of the Mediterranean Sea. Large all-white text reads: LA CULTURE AU GRAND 

LARGE (English: CULTURE IN THE OPEN SEA). In this image, there is stark contrast 

between the everyday routines of commuters – many with serious expressions, bundled in 

overcoats and long pants while hauling totes and grocery bags – and the airy laissez-faire 

of the portside pictured in the background. The emphasis of the photograph appears to be 

less about those hustling to-and-fro in the train station, and more about the Mediterranean 

imaginary despite summer waning; culture and saline-filled opportunities that await in 

Marseille. I find this photograph emblematic of a curated image of the city. The 

juxtaposition between the depiction of drab routine in everyday life against the promise 

of gaiety awaiting at the city’s shores; sparkling clear water, ferries and museums of 

monumental scale. The vessels are headed away from the harbor and towards the sea’s 

expanses; an anywhereness to the adventure, yet decidedly Mediterranean in optics and 

appeal. While the history, architecture and conflicts surrounding the MuCEM structure 

and its functions are outside of this dissertation’s concentration, it should be added that 

the museum was designed by French architect Rudy Ricciotti and inaugurated in June 

2013 as an elemental part of Marseille’s ECoC 2013.56 So in this snapshot of the port and 

!
people to produce wealth. We must get rid of half of the inhabitants of the city. The heart of the city 
deserves something different” (Bonduel, 2019).  
56 It feels imperative here to include that the museum is built on “reclaimed land” at the entrance to the 
harbor (the former port terminal J4). Ricciotti evangelizes that the museum is built “of stone, water and 
wind”, in reference to the materials and geometries used in the building’s construction (Ricciotti, 2013). 
From MuCEM’s website, where the organization proclaims itself a “museum for the Mediterranean”: A 
Mediterranean crossroads – The museum’s goal is to promote Mediterranean heritage, take part in the 
creation of new exchanges in the region and, during this period of profound upheaval, help lay the 
foundations for the Mediterranean world of tomorrow. In Marseille, the MuCEM is a place where, on both 
a national and an international scale, people can come to gain a better understanding of the Mediterranean 
(MuCEM). 
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its opening to the sea, it begs to ask, Who is included in the conviviality? Who is not? And 

why?  

 
Figure 2.56 YesWayMarseille [@yeswaymarseille]. (2019, August 29). Where will you spend these last days of 

summer? [Instagram post]. Instagram.   
 
Here we are reminded: 

Images convey information, afford pleasure and displeasure, influence style, 
determine consumption and mediate power relations. Whom we see and whom we 
do not see, who is privileged within the regime of specularity, which aspects of 
the historical past actually have circulating visual representations and which do 
not, whose fantasies of what are fed by which visual images?... By focusing on a 
field of vision and of visual culture operating within it, we create the space for the 
articulation (but not necessarily the answering) of such questions as: What are the 
visual codes by which some are allowed to look, others to hazard a peek and still 
others forbidden to look altogether? In what political discourses can we 
understand looking and returning the gaze as an act of political resistance? Can 
we actually participate in the pleasure and identify with the images produced by 
culturally specific groups to which we do not belong? (Rogoff, 2000, p. 30) 

 

This aerial image represents how Mediterraneanism is deployed as place promotion that 

supersedes a geographic site; it is a cultural construct mapping an imagined space. An act 
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of double-erasure occurs in this Instagram post; as the promotional materials obscure the 

embodied experiences of those living near and/or visiting the port, and Yes Way 

Marseille’s composition shrouds the travelers in a sameness – where their unique traits, 

beliefs and even their destinations are eclipsed by the grandeur of the marketing. Far 

removed from the ongoing displacement and marginalization in the Vieux-Port and 

nearby Joliette neighborhoods, the billboard works as a soft power – reinforcing the 

imaginaries and ideologies of stakeholders and those who will profit from these cultural 

campaigns – fixing a particular curated image of Marseille in the collective imagination 

of millions of passengers that bustle through the train station annually.  

This vignette also highlights the colonial organization of space in the city, despite 

being decades on since decolonization movements against the French colonial empire, 

which began after the Second World War. Fort Saint-Jean, seen from above, is stripped 

of its traces of authority and war; rendered as a tame, clean and orderly site on which to 

view modern and contemporary artworks. The footbridge over Bassin du J4, linking the 

Fort to the Esplanade de la Tourette, as material expression of the ancient succumbing to 

the current; a weathered backdrop for tourists’ photographs, exhibition catalogues and 

other travel and promotional materials. Tourism reigns as one of the most colonial of 

colonial economies (Otero, 2010; Edensor, 2020; Pons et al., 2009; Cr#ciunescu, 2016); 

the landscape and more vulnerable inhabitants are subject to its residuum, as travelers’ 

excesses and assumptions are typically shouldered by those who can be damaged most by 

these extractive practices. In examples of critical tourism studies, tourism is considered a 

kind of leisure imperialism; a hedonistic face of neocolonialism. This is furthered: 

“The industry of difference” as tourism is also named is the concrete 
manifestation of the continuation of (Post)Colonizer-(Post)Colonized relation, 
taking, in some cases, the form of neo-colonialism; its discourse is reflected by 
the promotional text, which underlines the peculiarity of the concepts “place” and 
“identity”. (Cr#ciunescu, 2016, p. 133) 

 
Especially in this setting – where a palimpsest of millennia of cultures and conflicts is 

beneath the corniche, beneath the feet of the tour guide and exhibition curator – and those 

most affected by dispossession, displacement and marginalization are pushed further 

away from the tourist hot spots of the redeveloped Vieux-Port and the increasingly 
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gentrified neighborhoods of La Joliette and Belle de Mai – the commodification of 

culture must be asserted again: 

By contrast, the buildings surviving from the nineteenth century, the architecture 
of which still shamefully reveals their utility as consumer goods, their function as 
accommodation, are covered from basement to above roof level with hoardings 
and banners: the landscape becomes a mere background for signboards and 
symbols. (Adorno & Horkheimer, 2002, p. 132) 
 

An advertisement showcasing artscapes of the port is one way that the past is frequently 

altered and/or manipulated to reflect contemporary needs and desires. Here, both the 

aerial photograph of the port and sea, as well as the photograph of the billboard on which 

the photograph was used, contribute to the curated image of Marseille.  

 Using the Instagram hashtag #cheznousamarseille (with us in Marseille), I 

became fascinated by the prevalence of Mediterraneanism in the shared, liked and 

commented-upon imagery. Rather than unpacking each individual image, I analyze the 

manifest and latent thematic content of five selected posts using compositional 

interpretation (Pennington, 2018), with attention paid to the material and aesthetic 

qualities featured in the images, supportive of a highly curated image of the city (Fig. 

2.57 – 2.61). To aid in the coding of this non-text data, I consider some of the analysis 

methods influenced by cultural studies: 

The first step in the process of this analysis is to consider the context of the 
viewing: determine where the image exists socially and physically, and why a 
consumer might be looking at the image… In the case of photographs, look at the 
composition of the image, such as how it was framed, the gaze of any people in it, 
the camera’s position, and the background. These comprise the ‘photographic 
code… A set of signs that, taken together, means something to us’… cultural 
studies is not prescriptive in its method of analysis; rather, it holds strengths in 
using a variety of methods and in encouraging researchers to draw on their 
individual experiences… [It is] pointed out how ‘photographs are often treated as 
if they were a source of objective and disinterested facts, rather than as complexly 
coded cultural artefacts’. It is, therefore, up to the researcher to learn how to 
decode photos in order to understand the social and cultural contexts in which a 
photo was shot. (Pennington, 2018, p. 240) 
 

These photographs are demonstrative of the colonial organization of space, and the 

embeddedness of gentrification (Patch, 2004) which in many senses are indistinguishable 

from each other, as these processes and materialities are conditioned by and dependent 

upon the landscape.  
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Figure 2.57 Marine Manoukian [@Marine_MNK]. (2020, July 15). La liberté est un rêve. [Instagram post]. Instagram.   
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Figure 2.58 Aline C [@alinecsz]. (2020, July 16). [Instagram post]. Instagram.   
 

 
Figure 2.59 Magali Brigasco [@magali.brigasco]. (2020, July 16). Sous le figuier…. la plage. [Instagram 

post]. Instagram.  
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Figure 2.60 Alexandra Apikian [@alexandrapikian]. (2020, July 11). Back. [Instagram post]. Instagram.   

Figure 2.61 Marie [@mariecsnd]. (2020, July 13). Un petit moment que je n’avais rien posté photos & avec ce 
magnifique soleil autant en profiter. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
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Each of these images were gleaned from Instagram in mid-July 2020 – during the height 

of summer holiday in Europe. While there is undoubtedly much to be written on the 

effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on tourism, mobility, privilege, attendance data and 

more, I opt to shy away from the economic, psychological and physical traumas the 

pandemic has caused others. Writing this dissertation in Tucson, Arizona, I am presently 

in one the world’s epicenters of the pandemic57 and in the throes of personal angst, 

sadness and resentment that at times feels impossible to manage, no less step back from 

to analyze data about. I include this because there are assuredly impacts to the volume, 

content and composition of Instagram posts worldwide – as my own Instagram content is 

impacted (the least of anyone’s concerns), but this is all beyond the present capacity of 

my project.  

To buzz with fatigue. To dream (almost) of canals and planted fields. To climb 
mountains, but it’s not true. To be glued to the ground. To hurt because they are hurting. 
To bury the living-dead. To lower one’s mask. To clean the bath-tub with disgust. To feel 
guilt and blame it on the war. To be puzzled by the enormity of what is happening. To live 

in a kind of luxury, avoid the idea that it could be different. To wait for the end of that 
which will not end.58 

 
The world’s woes are seemingly lightyears away in these chosen Instagram posts, 

however, as all five highlight sparkling blue skies; the smell of sunscreen practically 

bursting through the phone screen. I did not select these photographs because they were 

anything sensational in the #cheznousamarseille stream – contrarily, this effervescence, 

this palette of indigos and terra cotta… the terroir and what tantalizes in the south of 

France was spotlighted in almost every post I viewed. Bodies – mainly white and fit – 

work on their bronzes at the beach, and some direct their gazes towards an unobstructed 

sea (Fig. 2.57 – 2.59). Rosemary shrubs trail over sandstone cliffs (Fig. 2.58) and fig tree 

leaves cast small afternoon shadows on those tanning (Fig. 2.59). The waves are calm, 

the mood is insouciant. The scenes are extraordinarily beautiful – of what Mediterranean 

dreams are made – yet they are exceptionally banal and referential to the everydayness of 

!
57 At the time of writing this portion of the case study (July 2020), Arizona ranks #1 in the world for the 
world’s worst outbreaks, ahead of Florida, South Carolina and Bahrain (Leonhardt, 2020). Arizona was 
again was ranked worst in the world for the outbreak during my editing process (December 2020 – January 
2021). 
!" !;8%+%5!HIIR5!>E!2IE!
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life in Marseille. Spare the geotag on the Instagram post, it would be nearly impossible to 

distinguish each scene from a moment in Barcelona, Naples, Palermo or Genoa. In this 

imagery, I hear echoes of Lefebvre’s “Rhythmanalysis of Mediterranean Cities” (1996): 

[The] Mediterranean itself imposes common features upon these cities, as a 
relatively small, closed and limited sea. All those who have been at sea more than 
a little know that the waves of the Mediterranean are not the same as those of the 
oceans; a simple but significant detail – the waves have and are rhythms. The 
climate also imposes a certain homogeneity: all around the Mediterranean are the 
olive tree and the vine, etc. (p. 232) 
 

While he does concede that all Mediterranean shores are not homogenous, he draws upon 

the similar mechanisms and methods by which political powers and policies across the 

basin attempt to dominate the city by commanding the spaces of the sea. He furthers: 

The shores of the Mediterranean gave rise almost 2,500 years ago to the City-
State which dominated a territory usually small but none the less protected trade 
which extended as far away as possible. In this trade material exchange has 
always been mixed with an extreme sociability and also paradoxically, with 
piracy, plundering, rivalries and naval wars, conquests and colonizations… it 
always vacillates between democracy and tyranny. (Lefebvre et al., 1996, p. 232) 
 

This combat and competition is nowhere to be found in the frames. In the compositions, 

an essentialization of Mediterraneanism and its infinite pleasures is evoked; rather than 

focusing on the intricacies and specificities of Marseille, #cheznousamarseille is largely a 

compilation of imagery of an idyllic Mediterranean lifestyle, primed for consumption by 

followers and those aspiring to partake in the city’s delights. The textures and tastes of 

antiquity are supplemental to the promenades and promiscuities of today. It is a distinctly 

Mediterranean form of the everyday; where change is occurring – as the skyline 

develops, market values grow and nouveau cuisine fills the restaurants – yet, the grander 

cycles of the seasons and the common denominators of leisure and the aesthetics of its 

delights are unchanged, drowned out by an all-encompassing monotony:  

[The] concept of the everyday illuminates the past. Everyday life has always 
existed, even if in ways vastly different from our own. The character of the 
everyday has always been repetitive and veiled by obsession and fear. In the study 
of the everyday we discover the great problem of repetition… The everyday is 
situated at the intersection of two modes of repetition: the cyclical, which 
dominates in nature, and the linear, which dominates in processes known as 
“rational.” The everyday implies on the one hand cycles, nights and days, seasons 
and harvests, activity and rest, hunger and satisfaction, desire and its fulfillment, 
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life and death, and it implies on the other hand the repetitive gestures of work and 
consumption. In modern life, the repetitive gestures tend to mask and to crush the 
cycles. The everyday imposes its monotony. It is the invariable constant of the 
variations it envelops. The days follow one after another and resemble one 
another, and yet – here lies the contradiction at the heart of everydayness – 
everything changes. But the change is programmed: obsolescence is planned. 
Production anticipates reproduction; production produces change in such a way as 
to superimpose the impression of speed onto that of monotony. Some people cry 
out against the acceleration of time, others cry out against stagnation. They’re 
both right. (Lefebvre, 1987, p. 10) 
 

 Returning to Pennington’s (2018) suggestions, I consider my individual 

experience in these spaces and how the sea is transmuted as a cultural construct that maps 

a Mediterranean imaginary. But as there is already ample imagery of these charms and 

those who languish in them, my photographic eye is instead attracted to the cracks and 

fissures in this fantasy. While it is not my explicit purpose to document sites and 

materialities in direct contestation to this conception, I offer an alternative glance at the 

traces of the built environment and artscapes frequently overlooked by campaigns, 

advertisements, travel literature and other forms of place promotion for Marseille. I did 

not consciously approach this practice-based research with a shooting script, but I 

became retroactively aware of the concept and its applicability to my process with a close 

reading of Suchar’s (1997) sociological work on gentrification: 

Taking suggestions from statements by Becker, Barthes and Berger, I believe that 
[photography’s] documentary potential is not inherent in photographs, but rather 
lies in an interactive process whereby photographs are used as a way of answering 
or expanding on questions about a particular subject… Shooting scripts are lists of 
research topics or questions which can be examined via photographic information. 
They provide a means by which photography can be grounded in a strategic and 
focused exploration of answers to particular theoretically-generated questions.  
(p. 34) 

 
During my fieldwork in Marseille, I created multiple photo series on themes that emerged 

as I was intimately drawn into the debris of redevelopment in the built environment and 

the hubris of the tourist crowds; I observed yet diverged from their desire paths in the city 

to forge my own – often swayed by the way light shone on an alley or chipped façade 

(Fig. 2.62 – 2.66), or the half-life of a wheatpasting worn from the air’s salt and some 

evenings’ rain (Fig. 2.67 -2.71). The images are not necessarily counter-hegemonic to the 

curated image of the city, but many are freighted with symbolism of its underbelly;  
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rather – the currents of dissent, pushbacks against erasure, or the rumblings of those 

marginalized and/or displaced by waves of gentrification.  
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Figure 2.62 A (re-)re-patched façade near Les Docks, La Joliette (2019) 
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Figure 2.63 The repair, disrepair of a doorframe near Vieux-Port (2019) 
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Figure 2.64 Plaster veneer, or, finest facadism – on an Art Deco-inspired development near Les Docks (2019) 

Figure 2.65 Chipped limestone, plaster, concrete with smudges of ash, tar and thoroughfare fumes (2019) 
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Figure 2.66 Reconstruction static, Les Halles de la Major, La Joliette (2019) 
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Figure 2.67 Comparison drawn between apartheid South Africa and Palestine, Noailles (2018) 

 
Figure 2.68 Apartheid, colonialism, 70 years is enough! Free Palestine (2018). For more, see: Erakat & Reynolds, 

2021; Human Rights Watch, 2021.  
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Figure 2.69 Flyer for the Gilets Jaunes (Yellow Vests) movement, a grassroots protest for justice in France (2019) 
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Figure 2.70 In the International Code of Maritime Symbols, “QX1” means: You have permission to anchor in this port. 
This sticker, photographed near the Vieux-Port, corresponds with a website in Arabic, French and English that works 

like a “welcome map” for migrants who’ve crossed the Mediterranean Sea. This participatory mapping project 
includes audio testimonials, information for employment/healthcare/housing/food/clothing, a calendar of events and 

various other links and practicalities for solidarity. (2019) 



 160 

 
Figure 2.71 This sign (Solidarity with Migrants) was taped to a laborer’s outpost in La Joliette (2019) 

These photographs indicate that as I consider the cultural construct of 

Mediterraneanism in Marseille, my thoughts trail not only to the glimmering bodies 

oriented towards the sun, nor the lavender bushels and olive oil vials so quintessential to 

the cities and villages of these shores. The copious ways in which cultural power is 

exercised – materially and digitally in space. I am concerned with the peripheries, the 

counter-hegemonic, the solidarities formed in the city and more broadly throughout the 

Mediterranean basin, and the ways in which the curated continuities of aesthetic 

consumption are and can be corroded. My images, just like the Instagram posts, and 

archival photographs housed in museums and municipal records, are a record of the 

material manifestations of power in Marseille’s cultural landscape. 

While place promotion of Marseille is reliant on the production and maintenance 

of picturesque objects and moments in order to attract tourist revenue, preserve the 

profitability in processes of gentrification, and perpetuate and encourage upwardly social 

Marseillais to splurge, there are contemporary artworks and initiatives that work to 
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challenge the dominant narratives and evocations of place. I will further explore counter-

representations of Marseille’s historical memory and artscapes of intervention in the built 

environment through digital photography and critical readings of digital ethnographic 

material in the final chapter of this dissertation. Extraire l’éternel de l’éphémère. 

 

 

 

!  
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CHAPTER THREE: TEL AVIV 

 

To the people of Palestine 
At home and in exile 

May their geography and history 
Be united again.59 

 
My tee shirt sleeves soaked from alternating sides to wipe my brow. I don’t cease 

sweating until an evening shower, and even while toweling off – I sweat. Summer in Tel 

Aviv. No matter how early of a start I get to each day, the humidity sinks into and 

suffocates my skin before many have finished their morning coffees. Living in Tucson, 

Arizona for the better part of fifteen years, my body has adapted to the dryness, to high 

skies and high temperatures. It doesn’t feel noticeably hot until above 105 degrees. The 

slightest shift in barometric pressure, noticeable in my sinuses. Impatience builds and 

festers until the clouds begin to build; monsoon season.  

It’s a different kind of swelter here. Along this stretch of coast on the eastern end 

of the Mediterranean Sea, even if the thermometer barely hits 85°, I constantly pull at my 

sticky clothes – fidget as the camera strap crossing my chest chafes. Construction cranes, 

backhoes, bulldozers, hawking vendors, cat-calling machisme, car horns, trance-electro-

pop from balconies at all hours, garbage trucks slamming cans, fetid rotting cauliflower 

leaves, mop bucket water pools on the pavement. I curse out loud when the condensation 

from apartment air conditioning units drips onto my head while hugging the sidewalk 

shade; the perspiration, the disquiet is incessant. There is no stillness, no respite in this 

city. Never an awning or shadow when needed. Needs: something I frequently reassess 

during my time in this place. 

Of all the routes I’ve trodden in Tel Aviv in the course of months of fieldwork, 

stretched across five years, likely the most worn is the promenade of Charles Clore Park 

– bound between the sea and Nahum Goldmann Street/Kaufmann Street.60 On an ordinary 

!
59 The dedication in the seminal text Atlas of Palestine 1917-1966 by Salman H. Abu-Sitta (2010). 
60 In these discussions of present-day Tel Aviv, I use the English version of these street names, as listed on 
Google Maps, OpenStreetMaps and on road signs in the city. It must be noted: Google’s cartographic 
erasures of Palestine are very problematic and one of many forms of cartographic gatekeeping – a tool in 
the colonial arsenal for the acquisition, control and erasure of territory (Agha, 2020); activisms against this 
include projects by Zochrot as well as The Arab Center for the Advancement of Social Media 
(www.7amleh.org). As I do not read/write Arabic, archival maps of Palestine with these street names are 
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day in June of 2018, I walked south along the edge of park with plans to visit Gallery 

Har-El – a contemporary art gallery/publisher I’d yet to tour. My determined pace was 

abruptly halted; a patch of Datura wrightii sprouted up from piles of gravel. I was in 

disbelief – not only because of the conditions in which the plant was growing – but 

because it is a familiar flora that thrives in my backyard in Dunbar Spring, Tucson. There 

are many plants that grow well in both the northern Sonoran Desert and coastal Palestine, 

despite the differences in humidity, soil composition, rainfall etc. (here, I am no botanist, 

just a keen observer): bougainvillea; fig, olive and citrus trees; prickly pear cacti, agaves 

and more. Regardless of these plants’ indigeneity to the regions,61 they’ve found ways to 

adapt and flourish – through drought and highly agitated environs. But this datura (also 

known as “sacred datura”, “jimson weed” or “moonflower”) was growing in the poorest 

quality dirt I’d ever seen. And as my astonished eyes lifted to scan the scene, I noticed 

several more patches of the plant nearby and next to the Charles Clore Bridge – growing 

between frayed electrical wiring, chipped cinder blocks and through old asphalt clods 

(Fig. 3.1 – 3.3).   

!
challenging to access and research and therefore utilize in naming practices. I recognize and acknowledge 
that this is an inherent limitation of this dissertation. In future collaborative projects, I hope to revisit my 
explorations of these sites to not only better learn about but help reassert the Palestinian histories behind 
these titles. Azaryahu (1996) aids in unpacking these contested cartographies: “[Street] names, in addition 
to their fundamental role in the spatial organization and semiotic construction of the city, are also 
participants in the cultural production of shared past… commemorative street names provide for the 
intersection of hegemonic ideological structures with the spatial practices of everyday life… they are 
instrumental in rendering natural the official version of history which they incorporate into the urban 
setting” (p. 311). See also: Azaryahu, 2011, 2012; Azaryahu & Kook, 2002. 
61 Many rituals and mysticisms surround the sacred datura. It is used by Tohono O’odham shamans for its 
hallucinogenic and healing properties, and the Chumash integrated it into their creation mythology (U.S. 
Forest Service). For more on the plant’s floral biology, see: Raguso et al., 2003.  
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Figure 3.1 The first Datura wrightii I spotted in Charles Clore Park (2018) 
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Figure 3.2 Datura amongst the detritus (2018) 
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Figure 3.3 Datura growing near Charles Clore Bridge (2018) 

Datura bloom nocturnally, and the buds typically prime to open in the late 

afternoon. The ivory-hued trumpets, sometimes ringed with pale lavender, are so 

ephemeral and often wither within several hours of opening. While taken by the 

perseverance of these plants in such circumstance, I find it impossible to not think them 

imbued with a kind of holiness – rather – fortified by traces of lives once lived, 

communities that thrived on this very site; Charles Clore Park is built upon the 

Palestinian neighborhood of al-Manshiyya. This park and its ongoing reconstruction 

serves as a site to anchor understanding of the spatial and cultural erasures of Palestinian 

identity constantly reproduced in south Tel Aviv. But it is unquestionably important to 

step back for a moment to contemplate the history of coastal Palestine; the systematic 

dispossession, displacement and other recurrent violences inflicted upon the land and its 

people, before attending to the contemporary moment.  

Frequently on the journey of earning a doctorate, I am told that you “must carve 

out your area of expertise…” and “you must know X, Y, Z for a job interview – you are 
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the person that knows this.” From this broken record springs fourth immense 

apprehension and blistering imposter syndrome. The Palestine-Israel Conflict. A topic 

which most have already chosen a side. Or avoid entirely. While I’ve exhausted myself 

with deadlines and stacks of reading on the topic leading up to this project’s completion, 

it is guaranteed that my studies have only just begun. So it is necessary to accentuate that 

a historian’s synthesis of a region dating from the Pleistocene (approx. 1.5 million years 

ago) through the Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine periods, the Middle Ages and even 

through Ottoman Rule and the British Mandate exceeds the scope of this dissertation. 

There is no shortage of vital scholarship on classical antiquity, and especially on the 

modern era in Palestine – roughly from World War I (shortly thereafter in 1917, the 

cataclysmic Balfour Declaration) to the Nakba (1948) and through the Al-Aqsa Intifada 

(2000-2005). For thorough and imperative recollection and analysis of this history, I am 

reliant on the work of Khalidi (2007, 2010, 2020), Abu-Lughod et al. (1999), Said (1992, 

1994a, 1994b, 2000, 2002), Erakat (2019), Masalha (2000, 2012, 2018), and Abu El-Haj 

(2001), amongst many others. In forthcoming sections, I reference several of the seismic 

events of this period (such as the Arab Revolt and the United Nations General Assembly 

adoption of Resolution 181, the partition of Palestine) but I do not thoroughly explicate 

each, unlike the aforementioned scholars. I am (potentially) exasperating by sharing what 

is not detailed in these pages, because I want to make clear that while focusing on the 

contemporary moment in present-day Tel Aviv, there is so much more to the story of the 

land, its people and colonial conquests that is not itemized here – but context is 

absolutely not forgotten nor whitewashed from this snapshot of the city. Acknowledging 

these individual and collective traumas buried by concrete and the continual reinscription 

on/of these sites in coastal Palestine is inextricable from studying Palestinian history and 

culture. 

 This case study centers on the modern history of Tel Aviv; specifically, the 

southern neighborhoods of Neve Tzedek and Florentin, and predominately through 

practice-based data collection interrogates the materiality of al-Manshiyya, the 

Palestinian neighborhood upon which Charles Clore Park is built. The artscapes of these 

areas – namely, the architectures and street art in Neve Tzedek and the Kiryat Hamelacha 
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complex in Florentin – reflect friction and dissonance in processes of demolition, 

redevelopment and appropriation of this urban space in recent decades. 

 

Of Sands, Dunes, Destruction 

 In order to ruminate on the history and urban morphology of Tel Aviv, it is 

necessary to look at its relationship to Jaffa over the last hundred or so years, and how 

these processes of urbanization are generative of increasing sociospatial segregation and 

cultural erasure. For this, I rely heavily on LeVine’s (1998, 2005) investigation of 

shifting relations in the region under British and then Israeli rule – and the important 

disaggregation of Jaffa and Tel Aviv which precedes modern day “Tel Aviv-Yafo.” I also 

lean on Monterescu’s (2015) research on relational urbanism and ethnogentrification as 

well as neo-Orientalist simulacrum in the region. This illuminates the “century-long 

relationship between Jaffa and Tel Aviv [that] reflects a tension between assimilation and 

distinction, cultural integration and spatial separation” (p. 8), productive of dialectical 

tensions that shape Jaffa and Tel Aviv’s identities through present day. Most important to 

my inquiry is Rotbard’s (2015) path-breaking interrogation of the ways architecture is 

used as a political and violent tool in the formation, early development, and 

contemporary aggrandizement of Tel Aviv. 

The Jaffa-Tel Aviv area has a nearly 10,000-year history of continuous human 

settlement; and second to Jericho, it is the oldest inhabited settlement in Palestine 

(LeVine, 2005). The region is enduringly fertile – agriculturally rich with healthful soil; 

fig and orange groves were abundant for centuries, and crops like watermelons were 

renowned for their size. Jaffa’s port proved a crucial commercial center during Roman 

and Byzantine periods, and many materials were moved through this port to build 

Jerusalem. Despite its pivotal role in the construction of Palestine and the movement of 

peoples and goods through the city, the historiography of Jaffa frequently harbors on 

recurrent destruction and occupation – from its conquering by the Egyptians as early as 

1496 B.C.E., Muslims in 639, and then the Crusaders; its fall to Ottoman rule in 1517; 

Napoleon’s 1799 invasion;62 its capture by General Ibrahim Pasha in 1831; and then 

!
62 While this is a broad overview of the city’s millennia of history, I find it important to highlight: “In the 
decades preceding Napoleon’s 1799 invasion – in fact, for much of the eighteenth century—Jaffa, like 
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European economic expansion and exploitation in the years following the Crimean War 

(1853-1856) (LeVine, 2005). 

In spite of logistical and governance obstacles, the port flourished at the end of 

the 19th century; trade moving through doubled between 1893-1913, which rivaled major 

Mediterranean ports like Beirut, Alexandria and Istanbul. As the 20th century progressed, 

there was great interest in the Jaffa port as a stronghold for new regional and European 

economic activity, which fed a construction boom for foreign investment, trade and 

tourism and produced competition between French and British imperial interests. Large 

quantities of sesame, cotton, wheat, cured meat, citrus and vegetables were exported to 

Alexandria, Egypt and beyond. French goods such as perfumes, rices from lower Egypt 

and American petroleum were amongst its imports. During this time of dynamic change, 

Jaffa quickly developed into a center for immigrants from neighboring Arab countries. In 

addition to Bedouins who grazed their livestock in the area, there were communities of 

Yemenites, Afghanis, Houranis from Syria, Circassians, Germans, Greek Orthodox, 

Transjordanians and Lebanese (LeVine, 2005). Many Egyptians came to Jaffa with 

General Pasha in the 1830s, and these groups soon founded the nearby neighborhoods of 

Abu Kabir, Rashid, ‘Ajami and al-Manshiyya, among others: 

Numerous workers’ neighborhoods, or saknat, had sprung up in the wake of the 
Egyptian invasion outside the walls of the Old City to the north, south, and east. 
Among these were ‘Ajami, Nuxha, Hursih, Irshid, Jebaliyyeh, and Manshiyyeh. 
The development of these neighborhoods, which paralleled the establishment of 
Muslim neighborhoods outside the Old City of Jerusalem, led to new streets being 
cut through the existing orange groves, creating new spatial patterns that 
facilitated the urbanization of the region, including its villages.  
(LeVine, 2005, p. 52) 
 

!
much of the coast of Palestine (from [Akka] to Gaza), found itself in the middle of numerous struggles 
between various local rulers and Bedouin tribes, and pirates coming from across the Mediterranean 
periodically marauded the town from the sea. This instability led the Ottoman government to strengthen its 
presence over the town by building a new watchtower with cannons and stationing more soldiers there. 
Beyond these struggles and Napoleon’s short but violent sojourn, Jaffa suffered two more sieges, one later 
in 1799 and another in 1803-5, and an outbreak of the plague as the nineteenth century began” (LeVine, 
2005, p. 30). This watchtower in Jaffa is ubiquitous in the contemporary Mediterranean imaginary and 
touristic framing of the city. 
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 This flurry of development in Jaffa Port also attracted early Zionist settlers63 to the 

region and it developed into a spiritual center for the new Jewish Yishuv (community of 

Jewish settlers); this increased tensions between Zionist colonizers and Indigenous 

Palestinians.64 

While the festering animosities were more complex than just “Zionists” vs. 

“Palestinians” – including disputes between Orthodox, Catholic and Armenian leaders, 

Hassidic Ashkenazi and Sephardi-Maghrebi Jews, and more – most notable was the need 

for the increasingly dominant Zionist immigrants to physically separate themselves from 

their Arab neighbors, for “the need to reject existing Indigenous Palestinian Arab or 

Jewish cultures was a defining feature of Zionist ideology” (LeVine, 2007b, p. 132). New 

land acquisitions aimed to physically distance newly arrived Zionists from Palestinian 

communities. Planning and architectural models were imported from Europe and 

imposed upon earlier configurations; Tel Aviv was gradually birthed by overthrowing 

and erasing the preexisting Palestinian landscape (LeVine, 2007b). These patterns and 

practices firmly situate the Zionist project in Palestine within a settler-colonial 

framework: 

Distinguished from metropole colonialism, settler colonies were not primarily 
established to extract surplus value from indigenous labor… Despite its relations 
to both Ottoman and British imperial metropoles, Zionist colonization never 
relied on a narrow bureaucracy governing a large indigenous population. It sought 
instead to expand its control of land, encourage mass Jewish immigration, and 
provide employment that ensured settlers a European standard of living. (Leshem, 
2013, p. 524) 
 

The Jaffa and nascent Tel Aviv municipalities expanded to encompass these new 

communities, demonstrative of the determined beginnings of a Jewish nationalist spatial 

regime.65 To situate these localities and begin visualizing their modern development and 

!
63 While this dissertation does not address the history and intricacies of political and/or religious Zionism, 
its modern iteration (spearheaded by Australian-Jewish journalist Theodor Herzl around 1896) can be 
understood as both an ideology and nationalist movement aimed at establishing Jewish sovereignty in 
Palestine. Advocates of Zionism view it as a liberation movement; opponents/critics view it as 
exceptionalist, racist and colonialist. For further reading on deconstructing Zionism, see: Vattimo & 
Marder, 2014; Butler, 2012. 
64 For a summary of objections regarding the comparison of Palestinians with Indigenous peoples in settler 
states, see: Abu-Lughod, 2020. 
65 My use of regime is defined with the help of Hatuka (2010): “Used interchangeably with the term 
government to denote an organized system of rule (e.g., aristocracy, monarchy, democracy) by government, 
agents, politicians, and citizens. The term is also sometimes used in place of administration to refer to a 
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expansion, I first look at two views of a map from 1876, commissioned by the Palestine 

Exploration Fund (Fig. 3.4 – 3.5). In a close-up of this map, the presumptively barren 

“sand dunes” are labeled to the north and south of the dense and arable Jaffa. While 

cartographically unassuming, these very dunes – distinctly the ones north of Jaffa – 

paradoxically became the mythological and material bedrock of Tel Aviv’s genesis. 

 

 
Figure 3.4 Western Palestine 1:63,360 from 1876 (Visualizing Palestine, 2019a) 

 

!
specific government office. Regime can also signify a broad framework of rules and norms that govern a 
particular issue, such as security, intellectual property, or the environment. From the social perspective, 
regime implies repeated interactions between dominant key actors, institutions (e.g. army, political parties, 
religious institutions, etc.), and citizens constituting their membership. The powerful actors in a regime 
have relatively strong control over government” (p. 20).  
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Figure 3.5 Western Palestine 1:63,360 from 1876 – alternate view (Visualizing Palestine, 2019a) 

This cartography predates the construction of Zionist neighborhoods. From the map, it is 

easy to apprehend Jaffa during this era as a fertile, bustling coastal center of commerce, 

community and culture. It is surrounded by ample open land, with scattered Palestinian 

villages like Selmeh (Salamah) to the east and Summeil (al-Mas’udiyya) and al-Shaykh 

Muwannis (Sheikh Muannis) to the north.  

In 1887, the first self-described Jewish neighborhood in the Jaffa area, Neve 

Tzedek, was established and soon followed by Neve Shalom (1890), Mahane Yosef 

(1904), Kerem Hateimanim (1905) and Ohel Moshe (1906). Also in 1906, the Ahuzat 

Bayit society (“Building Houses” society) was formed with its goal to establish “a 

modern Jewish urban neighborhood style in the city of Jaffa” (LeVine, 2005, p. 61). 
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These middle-class Jews living in and around Jaffa engaged in Zionist public activity that 

laid the groundwork for urban colonization in the city for decades to come. Their 

“Judaization” of space included the construction of new markets, new logics of city 

planning, media outlets that conveyed the danger and perceived violent potential of 

neighboring Arabs and the use of the Hebrew language to reinscribe the linguistic and 

visual consciousness of these new “Jewish spaces” that were heretofore mainly uniformly 

Palestinian Arab economies and spaces. The continued process of discursive and physical 

erasure of Palestinian presence was “not only a consequence of particular historical 

contingencies but the very condition for the creation of a stable Zionist historical identity 

and a coherent sense of collective purpose” (Leshem, 2013, p. 525).  

A primary goal of the Ahuzat Bayit society was to “stem the flow of Jewish 

capital into Arab hands through renting Arab houses, a major concern for Jewish leaders 

because it constituted the single largest drain of capital out of the Jewish sector” (LeVine, 

2005, p. 61). The ideological and material importance of Ahuzat Bayit and other budding 

Jewish strongholds to Zionist leaders was reaffirmed by financial backing from the 

Jewish National Fund (JNF) which facilitated land purchases and construction projects, 

attracted new Jewish immigrants from the Eastern Bloc/Europe, and swelled these early 

Zionist communities exponentially. A Russian-language handbook on the JNF (written in 

1909, the year of Tel Aviv’s founding) shed light on the project’s motivation, as well as 

its national, political and material significance to the Zionist enterprise in Palestine: 

[Ahuzat Bayit seeks] to constitute, in our own country, as soon as possible, not 
only an economic force but a political one. There is no doubt that we will not be 
able to own the country if we do not own the land… The development of a Jewish 
urban community is without a doubt the most important stage in the bolstering of 
our position in the country. (LeVine, 2005, p. 62) 
 

The new neighborhoods were not birthed from barren sands, as Zionist folklore wishes us 

to believe. Rather, Zionists strategically chose the land of Ahuzat Bayit for its fertility 

and proximity to Jaffa Port; a plot that was originally Karm al-Jabali, a vineyard owned 

by the al-Jabali family, with ownership and agricultural records predating Ottoman rule. 

While there are contestations regarding the contract of sale between the al-Jabali family 

and Ahuzat Bayit (see: LeVine, 2005, p. 64), most important to understand here is that 

for many years, the land nurtured mixed tenure and usage – it was not empty sand dunes.  
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 April 11, 1909 marked the official founding of Tel Aviv (in Hebrew: “tel” 

meaning man-made mound or hill, “aviv” meaning spring, symbolizing renewal), when 

66 Jewish families gathered on the shoreline and parceled out the land using seashells. 

Photographer Avraham Soskin documented the occasion (Fig 3.6), which depicted the 

families closely convening on a desolate dune, anticipating their claim to the land. The 

photograph circulated widely – and continues to be used in historical depictions of the 

city’s creation through present day.  

 
Figure 3.6 First meeting of Tel-Aviv proprietors on the site of Tel-Aviv (Soskin, 1909) 

 
This image, however, demands an alternative reading, for the composition crafts a 

propagandistic if not deceptive vignette. The darkly clothed clustered bodies fill the 

center of the frame, with empty sand below and above, and a slice of sky overhead. It is 

cropped to magnify the site’s desolation – an absence of preexisting buildings, 

infrastructure or other bodies (such as Palestinians, Bedouins). Contrarily, as village 

records, aerial photography, paintings and other artworks demonstrate, the land 

surrounding where the Zionist families huddled produced great abundance and was 
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covered with vegetation; cultivated, tended and enjoyed by inhabitants.66 In a Palestine 

Exploration Survey and an 1876 edition of Baedeker’s tour guide, it was reported that 

“About 1 $ -2 feet beneath the sand there is excellent soil. And water is to be found 

everywhere at a moderate depth. Vines, though half buried in sand, thrive admirably” 

(LeVine, 2005, p. 88). 

 Writing here in broad strokes, Tel Aviv expanded rapidly from 1909 through the 

beginning of World War I from approximately 100 dunams to 570 dunams. Growth was 

at once haphazard and meticulously planned.67 The autonomous development of Jaffa 

was permanently foreclosed upon the arrival of the British army on December 9, 1917 

under the command of General Edmund Allenby (LeVine, 2005), and this marked the 

beginning of a development and speculation boom for embryonic Tel Aviv. In later 

sections, I will discuss the role of the Hassan Bek mosque (constructed in 1916) and the 

decimation of al-Manshiyya (April 1948), north of Jaffa – a structure and an ongoing 

event both significant to the transformation of the shoreline.  

In June 1921, Tel Aviv was granted municipal autonomy as a local council and in 

1934, it gained municipal independence from Jaffa. During the decade, the Jewish 

population swelled dramatically due in part to the rise of Hitler and the Nazi Party, 

compounding worldwide anti-Semitism,68 greatly increasing Zionist dominance in 

Palestine. The entwinement of politics and law reified, if not expedited, this settler 

colonial project: 

First articulated in the 1917 Balfour Declaration and later in the 1922 Mandate for 
Palestine, the privileging of Jewish Zionist settler sovereignty over Palestinian 
peoplehood remained dominant in international deliberations through 1939 and 
until Israel’s establishment in 1948. (Erakat, 2019, p. 26) 
 

!
66 For more detailed statistics, maps and arguments about land use and cultivation in late Ottoman and 
Mandate coastal Palestine, see: LeVine, 2005. The densely planted vineyards and orchards, tended by 
Palestinians and other Arab communities actively refutes the Zionist legend that the land of Israel was “a 
land without people for a people without land”, and that Zionists alone were able to “make the desert 
bloom”. For elaboration on these concepts, see: Nashef, 2018; Sa'di & Abu-Lughod, 2007; George, 1979; 
Darwish et al., 1984; Masalha, 2003, amongst others.  
67 For more on the Geddes Plan and Garden City movement in Tel Aviv, see: Welter, 2012; Zaidman & 
Kark, 2016; Mualam, 2017. 
68 This decade (1929-1939) is known as the “Fifth Aliyah” – the fifth sizeable wave of immigration to 
Palestine from Europe and Asia.  
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Zionists were encouraged at a host of scales to settle, exploit and appropriate the 

landscape; hastening erasure of Palestinian culture and the colonization of the land and its 

people. While there is much importance to the often acerbic relations between Arab and 

Zionist laborers who worked on/in the city during the British Mandate; the nuance of 

shifting land tenure; the clashes along the Jaffa-Tel Aviv border (occurring in 1921, 

1929, 1933 and the revolt from 1936-1939) that altered the geographic, economic, 

demographic69 and social landscape of the region; conflict and chaos preceding the 

Nakba; and the logics of leadership in the region during this period, my focus shifts to the 

architectures and aestheticization of Neve Tzedek – one of Tel Aviv’s oldest 

neighborhoods, and how it was and continues to be visually emblematic and generative of 

sociospatial segregation in the city. 

The Zionist colonization of Palestine is predicated on a logic of separation and 

subjugation, and the coastal Mediterranean neighborhood of Neve Tzedek is no 

exception.70 Established by Mizrahi Jewish families in 1887 who sought more distance 

from Palestinians than in the urban core of over-crowded Jaffa, Neve Tzedek soon 

became a magnet for Zionist affluence and artistic creation. The plan, construction and 

form of the neighborhood, despite its ideological rupture from Palestinian Jaffa, initially 

mirrored “the crowded East European style mixed with local Arab styles, like the first 

neighborhoods outside the old city of Jerusalem” (LeVine, 2005, p. 156) and many of the 

homes featured flat roofs, closed courtyards and high walls surrounding the properties.  

By the mid 1930s, the Eclectic71 and International styles of architecture, brought 

to Palestine by western European Zionists, began to dominate the burgeoning city. These 

!
69 The 1921 riots were particularly pivotal for the growth of Tel Aviv as Jews in Jaffa moved northward to 
evade the overt violence; during this decade, the population multiplied twenty-fold from 2,084 to 42,000 
(Rotbard, 2015). 
70 In some scholarship, Neve Tzedek is referred to as an early suburb of Jaffa, but as this project is oriented 
towards the ongoing (re)development of Tel Aviv, I reference it as one of the first neighborhoods of the 
new city. 
71 According to LeVine (2005): “The term eclecticism originated in the nineteenth century, and its free and 
often inventive combination of European and “Oriental” motifs was a perfect reflection of the 
contradictions inherent in Zionism as both a “utopian” movement that sought to be a beacon to the East (the 
emblem of Tel Aviv was the lighthouse, representing its role in bringing European modernity to the 
sleeping East) and as an exclusivist, settler-colonial movement. It was not just a straight combination of 
Eastern and Western styles but is better understood as an “integral interpretation” of the two, signifying an 
attempt to bring together forms from all periods to create a “complete style.” One critic revealingly labeled 
it an “eastern-modern” style – a conjoining of two discourses rarely sanctioned in Zionist ideology, unless 
it is Zionists who are the agents of that conjoining. The local architecture was thus believed to be, however 
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new structures were undeniably a material manifestation of settler colonialism pervading 

the built environment; especially as architects, planners and designers of the era 

increasingly turned away from Arab-inspired themes to zealously aggrandize European 

modernism.72 LeVine (2005) notes, “We can therefore also understand the reasoning 

underlying this aesthetic as being rooted in a feeling that the local architecture was 

“exotic and romantic,” a quaint sentiment that was part of the desire to build a “cocoon” 

that would be a simulacrum of the local environment while ultimately remaining separate 

and European” (p. 164). This cocooning of Tel Aviv is reflective of the material, 

symbolic and ideological othering of Palestinians; figurative and literal lines in the sand 

drawn that determine who and what is permissible in this new city and under what 

conditions, as well as what aspects of design and culture are deemed worthy for 

appropriation and/or commodification.  

While in this dissertation I do not expound on details of the Nakba in Jaffa and 

Palestine as a whole (spare the destruction of al-Manshiyya, in later sections), it is critical 

to carve out the space for not only its recognition and the significance to Palestinians 

worldwide,73 but as I progress rather speedily through the early years of Tel Aviv – 

especially the 1940s – to bring awareness to the weight of 1948; the decimation of 

Palestine by Zionists as the settler colonial state of Israel was created.74 A watershed 

!
“primitive,” in “harmonious union with the landscape.” The buildings built during this period contained 
elements from styles as disparate as Moorish, neoclassical, neo-Gothic, and art nouveau” (p. 163). See also: 
Ginat, 2021. 
72 “As [Israel’s first Prime Minister] David Ben-Gurion put it in a speech before the Twenty-second Zionist 
Congress, “development and progress” were the keys to rejuvenating Palestine – if the push toward 
International Style marked the conflation of economic, political, and ideological-aesthetic motives 
underlying “development and progress” in Zionist built space, there was no better measurement of their 
abundance in the Jewish sector than the block upon block of gleaming white International Style buildings 
being erected in Tel Aviv.” (LeVine, 2005, p. 166) 
73 “The Nakba as a continuing trauma occupies a central place in the Palestinian psyche. Memory accounts 
of the traumatic events of 1948 are central to the Palestinian society of today. The Nakba is the demarcation 
line between two contrasting periods, before and after 1948. It changed the lives of the Palestinians at both 
individual and national levels drastically and irreversibly; it continues to structure Palestinians’ lives and 
inform Palestinian culture.” (Masalha, 2012, p. 12) 
74 As will be elaborated upon in later sections, the violence of the Nakba in 1948 was not an isolated event, 
rather, in many ways, only a beginning chapter of decades of settler colonial violence against Palestinians – 
persistent through this very moment. This can be understood as al-Nakba al-Mustimirrah, a continued 
Nakba: an ongoing process of erasure and ethnic cleansing which has seen Palestinians fragmented, 
ghettoized, detained, killed and more (Hawari, 2020b). The Nakba did not end; it only continues to 
devastate in re-fashioned ways (Bedwan, 2020, p. 250). To underscore, at the center of all settler colonial 
projects is theft (Abraham, 2018).  
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moment in this history was November 29, 1947, when the United Nations General 

Assembly passed Resolution 181, in favor of the partition of Palestine (Fig. 3.7), 

legitimizing the Zionist claim to control over the land.  

 
Figure 3.7 Plan of Partition map from UNGA Resolution 181 (27 November 1947). Overdrawn UNSCOP boundary is 
from United Nations Special Committee on Palestine, Report to the General Assembly, 3 September 1947, Volume II, 

A/364, Add. 1. (Wikimedia Commons) 
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Resolution 181 “did not consider the will of the local population, nor the legality of the 

UN’s authority to propose partition, nor the legality of partition itself. It was, 

unabashedly, a political solution” (Erakat, 2019, p. 46). To highlight the resolution’s 

criminality: 

Although Jews comprised only 30 percent of the population [of Palestine] and 
owned 6 percent of the land at this point, Resolution 181 apportioned the Jewish 
community 55 percent of Palestine. It allocated 45 percent of the territory to 
native Palestinians, who constituted 70 percent of the population and owned the 
vast majority of the land… The UN Partition Plan required a “radical territorial 
redistribution in favor of Zionists” yet did not articulate the means of its 
implementation. (Erakat, 2019, p. 46) 
 

It wasn’t long after the Partition Plan was approved before severe violence ignited in the 

region. In 1948: 

The dismantling of Palestinian society was carried out as an integral part of the 
infamous Plan Dalet, a prime objective of which was the destruction of 
Palestinian towns and villages… From the territory occupied by Israel in 1948-
1949, about 90 percent of the Palestinians were driven out – many by 
psychological warfare and/or military pressure and a large number at gunpoint. 
The 1948 war simply provided the opportunity for the creation of an enlarged 
Jewish state on most of historic Palestine. It concentrated Zionist minds and 
provided the security, military-strategic and immigrant-settler-demographic 
explanations and justifications for ‘purging’ the Jewish state.  
(Masalha, 2012, p. 2) 

 
It should be added: 

The Israeli state first took over the land of the 750,000 refugees, who were barred 
from returning; Jewish immigrants were settled in homes and neighborhoods 
belonging to Palestinian refugees. In order to present European colonialism as a 
continuation of an ancient Jewish ownership of the land, the historic Arabic 
names of geographical sites were replaced by newly coined modern Hebrew 
names, some of which resembled biblical names. The invention and mobilization 
of the ethnocentric paradigm of ‘promised land-chosen people’ – and the myth 
that the Hebrew Bible provides for the Zionist sacrosanct ‘title deed’ to the land 
of Palestine signed by God – became a key tool in Zionist settler-colonial and 
ethnic cleansing policies in Palestine. The myth of Jewish ‘return’ after two 
thousand years of exile and the deep-seated inclination among Zionists to see 
Palestine as a country without its indigenous inhabitations (the infamous Zionist 
slogan ‘a land without a people for a people without a land’) were always potent 
rallying calls for Zionist colonization of Palestine. (Masalha, 2012, p. 3) 
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On the whole, more than half of all Palestinians were driven from their villages and 

towns during this time – a conceptual and physical deletion of Palestinians from the 

landscape (Fig. 3.8).  

Figure 3.8 The Zionist colonization of Palestine. This infographic demonstrates that this colonization has been a 
continuous process that accelerated with the establishment of Israel, and with the occupation of the West Bank, Gaza, 

East Jerusalem and Syrian Golan Heights. (Visualizing Palestine, 2019b) 

The staggering violence of the Nakba left all of the 26 Palestinian Arab villages in and 

around Jaffa emptied or destroyed, and urban planners (Nuseibah, 2013) and politicians 

in Tel Aviv took this critical turning point as an opportunity to reconstruct these sites in 

the image of Zionist ideals. The aim of material (as well as cultural, economic, political, 

etc.) erasure of Palestinian Indigeneity in Jaffa and its environs is explicit: 

According to one soldier-turned-architect who participated in the capture of the 
neighboring village of Salama, “From the beginning the Municipality decided to 
erase historic Salameh and build in its place something completely new”… the 
discourse of “erasure and reinscription,” as James Holston has termed the guiding 
force behind modernist planning, was a major theme in the planning and 
architecture of Tel Aviv. (LeVine, 2005, p. 215) 
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From accessible recounts of this catastrophe, nearly all of the Zionist urban space in Tel 

Aviv avoided devastation during this time. Sparing the intricacies of Jaffa’s emptying and 

subsequent annexation to Tel Aviv as well as the Absentees’ Property Law75 and other 

municipal maneuverings, it is vital to note that Jaffa and Tel Aviv are both west of the so-

called Green Line76 and thereby seldom conflated with what is considered part of the 

Occupied Territory.77 As this case study unfolds and I zero in on contemporary Tel Aviv, 

I aim to affirm that the city is and must be more widely considered occupied territory, 

despite its hauteur and curated image it maintains and reproduces.78 

Returning to urban morphology and architectural trends in the 1930s and 1940s, it 

can be generalized that while Eclectic romanticism looked to the past, the International 

Style turned toward the future. It was oriented towards a new Jewish state; the architects, 

planners, investors and inhabitants strove towards demographic, economic and cultural 

hegemony – a quest for productivity and prosperity was driving the development in Tel 

!
75 “The Absentees’ Property Law of 1950 established four categories of so-called absentee individuals and 
rendered absentee property eligible for confiscation and possession by a custodian of state land. Ironically, 
the “absentees” included approximately 750,000 Palestinian refugees to whom Israel had denied the right 
of reentry to claim their lands [if/when displaced during the Nakba], as well as those who remained in 
Israel as internally displaced persons. Israel legislated the latter group as “present-absentees.” Palestinians 
in Israel existed insofar as they constituted a physical and metaphysical threat, but did not exist as far as 
legal rights were concerned; they could harm but not be harmed. The law thus normalized the removal of 
the native population and enabled the confiscation of Palestinian lands without compensation to their 
owners” (Erakat, 2019, p. 56). 
76 The “Green Line” references the 1949 Armistice Lines – more specifically: “The ceasefire lines 
established between the new state of Israel and its Arab neighbors – Jordan, Lebanon, Syria and Egypt – 
after the Nakba. Sometimes referred to as the “pre-1967 borders” or the “Green Line”. The ceasefires left 
Israel controlling 78% of historic Palestine, in contrast to the 6% of the land owned by Jewish 
organizations and individuals at the time. The lines are generally viewed as the “internationally recognized” 
borders of Israel, though Israel has never officially declared its borders” (Visualizing Palestine, 2019b). 
Throughout this case study, when I broadly reference “Israel”, I am referring to the land under Israeli 
control/occupation since 1948/49, or “Israel ‘48”, as some scholars reference (see: Nassar, 2017). 
77 In a contemplative statement about various traps in her discourse she’s reflected on, discussed and 
learned from, Palestinian journalist and educator Mariam Barghouti wrote: “The term is not occupied 
territories. It’s territory. We refuse to legitimize our division and being turned into bantustans. We are one 
land, from river to the sea that has been colonized by settlements that were legitimized without recognizing 
that the Indigenous population was dispossessed from them and continue to be. We are not West Bank and 
Gaza. We are Yaffa, Haifa, Nazareth, Um Rashrash, Safad” (Barghouti, 2018).  
78 This assertion is inspired by, and builds upon, Rotbard’s (2015) analysis of Jaffa’s destruction and how it 
remains under military occupation through present-day: “After the city had been ransacked of its 
population, the IDF [Israel Defense Forces] relocated some of its units there and took over various houses 
and estates, transforming Jaffa into a city of barracks. Over half a century following its ‘liberation’ and the 
army still hasn’t released its grip on the former Arab capital. IDF bases and army headquarters still litter the 
cityscape – among others, the military radio station (Galey Tzahal), the Military Attorney’s offices and the 
State of Israel’s Military Courts can be all found in Jaffa. The city and its residents have been reinvented as 
a human shield in order to protect them” (p. 110).  
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Aviv. As this mythology of “The First Hebrew City”79 pieced together pre-Nakba – the 

whiteness,80 purity, and modernity81 blooming ex nihilo (ad nauseum: birthed from empty 

sand dunes) – was increasingly promoted, internationally celebrated, and directed Tel 

Aviv’s loyalty and affiliation towards western Europe.82 These new, pristine residential 

and commercial structures by Jewish architects from Germany and elsewhere in Europe 

adapted to the Mediterranean climate were a prevailing trend – over 4,000 buildings were 

constructed throughout the growing city.  

International Style buildings – their initial construction, preservation (necessary 

after a period of disrepair and urban decay in the mid-20th century) and contemporary 

promotion – are intrinsic to the aesthetics of occupation pervasive in Tel Aviv. The 

materiality of and discourse embedded in International Style architecture fervently 

refused any coexistence with preexisting social and urban conditions; its sole aims were 

to create an absolute break with the past, with Palestinian history. This is reinforced at 

length: 

Both European and Zionist adherents of International Style believed that if one 
changed the architecture, society would be forced to follow the program of social 
change that the architecture embodied. Thus Zionist architects advocated a “triple 
negation: of Diaspora in favor of a national home, bourgeoisie in favor of 
[socialist] working society, and Orientalism (in fact, of emerging Arab 

!
79 Azaryahu (2008) summarizes: “In 1906, when he presented the idea of the new city, Akiva Arieh Weiss, 
one of the city’s founders, maintained that [the founders’] intention was to build the ‘first Hebrew city’ in 
the Land of Israel. He also envisioned the projected city as [the] ‘New York of the Land of Israel’. Tel 
Aviv was conceived as a Zionist city and a modern city. The Zionist aspect was in the idea that the city was 
an expression of national redemption, where the Hebrew character of the city and its demographic 
composition as an exclusively Jewish city attested to the restoration of Jewish life in the ancient homeland. 
The modern character of the city pertained to urban planning and urban development that applied European 
notions of modernity” (p. 306). See also: Azaryahu, 2007; Azaryahu & Golan, 2004. 
80 Architecturally, demographically. Metzger-Smuk (2004) provides a comprehensive overview of the 
International and Bauhaus-inspired architectures in the city, and many of the arguments made by urban 
planners, architects, artists and municipal leaders in support of Tel Aviv’s uniqueness and beauty (later 
used in UNESCO designations, propagandistic and/or touristic promotion). 
81 “As the French theorist Manuel Castells argues, the very terms urbanization, development, and 
Westernization are not “innocent” but in fact, qua theoretical ideologies, are central to the creation and 
support of the “myth of modernity.” It is this myth of modernity, so central to the self-definition of the 
Zionist enterprise as a whole and Tel Aviv in particular, that necessitated the discursive exclusion of the 
land, waters, and population of Jaffa and the surrounding villages from territory or resources needed for 
Zionist urbanization or development, until… such time as they would “go out of the hands of the local 
population and be ripe for urban settlement” (LeVine, 2005, p. 212). 
82 See: Efrat, 2014, 2019; Gawze, 2018; Mann, 2006; Schlör, 1999; as well as the Tel Aviv Museum of Art 
exhibition in 2004 entitled “Dwelling on the Dunes” and the Docomomo International (2009) coverage on 
“Tel Aviv 100 Years: A Century of Modern Buildings” as examples of how the built environment of Tel 
Aviv is celebrated and its image of modernity is circulated worldwide.  
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nationalism) in favor of a new collective image.”… Much of the “cleansing” 
power of International Style discourse can be attributed to its intimate relation 
with the “functionalist” conception of urban space that dominated architecture and 
planning during the twentieth century, which was premised on the belief in the 
need to “start from a clean slate…”… It also helps us to understand how Zionist 
architecture and planning, especially in the 1930s and 1940s, signaled a 
“displacement” that both revoked the validity of the “Oriental” architecture and 
condemned it to an association with an ornamentalism that had no place in the 
functionalist aesthetic of Zionist modernism. The Zionist architect Julius Posner 
pointed at the immanent connection between the “erasure of past memories and 
the creation of a strictly new, ‘modern, clean character of building.’” (LeVine, 
2005, p. 167) 

 
LeVine furthers: 

The popularity and power of International Style in Tel Aviv can also be linked to 
the discourse of the sands. Tel Aviv’s leaders described Tel Aviv as being built 
“on the still clean dunes where they could live under European conditions not 
then attainable in Jaffa. Here we clearly see the functional and ideological 
connection between the discursive erasure implied by the Zionist-Tel Avivan 
discourse of birth from the sands and the subsequent dominance of the 
International Style in the city… the newly discovered absence of a shared visual 
heritage with the Arabs allowed the region to be constructed as a tabula rasa. 
(2005, p. 169) 

 

It is evident that Tel Aviv, as an idea and as a physical space, is predicated on erasure and 

reinscription. The built environment of the city abounds with an aesthetic of occupation. I 

insist this phraseology does not make light of nor seek to conflate the overt brutality of 

the Zionist occupation83 as lived in the West Bank, Gaza or East Jerusalem – my choice 

of the term occupation is similarly used by Lambert (2017b): 

Of course, comparing the capitalist construction of residential buildings in Jaffa 
[and Tel Aviv] and the military-monitored construction of settlements in the West 
Bank make only sense if their violence is understood through different degrees; 
yet, what the gentrification of the Palestinian city shows us in the context of the 
Israeli Apartheid, is that gentrification, whether it happens in Brooklyn, in Paris, 
or in Rio de Janeiro, is always tied to forms of state structures of violence towards 
targeted populations. As a capitalist process, gentrification operates by definition 
against the most impoverished residents, but processes of inherited 
impoverishment intrinsic to this system as well as the colonial continuum of these 
societies adds to this economic violence, a racialized one. We should therefore not 

!
83 We must ask, (following Ariella Aïsha Azoulay in Maimon & Grinbaum, 2016): What are the imperial 
conditions that enable such monsters to lie in the sun, to flourish, expand, and remain acceptable, within 
the accepted norms? (p. 47) 
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think of the gentrification of Jaffa as an exceptional phenomena, but rather as the 
exacerbated violence (and therefore easier to distinguish) of a process at work in 
many cities of the world. 
 

My goal is also not to rehash the details of various architect personalities and pedigrees 

behind the city’s internationally acclaimed projects; of town planning in Tel Aviv’s core, 

nor the origins and renaissance of the White City (International Style and Bauhaus-

inspired architectures). This has already occurred at length, both in celebration and 

critique of these peoples’ and structures’ intentions, execution and legacies. 84  

It must be reiterated, though, that the violences of colonization, expropriation and 

cleansing done unto Palestinians by Zionists and the State of Israel does not end at the 

Nakba. As aforementioned, it is ongoing through the present moment. Collapsed into this 

contemporary history includes (but is not limited to): the Six-Day War of 1967 and the 

adoption of United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 (see: Khalidi, 2020; Erakat, 

2019); The First Intifada; The 1993 Oslo Peace Accords; The Al-Aqsa Intifada and 

construction of the apartheid wall85 (Weizman, 2007; Segal et al., 2003; Sorkin, 2005; 

Awad & Bean, 2020); as well as the innumerable day-to-day atrocities and violations 

committed against Palestinian and Bedouin communities.86 Something wildly bizarre yet 

eerily routinized about the everyday functions of Tel Aviv is how insulated the city – its 

inhabitants, events and touristic affairs – are from the frictions and bloodshed elsewhere 

!
84 For an encyclopedic archive in celebration of International Style and Bauhaus-inspired buildings in Tel 
Aviv, see: Metzger-Smuk’s Dwelling on the Dunes (2004) as well as Cohen’s Bauhaus Tel Aviv (2003). 
For an exposé on the contentious history and violence of the “White City,” see Rotbard’s White City, Black 
City (2015). 
85 Israeli policies meet the United Nations definitions of apartheid: “The 1965 International Convention for 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination and the 1975 International Convention on the 
Suppression and Punishment of the Crime of Apartheid define it as “inhuman acts committed for the 
purpose of establishing and maintaining domination by one racial group of persons over any other racial 
group of persons and systematically oppressing them” (Decolonize This Place, 2016). In a recent report, “A 
regime of Jewish supremacy from the Jordan River to the Mediterranean Sea: This is Apartheid,” B’Tselem 
(2021) details the laws, practices and state violence designed to cement Zionist supremacy over 
Palestinians. See also: Thrall, 2021. 
86 For a sampling of reports and press releases regarding the illegality of settlement construction, land 
annexation, torture cases, abductions/unlawful detentions amongst other heinous wrongdoings, see: 
Amnesty International’s archives on “Israel and Occupied Palestinian Territories”; the archives and 
interactive maps of B’Tselem: The Israeli Information Center for Human Rights in the Occupied Territories 
(btselem.org); as well as Forensic Architecture’s ongoing investigations, such as the use of herbicidal 
warfare in Gaza, destruction in Al-Araqib, the bombing of Rafah, Gaza, and the use of white phosphorous 
throughout the Occupied Territory (forensic-architecture.org). 
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in the region.87 This is often referred to as the “Tel Aviv bubble”;88 a mere 40 miles away 

from the open-air prison of Gaza and about 45 miles from the chaos and discord of 

Jerusalem, the daily routines and leisure activities in the city persist loudly and 

unflinchingly (Mendel, 2009; Collard, 2014; Goldman, 2009).  

 

Allegory of Altneuland 

The excitement, levity and coolness inside this bubble – the attitude and aesthetic 

that is cultivated and conveyed throughout Tel Aviv— abounds in Neve Tzedek. 

International Style architecture is not as prevalent here as in other neighborhoods in the 

city, but that does not mean that the impulse toward material and conceptual bordering 

isn’t there. While within the boundaries of the White City,89 Neve Tzedek (and adjacent 

Shabazi) is sometimes referred to as a mini ‘Red City’ due to an abundance of distinctive 

red roofs. These terra cotta shingles were dubbed “Marseille tiles” (Fig. 3.9 – 3.13). 

Widely marketed for a timeless appearance – an “instant classic” – it is unclear whether 

the roofing in Neve Tzedek was imported from Marseille, France, or if the replicable 

style was brought in from elsewhere.90 

!
87 This is not to negate some of the tragic events that have occurred in the city, such as the suicide bombing 
at the Dolphinarium discothèque in 2001 that killed 21 and injured over 100 or the Dizengoff Center 
bombing that killed 14 and injured 130. There are also copious attacks on migrant communities, prevalent 
in southern Tel Aviv neighborhoods. Increasingly harsh border policing, xenophobic state and local 
policies and media provocation has led to an uptick in attacks and deaths. Moreover, the capacities of the 
Israeli military are well beyond the scope of this project, but much of the city’s assurance and cavalier 
attitudes can be attributed to Iron Dome fortifications, intended to detect infiltration and/or attack by short-
range rockets and artillery shells. Its three central components include: detection & tracking radar systems, 
battle management & weapon control and the missile firing unit – funded by the Israel and United States 
governments.  
88 “…underneath the Iron Dome and despite ‘Operation Protective Edge’, Tel Aviv, the bubble, keeps on 
booming” (Rotbard, 2015, p. 184). 
89 According to the municipality’s conservation program, “the geographical perimeters of the White City 
wind around Allenby Street, from Petach Tikva Road in the south-east to Jerusalem Beach in the north-
west. According to this map, there are two zones that separate the White City from Jaffa, which despite 
their architectural irrelevance to the White City’s narrative, have been practically annexed to the White 
City and to its historiographic rules” (Rotbard, 2015, p. 16). 
90 The red tiled roofs were popular throughout Australia and in Dakar, Senegal in the early 20th century. A 
strong symbol of colonial presence, the Marseille tiles were exported in the late 1800s and known to “paint 
the town red.” By some accounts, the boom in importation of the tiles ceased by World War I. (Museum of 
Applied Arts & Sciences) 
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Figure 3.9 Satellite imagery of the “Red City” (Neve Tzedek) amongst the White City. The imagery is blurred because 
of the US Congress’s 1997 National Defense Authorization Act. One section is titled, “Prohibition on collection and 

release of detailed satellite imagery relating to Israel.” This is known as the Kyl-Bingaman Amendment, whereby 
NOAA’s Commercial Remote Sensing Regulatory Affairs must control the dissemination of zoomed-in images of Israel, 
which prohibits US satellite imagery companies (like Google) from selling pictures that are “more detailed or precise 

than satellite imagery of Israel that is available from commercial sources” (Dance, 2019). The European Space 
Agency (ESA) has even poorer resolution of these sites. 

 



 187 

 
Figure 3.10 Shard of Marseille roof tile in Neve Tzedek (2018) 

 
Figure 3.11 Terra cotta roof tiles in a seemingly abandoned lot, Neve Tzedek (2018) 
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Figure 3.12 The status of this surplus of roof tiles is murky; while they might be reused for future construction projects 

in the neighborhood, I’ve discovered large stacks of them – broken and collecting dust – in empty lots or derelict 
structures throughout Neve Tzedek. (2018) 
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Figure 3.13 A terra cotta shingle, curiously attached to a residential roof in Neve Tzedek (2018) 
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From the neighborhood’s founding, most buildings were only built one or two 

stories tall along narrow streets with tight alleys; Jugendstil and Art Nouveau elements 

were paired with International Style, and later, Bauhaus-influenced forms. 

Contemporaneously, the mixture of architectural styles makes for a disunified if not 

cluttered appearance. In part, this is because Tel Aviv’s northward sprawl throughout the 

20th century drew affluent residents to newly developed exclusive enclaves and high rises 

(such as the present-day pockets of Park Tzameret and the “Old North”, the area north of 

Azlozorov Street, west of the Ayalon Highway). In the 1960s, officials labeled the 

neighborhood a slum as it was visually and materially incompatible with the sleek, 

bustling image of the rapidly globalizing city. Portions of the neighborhood were slated 

for demolition to make room for seafront apartments and retail, though these plans were 

shelved when some of the structures were placed on preservation lists.  

Menachem Begin and the Likud Party’s policies, compounded by the thrum of 

neoliberalization that consumed Tel Aviv in the 1980s, increasingly positioned Neve 

Tzedek as a semi-pastoral, picturesque reprieve from the surrounding commotion. By 

decade’s end, arts-led gentrification initiated the neighborhood’s revamp as a polestar for 

fashion, boutique hotels, upscale cafes and design evocative of a Mediterranean 

anywhereness. Overgrown bougainvillea cascade over colorful street art and neo-Moorish 

arched windows. Purposefully blighted for decades, only to be redeemed by an influx of 

Israeli and international capital, it is palpable how the historic built environment of the 

neighborhood is currently revalued for its symbolic and economic potential. This is 

reinforced:  

[The] cultural infrastructure is thus responsible for a crucial phase in the 
recentralization or recommodification of urban space, turning old and often 
forgotten vernacular places in vibrant, fashionable spaces. In the words of Zukin 
(1992, p. 242), these spaces are slipping and mediating between nature and 
artifice, public use and private value, global market and local place, desire and 
control. (Mommaas, 2004, p. 526) 

 

Although Neve Tzedek is a small neighborhood, two distinct cultural clusters feature a 

concentration of artscapes and architectures that are encouraging of sociospatial 

segregation and overt commodification of urban space: HaTachanah (hereafter: The 

Station) and Shabazi Street. 
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 The retail complex now known as “The Station” was once the terminus for the 

Jaffa railway station. Inaugurated on May 24, 1891,91 the line was conceived to link the 

Mediterranean coast with Jerusalem. Jewish businessman Yosef Navon was principally 

responsible for its construction, but when he lacked the capital to execute the project’s 

completion, the Société du Chemin de Fer Ottoman de Jaffa à Jérusalem et 

Prolongements was established in Paris to finance and build the line. Metre gauge was 

imported through the Jaffa Port from France and Belgium. During World War I, the rail 

station served as a military headquarters for the Turkish and German armies before the 

heavier machinery was moved to Jerusalem. As the British advanced northward in 1917, 

many bridges that supported the railway were detonated. In 1918, the Palestine Military 

Railways of the British Mandate rebuilt some of the line, including the section between 

Jaffa and Lydda junction. After the Nakba, all services at the Jaffa station halted and eras 

of neglect ensued. In 2004, the Tel Aviv Municipality initiated a restoration project 

(completed in 2009) that converted the former station into a leisure and entertainment 

complex. By February 2017, construction on the red line of the Tel Aviv light rail was 

underway, with estimated completion in October 2021. This line – with 33 stations 

between Petah Tikva (northeast of Tel Aviv) and Bat Yam (south of Jaffa, on the coast) – 

passes just south of The Station, integrating portions of the original 1891 railway in Neve 

Tzedek.  

 At face value, The Station is nothing extraordinary. Much like shopping malls in 

warmer climates around the United States, a series of disconnected storefronts are pieced 

together by an expanse of wood, stone and cement plaza. Directive signage – primarily in 

English and Hebrew – is placed to drive foot traffic towards dining and shopping. About 

twenty design/concept stores, several bars and restaurants, and a scattering of art galleries 

populate The Station’s grounds. Shade is sparse, spare several aged eucalyptus trees and 

the fronds of spindly palms. In my visits to the site, all occurring between May-August, 

the sun proves unrelenting. In addition to the brick and mortar buildings in the complex, 

several rehabilitated train cars are positioned on the now-defunct stretch of rail; relics 

!
91 This is when the section between Jaffa and al-Ramla was completed. The entirety of the line was 
inaugurated on September 26, 1892. 



 192 

stripped of their original utility and expectation now serve as lackluster exhibition spaces 

for diluted tales of rail travel and nation-building (Fig. 3.14 – 3.15).  

 
Figure 3.14 A railcar unto itself – used as a ticketing/exhibition space for The Station (2018) 

 

 
Figure 3.15 Tracks that once led to Jaffa are now obsolete, amputated by palm trees in planter boxes and the 
compound’s walls. Beyond the barrier is the multi-lane intersection of Eilat Street/Kaufmann Street. (2018) 



 193 

Travel guidebooks and articles sing the space’s praises, such as in this piece from The 

New York Times: 

Constructed in 1892… it’s become an instant hit with locals who, like 
Manhattanites, never say no to a piece of the sky or a new hipster nook. 
HaTachana offers both, and the location couldn’t be better: between the beach and 
Neve Tzedek, the city’s first Jewish settlement outside Jaffa and now a lively 
district of renovated pastel houses and designer boutiques, especially along 
Shabazi Street, which ends where the HaTchana complex begins. With its upscale 
jumble of refurbished rail cars, freight terminals and train tracks to nowhere (and 
how’s a bit of defunct British air base for an extra shot of atmosphere?), 
HaTachana raises Tel Aviv’s style bar. There’s even a disused cement factory, 
circa 1905, that has been repurposed as retail space. (Grant, 2010) 
 

Intended to tantalize tourists, this excerpt makes light of the aesthetics of occupation – 

the historical remnants and continued constructions of settler colonial space. There is 

much to observed in the oft overlooked interstices of the Israeli built environment, even 

in sites crafted for indulgence and entertainment.   

 Figures 3.16 – 3.24 further illustrate how arts-led gentrification of The Station 

represents the conscious and deliberate manipulation of heritage and culture “in an effort 

to enhance the appeal of interest of places, especially to the relatively well-off and well-

educated workforces of high-technology industry, but also to ‘up-market’ tourists and to 

the organizers of conferences and other money-spinning exercises” (Kearns & Philo, 

1993, p. 3). Here, the manipulation of culture is a simultaneous manipulation of history; 

while a handful of placards include Arabic translations of the Jaffa – Jerusalem railway’s 

story, there is zero indication of the land’s Palestinian tenure prior to the train station’s 

arrival. To walk around The Station’s grounds is to experience both the physical and 

discursive emptying and erasure of Palestinian space; this violence is magnified by the 

shared boundary fence with the Israel Defense Forces92 History Museum. The Station 

could have built a solid wall – better delineating this art and leisure site from combat-

worn artillery and vehicles – but instead, the simple chain link and barbed wire fence 

enables a sort of visual permeability and ever-present reminder of Israel’s military 

aggression. 

!
92 In some Palestinian and anti-Zionist news sources such as Quds News Network and The Electronic 
Intifada, the military is referred to as the Israel Occupation Forces (IOF), which underscores the illegality 
of its presence/practices and the ongoing colonial violence enacted and widely supported in the region.  
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Figure 3.16 Train car-turned-exhibition space at The Station, as photographed looking north. A portion of the placard 
reads: “The train car spent many hours traveling the first railroad line that operated from Jaffa to Jerusalem and back. 

In order to preserve the spirit of the time and memory of the historic train ride, the car has been carefully preserved 
and now you can experience the travel experience from the previous century.” Observable in this photo is the vast 

amount of stone and asphalt, paving over the once-highly productive orchard and vineyard plots. Beyond the rail car 
there is barbed wire fencing, delimiting the grounds of the Israel Defense Forces History Museum, where used tanks 

and other armored vehicles are stationed outside. (2018) 
 

 
Figure 3.17 A closer look at the IDF History Museum’s grounds through the shared fence with The Station (2018) 
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Figure 3.18 A ramada at The Station, sometimes used for concerts, tastings and other events. The banner for “Tel Aviv 

Nonstop City” advertises the municipality’s latest brand. (2018) 

 
Figure 3.19 A closer look at the ramada, which backs up to the Israel Defense Forces History Museum (2018) 
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Figure 3.20 Inside The Station – the Ahava storefront, covered in white bougainvillea. Refurbished train car doors, red 
tile roofing and sandstone façade enhance the Mediterranean atmosphere, the “anywhereness” of the site that could be 

found around southern Italy, Greece or Spain, for example. Yet, there is a determined “somewhere” to this retail 
space. Ahava is a skincare line made from Dead Sea minerals. The company’s headquarters are located in Holon 

(south of Tel Aviv) but the manufacturing plant and main showroom are in Mitzpe Shalem, an Israeli settlement in the 
West Bank. Controversy surrounds the company, as watchdog organizations say it is in breach of international law 

because of the factory’s location. B’Tselem stated that several Israeli commercial ventures in the West Bank, including 
Ahava, violate the Hague Convention on the Law and Customs of War on Land (prohibiting exploitation of resources 

in occupied territory) (B’Tselem, 2011). While unjust resource extraction abounds in the region, growing calls to 
boycott the popular brand receive international attention. (2018) 

While a solid wall between the IDF History Museum and The Station would not nullify 

the existence of such a shrine to brute force, nor compensate for erasure of Palestinian 

spaces and cultures of eras past, the deliberate choice of porose fencing glorifies the 

ongoing material and psychological occupation of Palestine. It is a site where cultural 

activities near-seamlessly enmesh with the residues of past wars and imminence of future 

violence. The ever-present optics of culture, commodity and conflict entwined are 

exemplary of Israeli settler colonialism; it is an ongoing project of urban usurpation that 

does not cease:  

[The] materialization of Tel Aviv as a settler imagined geography – the 
replacement of indigenous Arab communities while erasing them not only 
physically but from the memories and narratives of the newly formed city – is an 
uncompleted, ongoing process… Settlers do not merely seek to exploit the 



 197 

appropriated land, its resources and people, but rather to re-invent it, to replace its 
people and re-design its geography. As defined by Patrick Wolfe, ‘settler 
colonialism is at its base a winner-takes-all project whose dominant feature is not 
exploitation but replacement.’ A foundational narrative of settler colonialism is 
therefore the one of the empty land, the terra nullius, on which settlers’ imagined 
geographies can be materialized. The materialization of such geographies 
requires, first, the materialization of the imagined emptiness – thus settler 
colonialism always entails what Wolfe famously termed ‘the elimination of the 
native’, and what Veracini elaborated as a wide variety of ‘transfers’. Perceiving 
land as empty is facilitated by applying frameworks which render existing people 
and patterns of inhabitation unrecognizable or invalid. It is a discursive 
‘emptying’ which allows the justification of the physical erasure – either by 
deportation, killing or forced assimilation of the natives. (Milner, 2020a, p. 269) 

 
The discursive erasures in Neve Tzedek – upheld by informational placards and 

exhibitions about the Jaffa rail at The Station – and the physical reinscription of the site 

not only contribute to processes of dispossession93 and cleansing of historical Palestinian 

culture and property, but they continually deny contemporary Palestinian presence in Tel 

Aviv and nearby Jaffa. The Station is space organized according to settler colonial logic; 

it is the imposition of ethnic and religious hierarchy and cultural hegemony upon the land 

and its inhabitants, and it is reinforced through the curated image conveyed to tourists. 

 

!
93 “The reality of dispossession impacts Palestinians; ways of engaging, moving in, and experiencing 
Palestine on the physical realm of being able to access the land. Out of this physical uprooting, and the 
response to it, is a production of Palestinian-ness tied to a “place-bound definition (which) focuses on 
return, and home is defined as from where one came.” Returning to Palestine functions as not only the 
point of origin for how Palestinians come to identify themselves, but as an activator for aesthetic 
production as it reflects the conditions of exile.” (Bedwan, 2020, p. 245) 
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Figure 3.21 An ice cream shop in a new structure abutting an older sandstone wall (2018) 

 
Figure 3.22 Exterior wall on The Station’s grounds – a patchwork of terracotta, cement, sandstone, seashells and more 

(2018) 
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Figure 3.23 Another portion of exterior wall on The Station’s grounds – “1944” is carved into the cement without any 
added context or placard. This date precedes the Nakba and alludes to commercial and/or residential activity on the 

site, predating so-called Israeli independence in 1948. (2018) 
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Figure 3.24 Portion of exterior wall of The Station, evidencing several stages of reconstruction and a range of 

materials utilized (2018) 
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The preceding images are demonstrative of the colonial ethos in Tel Aviv architecture94 

and the broader built environment: 

In a certain aspect, it was as if the whole area prepared itself to be a ruin: in fact, 
the Zionist dialect of ‘making the desert bloom’, as formed in Ben-Gurion’s 
rhetoric, was only a derivative of a similar European narrative that formed around 
the Orientalist tradition of the ‘voyage to the East’ in the nineteenth century. The 
ruin was a central image in the tradition and imprinted on all kinds of visual 
material during this period, in drawings, engravings and photographs. This 
iconography served Europe in its ‘case’ against the East, as the destruction of 
Hellenistic relics or those sites considered sacred to Christianity seemed to 
explain an Eastern inferiority, eventually providing justification for the 
continent’s conquest. It was no different in Israel, where the image of the ruin was 
half a self-fulfilled prophecy and half an indication of things to come: the ruins of 
1948 quickly assumed the role of those historic sites which had encouraged 
Westerners to ‘voyage East’, a role seemingly preordained. The Arab ruin became 
the natural state of Arab architecture, and came to be part of the Israeli Arcadia, 
along with the Eucalyptus groves, the Sabra cacti, or the scent of citrus orchards. 
The ruin had always been but a ruin – that way one could forget that it had 
actually been a house once. Inhabited. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 133) 
 

Not unlike the Etzel Museum95 across Kaufmann Street in Charles Clore Park, there is a 

perversion and manipulation of ruins, of traces of the past bespeaking the gentrification 

and commodification of site. The crumbling sandstone and Mediterranean seashells are 

mixed with shards of terracotta tiles and concrete. It is almost like archeology at eye-

level, a presentation of palimpsest; bits and pieces of lives and livelihoods, skins of Jaffa 

oranges, the desire paths of Bedouin grazing their animals, the sweat of merchants and 

railway workers and salt of the sea – of possibility and openings, compressed into 

enclosure. Walls and new borders to separate communities, distinguish the Other, 

!
94 “Architecture can be employed as a form of violence and violation.” (Eyal Weizman in Tillman, 2020) 
95 The Etzel Museum in Charles Clore Park is built upon al-Manshiyya. Rotbard (2015) recounts the 
museum as “raping the Bride of the Sea”; a monument that glorifies the Etzel fighters (Zionist paramilitary 
organization) who spearheaded catastrophic violence against Palestinians in Jaffa and beyond. The 
architecture of the museum is essentially a dark glass cube forced into what remains of the walls of a 
former Palestinian home. The aggressive juxtaposition between old and new materials mirroring 
colonized/colonizer histories of the region is jarring: “Within the context of the Etzel Museum, the 
simplistic connection between the glass shell, with its Western, corporate façade, and the antiquated walls 
of this simple, oriental dwelling inevitably invite a barrage of age-old clichés and turns the museum into 
Tel Aviv’s own poor allegory of itself… What makes the architecture so troublesome… is precisely the 
distorted and disturbing consciousness of time which frames it: the idea that the building never had a 
present, and therefore it will never have a future. Instead, it sits wedged awkwardly somewhere between a 
nostalgia for the glorious past of the neo-classical monument and a longing for the imaginary future of the 
Roman ruin” (p. 131). 
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designate what’s worthy of mark-up and marketing and what is swept aside (Fig. 3.25 – 

3.26). 

 
Figure 3.25 Construction fencing in the parking lot outside of The Station (2018) 
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Figure 3.26 Ruptured concrete barrier in the parking lot outside of The Station (2018) 

As highlighted in these photographs, the structures and spaces which were imbued 

with charge – the Palestinian cultural and social content; the labor histories of various 

communities, economic triumphs and everyday operations in previous eras have been 

decanted from Neve Tzedek and its environs; the empty shell now refilled with the hubris 

of Zionist mythology and capitalist coercion. The materiality of the landscape and built 

environment is an eyewitness to past events and social interactions, as well as those of 

this very moment (Till, 2005). These photographs are attentive readings of the materiality 

of Neve Tzedek, revealing of the contemporary settler colonial organization of space and 

the concurrent capitalist deterritorialization and reterritorialization of territory (Deleuze et 

al., 2008), where “the removal of existing significations as a precursor to their 

redefinition [is] in terms more conducive to capital accumulation” (Leshem, 2013, p. 

529). Presently stripped of virtually all signification of Palestinian identity, these sites are 

victim to the simultaneous hegemonic acts of erasure and reinscription.  

 The whitewashed walls and over-irrigated flora in this artscape are both 

flattening and encouraging of Otherness: “Being nothing other than style, [the culture 

industry] divulges style’s secret: obedience to the social hierarchy” (Adorno & 
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Horkheimer, 2002, p. 104). While the conscious stylization of this urban space is intrinsic 

to the promotion of Neve Tzedek, and more widely Tel Aviv, I believe it is the banal 

moments in the built environment – oversights, indifferences, taken-for-granteds (taken-

as-truths) – rendered more noticeable through practice-based data collection that aid in 

exposing how sociospatial segregation is continually reproduced and how an aesthetics of 

occupation, of violence against the land and its people, underlies the cultural 

infrastructures of the city.  

This critical visual methodology, strengthened in part by the work of Rose (2001), 

is an approach “that thinks about the visual in terms of cultural significance, social 

practices and power relations in which it is embedded; and that means thinking about 

power relations that produce, are articulated through, and can be challenged by, ways of 

seeing and imaging” (p. 3). It is in these heavily mediated sites of cultural consumption 

that attuning to the fringes and fissures work toward dismantling hegemonic space. This 

is not only the case with documentation in and around The Station, but along Shabazi 

Street, the core boulevard for artscapes in Neve Tzedek which runs the length of the 

neighborhood.  

An excerpt from an article in The New York Times titled “An Arty Oasis in Tel 

Aviv” gushes over the now-gentrified Shabazi Street corridor, and the neighborhood 

more generally: 

Until the end of the last century, Israelis had little reason to visit the crooked back 
streets of the Neve Tzedek neighborhood, behind Tel Aviv’s beachfront hotels. 
This humble quarter was the first to rise on the sand dunes near Jaffa at the birth 
of this city, but its significance waned as the city expanded. Quirky terra-cotta 
buildings, once home to writers and artists, crumbled in the salty Mediterranean 
air… But in recent years, Neve Tzedek has returned to its bohemian roots, as a 
century of neglect gave way to an artists’ enclave. Spurred by the 1989 opening of 
the Suzanne Dellal Center for Dance and Theater, ever hipper restaurants and 
boutiques began popping up along streets barely wide enough for cars to pass, 
creating an oasis of tranquility in the midst of a frenetic and often stressful city.  
 
The heart of Neve Tzedek’s new scene revolves around winding Shabazi Street, 
where paint still peels in strips from unretouched walls. Spanish-style red-tiled 
roofs give visitors the feeling of having stumbled upon a village – albeit one 
where everyone looks like a choreographer or dancer, in tight tank tops and loose-
fitting pants. (Wildman, 2006) 
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A foundational cultural and spatial erasure inherent in this article begins with the 

obfuscated history of the neighborhood and the reinforcement of Tel Aviv as terra nullius 

before its boom.96 That Neve Tzedek sprung forth from empty sand; structures then 

deteriorated with the sea breeze, as development’s charge pushed north and east. But arts-

led gentrification saved these sites: quaint, expensive, exclusive. The Mediterranean 

imaginary drifts effortlessly in and out of restaurants and grazes chipped stucco walls. 

Tiny galleries, boutiques and public artworks have culturally “recharged” Shabazi and 

Neve Tzedek as a whole, reintroducing its potential and then enticing urban dwellers, 

tourists and investors (Mommaas, 2004).  

The problematic piece leans heavily upon the materiality of the neighborhood’s 

built environment – what has crumbled and what remains; terra cotta tiling; peeling paint; 

the width of the streets and their equation with tranquility. Brackish air and a romantic 

aura of neglect – nay, rustic charm – suffuse the scene with exotic, bohemian and 

painfully chic energy. While topical travel writing seldom assiduously attends to the 

politics of place, this article upholds scores of tropes not only about Neve Tzedek and its 

inhabitants, but about Tel Aviv more broadly and the curated image of the city, as 

reinforced by local and international rapportage and marketing. Hawari et al. (2019) cut 

through the mirage: 

The practices of presenting and marketing Israel to an international audience, 
whether in the academy or to the wider public, launder Israel’s past and present; 
hiding the violence of colonial disruptions and expulsions beneath articulations of 
moral legitimacy, national longing and belonging, and the right to claim 
sovereignty over territory, law and life in Palestine. These are then further buried 
beneath Israel’s global ‘brand’ of high tech and entrepreneurial prowess, of gay-
friendly street parties in Tel Aviv, of a ‘diverse’, ‘complex’, ‘multicultural’, 
‘democracy’ (but, ‘not without its problems’); a ‘station’ (as we read in Joseph 
Conrad’s work) capable of pacifying and connecting – or containing and securing 
– an unstable, undemocratic and deeply insecure Middle East, to the rest of the 
world. (p. 156) 

 
This article in The New York Times is just one example of how the neighborhood of Neve 

Tzedek has turned into part of a brand; the concept of an “arty oasis” amidst the babel of 

!
96 The New York Times’ bias against Palestinians and the land of Palestine is far from isolated to this 
instance, though a thorough survey of this media representation is beyond this dissertation’s scope. 
Analyses of major omissions and biased coverage include, but are not limited to: Hussain, 2019; 
Abunimah, 2019; North, 2020. 
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The Nonstop City. In a piece on The Culture Trip written a decade later, Neve Tzedek’s 

curated image is further entrenched: 

Neve Tzedek is known as a cozy, laid back artistic neighborhood with its quirky 
architectural style, narrow streets housing galleries, boutiques, cafes, wine bars 
and upscale restaurants on every corner. It is sort of an oasis situated between the 
busy Rothschild Boulevard, Carmel food market, Nachalat Binyamin arts and 
crafts market and the beach. In fact, Neve Tzedek is translated from Hebrew as 
‘An Oasis of Justice.’ It lives and breathes rich heritage as the first official 
neighborhood of Tel Aviv… 
 
As the city of Tel Aviv grew around Neve Tzedek in the second half of [the] 20th 
century, this once historical and cultural center turned into a literal slum and was 
even slated for demolition. Thankfully, a different fate awaited this beautiful 
neighborhood and restoration took place instead. Real estate prices skyrocketed, 
with the neighborhood becoming one of the most coveted places for homeowners 
in Tel Aviv… [The] neighborhood’s picturesque and artistic nature with a tad of a 
bohemian touch is well preserved to this day with restoration projects underway 
for many of Neve Tzedek’s historical buildings. Artists still frequent 
neighborhood parks in Neve Tzedek, and with luck, a wandering visitor may even 
walk into a movie set. (Biran, 2016) 

 
Heritage, conservation and restoration are key themes in this description, though again, it 

is an article whose glaring omissions contribute to the discursive and cultural erasures of 

the neighborhood and its history. Though gentrification is not explicitly named as the 

process that continually dispossesses and displaces inhabitants from the neighborhood, 

nor the reason why the influx of artists and entrepreneurs led to soaring real estate prices 

and the newfound air of exclusivity, it is certainly a key factor in this rapid change: 

Gentrification portends a class conquest of the city. The new urban pioneers seek 
to scrub the city clean of its working-class geography and history. By remaking 
the geography of the city they simultaneously rewrite its social history as a 
preemptive justification for a new urban future. Slum tenements become historic 
brownstones, and exterior facades are sandblasted to reveal a future past. 
Likewise with interior renovation. “Inner worldly asceticism becomes public 
display” as “bare brick walls and exposed timbers come to signify cultural 
discernment, not the poverty of slums without plaster.” Physical effacement of 
original structures effaces social history and geography; if the past is not entirely 
demolished it is at least reinvented – its class and race contours rubbed smooth – 
in the refurbishment of a palatable past. (Smith, 1996, p. 25) 

 

While there aren’t brownstone structures in Neve Tzedek like in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, 

for example, the Eclectic, International Style and Bauhaus-inspired architectures, as well 
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as other pre-Nakba vernacular structures are subject to similar interior renovations and 

façade facelifts. The market in this area simultaneously demands modern, upscale 

finishes and finesse alongside distinctly antiqued, unique touches. Portrayals of “the past” 

abutted with the “modern” present and promised future of the neighborhood, create new 

temporal categories for and understandings of this lived space all while whitewashing 

social problems and conflict from the spectacle of the city (Till, 2005). 

This article is but a sliver in the “assemblage of material and discursive practices 

operating to erase and replace Palestine, on multiple front lines, in multiple places” 

(Hawari et al., 2019, p. 157). Whose spaces are deemed worthy of preservation? Whose 

notions of the picturesque are reproduced and enshrined? An aggregation of symbols, 

metaphors, trends and materials commodified for upwardly socially mobile classes razed 

complex and contested political, economic and cultural elements in recent decades as this 

neighborhood gentrified. Hegemonic images, beliefs and whole lived social processes 

that are organized by dominant, power-wielding values and meanings are what’s 

collapsed into these notions of the picturesque, the bohemian (Williams, 1977). This 

cultural hegemony in Neve Tzedek and Tel Aviv more widely is by no means abstract or 

static; it is lived, it is – just like the occupation and colonization of Palestine as a whole – 

always ongoing. It does not exist as a passive form of dominance; Indigenous Palestinian 

culture is actively suffocated if not nearly entirely erased from the space. Examples of 

this include an absence of Arabic signage and Palestinian cultural centers; demographic 

control of the neighborhood (including business ownership, the hotel industry and its 

clientele, renters and property owners), the representation and attribution of literature, 

architecture, cuisine, music, and so on. It perverts itself into all aspects of society, of the 

built environment – in multiple dimensions.97  

!
97 This is particularly evident in the West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem as well as in settlements 
throughout the country, on either side of the so-called Green Line. Eyal Weizman and Forensic 
Architecture are at the forefront of the study of the politics of verticality, whereby understanding of the 
Occupied Territory must no longer be seen as a two-dimensional surface, but “as a large three-dimensional 
volume, layered with strategic, religious and political strata. This process might be described as the politics 
of verticality. It began as a set of ideas, policies, projects and regulations proposed by Israeli state-
technocrats, generals, archaeologists, planners and road engineers since the occupation of the West Bank, 
severing the territory into different, discontinuous layers” (Weizman 2002). For more, see: Weizman, 
2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2015; Segal et al., 2003; Franke et al., 2003. 
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This lived hegemony must be continually renewed, recreated, defended, and 

modified in order to retain relevance and maintain political, religious and cultural control. 

In this regard, Tel Aviv – with ongoing reinvention and redevelopment of neighborhoods 

like Neve Tzedek – is a predatory city. This predation takes many forms but can be 

observed in my documentation of various structures along Shabazi Street and in nearby 

corners. While the gentrification of portions of the neighborhood crafted a new visual 

regime of tidiness, luxury and cool, there remains structures, plots and other spaces that 

are intentionally blighted, or construction projects paused before completion – sites of 

annexation and occupation that curtail public use or counter-hegemonic opportunities. 

My documentation of some of these structures and spaces proves demonstrative of 

politically motivated preservation and redevelopment in the neighborhood – a 

constellation of factors and stakeholders determine what is worthy of conservation, and 

what deserves to be bulldozed (as well as what remains in-limbo, and how). While any 

city has its share of failed projects and investments going belly-up, there is a high 

concentration of purposeful disrepair (in the hands of the municipality, private investors, 

community members and the like) that at once retains the “edginess” of the 

neighborhood, hoards land for bigger/more prolific investment and impedes social and 

cultural progress at various scales (Fig. 3.27 – 3.39). 
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Figure 3.27 Sidelined construction project in Neve Tzedek (2018) 
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Figure 3.28 Potentially dangerous, haphazard – and very slow moving – renovation in Neve Tzedek (2018) 
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Figure 3.29 Collapsing structures near Shabazi Street, Neve Tzedek (2018) 

 
Figure 3.30 Incomplete and incoherent redevelopment schemes in Neve Tzedek, with newer high rises near the center 

of the city in the distance (2018) 
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Figure 3.31 Detail of sandstone and cement building exterior, covered by disintegrating plaster (2018) 
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Figure 3.32 Seashells, cement and miscellaneous sediment in a Neve Tzedek wall (2018) 

 
Figure 3.33 Alleyway in Neve Tzedek – a cluster of aged residences that could be inhabited by squatters, or abandoned 

altogether – awaiting demolition (2018) 
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Figure 3.34 Aesthetics of occupation, Neve Tzedek (2018) 
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Figure 3.35 Neve Tzedek Tower/Nehoshtan Tower is one of the tallest residential buildings in the country and features 

300 apartments and an indoor swimming pool. There is stark contradistinction between this structure, completed in 
2007, and the surrounding one- or two-story buildings prevalent in Neve Tzedek. (2018) 
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Figure 3.36 A new residence adjoins a battered older structure near Shabazi Street (2018) 
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Figure 3.37 An urban emulation of dendrochronology (2018) 

 
Figure 3.38 And the prevalence of disrepair (2018) 



 218 

 
Figure 3.39 Stalled construction in Neve Tzedek. This crosscut of the building’s façade illustrates an aesthetic of 

occupation; new brickwork and silicate purposefully distressed to appear time-worn and part of the city’s heritage. 
(2018) 
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In place promotion of Neve Tzedek, the materiality of the built environment is 

fetishized and anthropomorphized for its charm and artistic energy. Idealized vignettes of 

Mediterranean bliss along Shabazi Street and adjacent pockets are sought out by Tel 

Avivians and travelers alike. The visuality and materiality of this neighborhood and 

others throughout Tel Aviv serve a propagandistic function to encourage tourism and 

enterprise and further balloon property values.98 This curated image of a tortuously trendy 

space sets the borders of who and what does or does not belong; continually reproducing 

sociospatial segregation in the city. 

 

Forays into the Black City 

 “It is dangerous, dangerous.” “That is where the prostitutes linger… and the 

Filipinos. And the Eritreans, of course.” Over the course of several months of fieldwork 

in Tel Aviv, spread out over several years, I’ve visited legions of contemporary art 

galleries, studio spaces and museums spanning most of the city. When this dissertation 

research was shaped differently in earlier iterations, I engaged many curators and gallery 

attendants with both formal and informal interviews – with less interest on specific 

artworks and more on the physical site and space containing the exhibitions. When I 

asked some of these cultural workers – mainly those in the central and northern 

neighborhoods of Tel Aviv – about the existence of and details about artscapes that 

abound in Kiryat Hamelacha (Fig. 3.40), they consistently retorted with xenophobic, 

classist, accusatory and/or belittling one-line answers. That it’s not a viable space for 

“real” artists and artmaking. That the migrant communities in Florentin and nearby Neve 

Sha’anan pose a threat – both physically and ideologically – to the sanctity of their 

business, their brand, their creative process.  

!
98 While these visual regimes are in many ways unique to Tel Aviv – the class, cultural and religious 
conquest of the city vis a vis materials, metaphor and morphology are also exceptionally prevalent in 
Jerusalem. For example, in the 1968 Israeli masterplan for Jerusalem, headed by Mayor Teddy Kollek, 
great emphasis was placed on a British Mandate-era municipal ordinance about “Jerusalem stone”. This 
bylaw demanded particular stonework on exterior walls in the city. The plan stated, “The value of the 
visual impression that is projected by the stone [is that] it carries emotional messages that stimulate other 
sensations embedded in our collective memory, producing strong associations to the ancient holy city of 
Jerusalem” (Weizman, 2007, p. 28). For a more thorough analysis of materiality and aesthetics of 
occupation in Jerusalem, see: Weizman’s Hollow Land (2007). For further information on stonemasonry, 
labor supply and construction throughout Palestine in recent decades, see: Ross’s Stone Men: The 
Palestinians Who Built Israel (2019). 
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Figure 3.40 A portion of south Tel Aviv demonstrating Neve Tzedek’s (“Shabazi”) proximity to the Florentin and Neve 
Sha’anan neighborhoods. Kiryat Hamelacha abuts Kibbutz Galuyot Road – a cognitive, economic and physical (albeit 

elastic) border between south Tel Aviv and Jaffa. (Wikimedia, 2021) 

 While analysis of the egos, perceptions and presumptions of these cultural 

workers is shelved for another project, what’s lingered is keen concern for this south Tel 

Aviv artscape they admonish. The Kiryat Hamelacha complex and Florentin 

neighborhood more generally are sites over-celebrated as magnets for hipsters, artists and 

global creatives – yet under-theorized for the ways in which the environs reproduce 

sociospatial segregation and commodified culture – generating imbalance and atrophy in 

the built environment. To interrogate the disharmonies and incongruities of the built 

environment that breed sociospatial inclusion/exclusion, I again rely heavily upon 

practice-based data collection (digital photography) as well as digital ethnography.  
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Anglophone historiography of this neighborhood is quite limited – as is the case 

with elsewhere in south Tel Aviv – but there is no shortage of contemporary travel 

writing, guided tours, place/brand promotion, Instagram posts and artwork inspired by the 

scene. My lived experience and documentation of Florentin over the span of 5+ years 

attunes to the culture industry’s impact on the neighborhood’s transformation and image; 

crevices in structures, spaces, and an array of artscapes as banal forms of identification, 

marketing, and territorial and/or cultural appropriation.  

 Colloquial narratives about the neighborhood recount how in the early 1920s, a 

group of 300 Zionists founded the Salonika-Palestine Investment Company 

(Salonika/Thessaloniki, Greece) with aims of establishing commercial relationships in 

Palestine. This once-prosperous community faced crisis during World War I with an 

escalation of anti-Semitism in Greece at large, and fires that decimated the city’s Jewish 

quarter. In 1924, a special envoy visited Palestine to scout land acquisition around Jaffa; 

the area in close proximity to the Jaffa – Jerusalem railway and Neve Tzedek was 

purchased. Around 1933, these Jewish immigrants from Salonika began rapid 

construction on the new neighborhood upon which Palestinian orchards once thrived. The 

neighborhood’s namesake is contested, though likely it is after one of its early 

inhabitants.  

The zeitgeist of the new Florentin neighborhood was premised on obliterating old 

stereotypes of Greek Jews, in favor of the persona and spirit of the “Sabra”99 and 

commingling with other migrants already in Palestine. Unlike Ahuzat Bayit and Neve 

Tzedek, trade and light industry – approved by the Jaffa Municipality – were carried out 

in these new buildings. Workshops and small factories opened in ground floors of 

residential structures which quickly transformed the area into a locus for new immigrants. 

The Ahavat Chesed Synagogue soon became an anchor for the community, as did 

specialty shops, gazoz kiosks and bakeries selling burekas. However, following the 

Nakba, the neighborhood began to slide into disrepair; though damage to the built 

!
99 This term refers to any Jew born in Palestine or Israel ‘48 and rose in popularity during the 1930s during 
increasing Zionist immigration (Aliyah) to Palestine. It is an appropriated word from Arabic STUVWT  (sabr) 
which translates to endurance, perseverance, persistence. The word, in both Arabic and Hebrew, alludes to 
the prickly pear cactus (also prevalent in my place of dissertation writing, the Sonoran Desert). This plant 
has a thick, thorny outer skin and a sweet, soft and nutritive flesh. 
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environment was not necessarily a byproduct of the war – increasingly, inhabitants 

moved north with the growth of Tel Aviv and their abandoned apartments were converted 

into more workshops. Florentin became known as an area in the city for merchandise – 

mostly cheap household items, car parts and the like. The concentration of industry, 

structural degradation and increasing illicit activity contributed to a city-wide perception 

that the area was derelict and dangerous; it devolved into a bona fide dumping site for the 

city’s material rubbish and society’s cast-offs. Municipal documents from the 1960s 

affirm plans to “eliminate the slums” of the city,100 and neighborhoods like Florentin, 

Shapira, HaTikva and Kfar-Shalem were slated for demolition: 

All of these places – the Jewish neighbourhoods of Jaffa and the emptied 
Palestinian villages settled with Jewish residents – did not fit the modernist vision 
of Tel Aviv’s planners, and were described as dangerous slums that must be 
erased and re-built. Since these neighbourhoods were meant to be demolished in 
order to build modern and improved tenements, all requests for improvement in 
their infrastructure were perceived as a waste of resources and consequently 
rejected. (Milner, 2020a, p. 279) 
 

Although widespread cleansing of these neighborhoods did not occur as plans suggested, 

there was nevertheless an exodus of remaining middle and upper-middle class 

inhabitants; in the late decades of the 20th century, south Tel Aviv became a magnet for 

poorer labor migrants from across Asia and sub-Saharan Africa as well as Eastern 

European Jews seeking opportunity in Israel. Ghettoization of these communities was 

exacerbated by increasing xenophobia (on many scales), industrial refuse and limited 

social services for those most in need: 

Such are the disparities between North and South, one can’t help but feel that it is 
more than just an issue of neglect; the southern areas of the city have been 
systematically encouraged to collapse and continue to be deliberate targets of 
decay. Everything unwanted in the White City is relegated to the Black City: all 
the inconveniences of metropolitan infrastructure, such as garbage dumps, sewage 
pipes, high voltage transformers, towing lots and overcrowded central bus 
stations; noise and air polluting factories and small industries; illegal 
establishments like brothels, casinos and sex shops; unwelcoming and 
intimidating public institutions such as the police headquarters, jails, pathological 
institutes and methadone clinics; and finally, a complete ragtag cast of municipal 
outcasts and social pariahs – new immigrants, foreign workers, drug addicts and 
the homeless. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 64) 

!
100 From Milner’s (2020a) endnotes: “In Hebrew the term used for ‘slum’ is ‘Mishkanot Oni’, literally 
meaning, ‘Where poverty resides’” (p. 283). 
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This acceleration of sociospatial segregation is further emphasized: 

Much more than a physical location boxed in by calcified geographical frontiers, 
the Black City is a condition. And it is a condition which exists only in relation to 
the White City. Without it, the Black City is invisible, it is everything hidden by 
the long, dark shadow of the White City, everything Tel Aviv does not see and 
everything it does not want to see – it is the pictures left behind in the dark room 
never to make it into the museum display, the stories and events slashed from the 
history books, the street names deleted from the map and the houses ripped from 
their foundations. In this sense, the Black City can be found wherever the White 
City is not. It has been necessarily conceived as its direct opposite; as Tel Aviv 
and the City’s absolute Other. It is the black background without which Tel Aviv 
cannot continue to appear white. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 66) 
 

Physical and conceptual borders between the northern, more affluent sections of the city 

and the more ethnically diverse, economically destitute southern part of Tel Aviv were 

increasingly entrenched from the 1960s onward. By the early 1990s, rot and ruin of the 

neglected buildings in Florentin was unmistakable due to decades of deprivation and 

disinvestment by municipal and social stakeholders. It was an epicenter of “The Black 

City”. The proliferation of marketing campaigns and museum exhibitions about Bauhaus-

inspired architectures – the cultural and economic enshrining of the “White City” that 

sought to align the modern Tel Aviv bourgeoisie with tourist and investment magnets like 

New York City, Paris and London – and the promotion of quality of life in central/north 

Tel Aviv further concretized material, fiscal and affectual markers of distinction. 

As the curated image of Tel Aviv brought global attention to the city, property 

values in highly desirable neighborhoods skyrocketed. Stricter building codes for 

International and Bauhaus-inspired structures slated for conservation/rehabilitation 

provided impetus for developers, renters and shop owners to begin looking elsewhere for 

affordable and adaptable spaces. Eyes and wallets turned southward – to Florentin – and 

to the economic and cultural potential these systematically devaluated spaces posed. 

Between 1992-1995, over four million dollars were spent on a revitalization campaign 

that included rent subsidies, kindergarten renovations, street repair for pedestrians and 

vehicles as well as the creation of a community center (Rozenholc, 2010). This campaign 

spurred renewed interest in residential usage of many neighborhood buildings. Some 

spaces underwent moderate renovations while others were demolished altogether, paving 

the way for new apartment complexes, storefronts and offices. Artists and tastemakers 
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were drawn not only to the area’s lower rents (as relative to other parts of the city), but to 

the perception of exoticism and alternative energy; an ethnic and cultural diversity unlike 

elsewhere in Tel Aviv, or anywhere else in the country: 

While a re-read of the municipality’s history might suggest that there has been a 
concerted effort to paint the South black in the most literal sense – be it traders 
who turned profit selling tar-paper covered shacks [in the] 1920s or developers 
who dumped the asphalt and soot monstrosity that is the New Central Bus Station 
in Neve Sha’anan in the 1980s – in reality, the Black City is not black because of 
its physical colouring or because of the colour of its residents. It may well be true 
that, as the dumping ground for all those industries the White City considers too 
dangerous to be near its elite population, these southern neighbourhoods have 
become home to a large concentration of different kinds of ‘blacks’ – those 
minorities who are distinguishable from mainstream Israeli society because of 
their religion, nationality or skin colour. But paradoxically, this has actually 
ensured that the Black City is the most colourful, heterogeneous and cosmopolitan 
city space in the whole of Israel. Ethnically, culturally and architecturally diverse, 
its vibrant multiculturalism means that it is actually the only urban space within 
the municipality that gives the impression that Tel Aviv might actually be the 
global city it advertises itself to be. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 66) 

 
The constantly reinforced place promotion – the material and economic manifestation of 

the White City – and in particular the 2003 UNESCO designation as a World Cultural 

Heritage site, formalized select areas of Tel Aviv as sites of cultural separation, division 

and disengagement with alternative and/or marginalized communities in the city.  

Meanwhile, in Florentin, an influx of younger, upwardly socially mobile Israelis 

and international travelers expedited the gentrification of the neighborhood: 

Gentrification is widely understood as a structural process tied into cycles of 
uneven development and capital accumulation in the city, especially as real estate 
markets become primary sites for capital investment in a post-industrial age. It 
has been recognized as a major force reshaping residential, retail and commercial 
urban landscapes through redevelopment and the displacement of previous 
residents and land uses. In this way, gentrification can be described as a place-
taking process, but it is also a place-making process in that new kinds of lived 
spaces are produced. (Kern, 2016, p. 443) 
 

This social space encompasses materiality in addition to affective, symbolic and social 

dynamics, and is constitutive of processes of inclusion and exclusion. Cognitive and 

physical barriers in Florentin were formed and reinforced with time. These lived spaces 

“are shaped by material practices such as evictions, rent increases, changes in retail 

offerings, residential renovations and so on. They are shaped as well by representational 
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strategies that work to create different identities and new symbolic boundaries signifying 

belonging and exclusion” (Kern, 2016, p. 443). Beginning in the early 2000s, new cafes, 

trendy restaurants, pop-up galleries, tattoo parlors, visual arts studios, vintage record 

stores and the like rapidly filled defunct small factories and warehouses. Everyday 

rhythms and banal sites were restructured, privileging consumption-oriented space; this 

created the conditions for rapid gentrification – particular forms of cultural capital and 

socialization techniques proliferated within an aesthetic code (Zukin, 2008) – favoring 

white (in this case, Ashkenazi Jews and/or western Europeans), middle class, young 

residents. 

These artscapes and appropriations of the built environment are determining 

factors as to who/what is part of Florentin’s scene, and who/what is excluded. In the 

months that I’ve spent in the neighborhood, I was privy to some of the ways these spaces 

expose nuanced exercises of cultural hegemony and the marking of territory and 

difference that happen, almost invisibly, in daily life (Mazer & Rankin, 2011). During 

this time, I created thousands of digital photographs that, while highly subjective and 

often deeply personal evocations of loss, melancholy, displacement and the vicissitudes 

of self-discovery (body-in-place, body-amongst-conflict) – are also illustrative of how the 

social production of space is exploited by those in power to reproduce their dominance in 

the neighborhood (Gramsci & Henderson, 1988). This of course harkens to Lefebvre’s 

(1991) theses: “(Social) space is a (social) product… the space thus produced also serves 

as a tool of thought and of action… in addition to being a means of production it is also a 

means of control, and hence of domination, of power” (p. 26). In these artscapes, there 

exists class struggle where various subjectivities are targeted for conditioning through 

gentrification’s destructions and transformations (Davidson, 2009). 

The most dominant, power-driven forces in this region supersede city limits; the 

insatiable urges and violences of contemporary Zionism, neoliberalization and 

securitization are always drumming, even if drowned out by various happenings, 

celebrations or elisions. Of course, they are also manifest in municipal and local politics. 

While these ideologies and agendas are ever-present and mustn’t be doubted for how they 

pervade every inch of south Tel Aviv, my practice-based methods are less concerned with 

bureaucracy, religious dogma and political infighting. Instead, I fixate on the visuality of 
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demolition, redevelopment and appropriation that abounds in Florentin; the artscapes and 

ambiences that manipulate the built environment and bleed the neighborhood of 

authenticity and imagination.  

While my digital photographs are not in of themselves maps in the traditional 

cartographic sense, I consider them vernacular mappings of neighborhood turmoil; 

processes of gentrification now well-into a second decade of cutting up, paving over and 

reinscribing space: 

In addition to conceiving of a vernacular characterized by a set of parochial 
dialects, idioms, signals and literacies, the vernacular might also be understood as 
the productively mundane and quotidian, or as, “spatial forms for routines of 
everyday life.” Moreover, and crucially, the vernacular needs to be understood as 
the co-production of knowledges, materials and spaces. Taking a lead from 
Whatmore et al.’s ‘vernacular ecologies’, the notion of the vernacular can be 
shaken from its pejorative malaise, and charged with a micropolitical vibrancy 
when considered as the, “space times of everyday life co-fabricated between 
human and non-human practices and pathways.” From this, the notion of 
vernacular mappings can begin to emerge; cartographies of and for everyday lives 
enacted through cosmopolitical and hybrid performances that themselves enroll 
and extend political recognition to more-than-human company.  
(Gerlach, 2012, p. 45) 
 

This is furthered: 

Vernacular mappings are cartographies that in their ethos and practice are more 
vulnerable and susceptible to change and perturbation; cartographies that perform 
the unsettling of epistemological and representational certainties whilst affirming 
spaces for inhabiting and navigating the world otherwise; “if understood as 
vernacular processes, and performed as such, maps [become] not mere static 
renderings of the world but instead can move alongside, and indeed, change the 
world.” (Gerlach, 2012, p. 45) 

 

Vernacular mappings that “change the world” is perhaps a bit too bold here. There is no 

delusion on my part that this data collection could halt the strongarm of gentrification in 

Florentin, nor end the Israeli occupation of Palestine; decolonization that includes the 

Right of Return for Palestinian refugees (Abu Artema, 2018, 2019; Awad, 2020; Bedwan, 

2020) and the right to self-determination, land reparation and horizons of freedom 

beyond the state (Erakat, 2019; Amara & Hawari, 2019; Hawari, 2020a; Tabar & Desai, 

2017). However, these practice-based research methods, when viewed through the lens of 

critical visual culture, are argued to be “more emotional, more affective, more 
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‘ineffable’… [they] are powerful conduits for the sensory experience and feel of urban 

environments” (Rose, 2014, p. 28). Beyond a mechanism for data collection, these 

images can become tools “to uncover, reveal and convey deeper aspects of habitus” 

(Rose, 2014, p. 28; see also: Bilbao & Ghosh, 2020). More simply, an aim of these 

images is to encourage thinking about neighborhood change differently – more critically 

– and as a material manifestation of the ongoing occupation of Palestine, beyond the so-

called Green Line.   

As there isn’t room in this dissertation to exhibit my photographic plentitudes of 

Florentin, I’ve included a selection of images representative of a “walk” through the 

neighborhood. This data collection, these personal encounters with the built environment 

of Florentin/Tel Aviv, could thus be situated in the expansive literature and artmaking of 

psychogeography (Coverley, 2010; Ford, 2005; O’Rourke, 2013; McDonough, 2002; 

Sadler, 1998), the flaneur/flânerie (Benjamin & Tiedemann, 1999; Benjamin & Jennings, 

2006; Harvey, 2006; Solnit, 2001; Mudie, 2016), and humanistic geography’s (and 

anthropology’s) sensory approaches for understanding urban change (Simmel et al., 

1997; Ingold, 2007; Ingold & Vergunst, 2008; Rodaway, 1994; Tuan, 1977; Relph, 

1976), amongst others. During my fieldwork, I did not explicitly employ walking 

methodologies101 (Ingold, 2000, 2004; Wylie, 2005; Cresswell, 2010; De Certeau & 

Rendall, 1984; Middleton, 2010; Degen & Rose, 2012), but what has emerged is a visual 

assemblage of arts-led gentrification’s materiality, compiled through ambulatory 

experience and eidetic memory.  

Rather than categorizing the images of this “walk” based on various stages of 

destruction, reconstruction and preservation, they are more loosely emplaced; open to 

individual interpretation (Fig. 3.41 – 3.61). In a similar vein, the photographs are sans-

caption (except for year created).  
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Figure 3.41 - (2018) 

 

 
Figure 3.42 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.43 - (2015) 
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Figure 3.44 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.45 - (2015) 

 
Figure 3.46 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.47 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.48 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.49 - (2018) 

 
Figure 3.50 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.51 - (2018) 

 
Figure 3.52 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.53 - (2018) 

Figure 3.54 - (2018) 
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Figure 3.55 - (2017) 
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Figure 3.56 - (2018) 

 
Figure 3.57 - (2017) 
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Figure 3.58 - (2017) 

 
Figure 3.59 - (2017) 
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Figure 3.60 - (2018) 

Figure 3.61 - (2018) 
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These aesthetic elements of everyday life in Florentin are weighted with power “precisely 

because they are so commonplace as to be unremarkable or beyond critique, but it is 

useful to examine how powerful groups imprint their own temporalities, especially in the 

context of gentrification” (Kern, 2016, p. 445). The temporalities most observable in 

many of these vignettes is the penetration – in all of its violent connotations – of 

impatience into the architecture and environs; foundations and fences laid hastily, 

excavators clawing and scarring the landscape, globally influenced restaurants and 

galleries pushing the postmodern ahead of its pace.  

Amidst the decrepitude of so many structures, new high rises, coffee shops and 

artist studios steam ahead with self-consciously designed spaces that produce familiar 

sensations for travelers and Tel Avivians alike – aligning the visuality, energy and 

common cultural capital with major cities in western Europe and the United States and 

attracting very particular crowds while displacing and/or distancing longtime residents; 

these are aesthetic codes and performative practices that privilege particular (more 

powerful) identities, themes and practices over hyper-localized or Indigenous cultures 

and customs. It must be emphasized how “[paying] attention to that which is out of step 

with the dominant temporal landscape invites us to think critically about exclusion, 

recognition and different forms of violence” (Kern, 2016, p. 445). While the processes of 

gentrification are not forms of violence that can be explicitly conflated with the events of 

the Nakba, Naksa102 or other outright acts of ethnic cleansing103 and population transfer, it 

is a violence nonetheless. These materialities of power: 

!
102 “Naksa literally means ‘setback’ or ‘relapse’ and refers to the second Nakba – the expulsion of 
Palestinians from [the] West Bank, eastern Jerusalem and Gaza during the 1967 war. It also marks the 
beginning of Israel's illegal military occupation of these territories. As with observance of Nakba Day, it is 
also a demand for respect of human rights and rule of law, especially the right of refugees and the internally 
displaced to return and repossess their homes, lands and properties. For most Palestinians the Naksa is 
another stage in a continuing catastrophe with daily military attacks, house demolitions, land confiscation, 
expanding Jewish colonies, broken promises and make believe withdrawals from Palestinian territory” 
(BADIL, 2004).  
103 While seldom discussed, a campaign of ethnic purification took place in Tel Aviv between 2002-2004. 
From Rotbard (2015): “[Ariel] Sharon’s government instigated a programme of ethnic purification across 
the city. Under the supervision of the Minister of Interior Affairs, Avraham Poraz, of the Shinui party, the 
immigration police deported over 115,000 foreign workers, nearly all of them inhabitants of the ‘Black 
City’ of Tel Aviv-Jaffa and based in the southern neighborhoods of Neve Sha’anan, Chlenov, Hatikva, 
Shapira and Ezra. Their number was not much smaller than the number of Palestinians expelled from Jaffa 
in 1948” (p. 159).  
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[Define] something as happening or as having happened. The implicit flip-side of 
this is the invisibilization of non- or slow-moving events, resulting in a kind of 
temporal displacement for those who experience them. Nixon describes slow 
violence as ‘a violence that is neither spectacular nor instantaneous, but rather 
incremental and accretive, its calamitous repercussions playing out across a range 
of temporal scales’. As the temporal landscape of the neighbourhood shifts and 
develops an eventful rhythm, slow violence and less eventful occurrences are 
erased, smoothing ‘the path for amnesia, as places are rendered irretrievable to 
those who once inhabited them’. (Kern, 2016, p. 446) 
 
One enclave particularly evincive of sociospatial erasure is Kiryat Hamelacha, a 

sizeable complex in the southeastern periphery of Florentin. The intrusive Brutalism of 

the 1950s and 1960s aged haggardly here; once a busy site of commerce and industry (the 

name loosely translated from Hebrew as “handicraft compound”), several decades of 

municipal relinquishment beget crumbling concrete and rusting rebar. It became an 

epicenter for otherness, as relative to Tel Aviv’s White City; Israeli society’s most 

ostracized, most vulnerable convened here by choice or circumstance. The Black City 

they fear, the Black City worth bordering and barring. This concentration of difference 

and dinge apposite to the White City is purposeful: 

As it happens, the geographical borders of the White City coincide precisely with 
other economic, social and geopolitical borders – and this doubling-up is no 
accident. In fact, the perimeters of the White City are the borders of Tel Aviv 
before 1948 – the very same mental iron curtain which has divided the city into 
north and south ever since the 1930s. Today, it is a partition marked in an infinite 
number of ways: from prohibiting northbound traffic from Jaffa Road into Neve 
Tzedek to determining the flight path for planes landing at Ben Gurion Airport; 
from the amount the city municipality invests in infrastructure, landscaping and 
sanitation on either side of the border to the mapping of pizza delivery routes.  
 
The correlation between these different kinds of boundaries is evidence of Tel 
Aviv’s bottled homogeneity, every aspect of which is constructed and 
administered to reinforce the idea that is historically, geographically and 
ethnically distinct… Tel Aviv’s history gives itself away by the tendentious 
manner in which it cherry-picks certain political facts while excluding others. 
(Rotbard, 2015, p. 59)  
 

The 2003 UNESCO designation of Tel Aviv’s White City, reifying hegemonic spatial 

order in the core of the city on a local, national and global scale, was one moment in a 

wave of cultural and economic efforts to produce contradistinction between the northern 

and southern parts of the city. As aforementioned, real estate prices in increasingly 
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desirable areas soared. Unable to afford studio or exhibition space, artists and cultural 

producers eyed southern Florentin for its cheaper rents and more spacious offerings. 

Aside from these enticements, there was little to no additional incentivization for these 

cultural producers to set up in Kiryat Hamelacha.  

The demand-side model of gentrification focuses on the agency of the gentrifier, 

especially the aesthetic and cultural values of the “new middle class” – the upwardly 

socially mobile new inhabitants of the neighborhood (Cameron & Coaffee, 2006; 

Beauregard, 1986; Ley, 1996). This model emphasizes how the urban artist is an 

expeditionary force in these gentrification processes, serving as a colonizing arm of the 

middle class: 

What the artist par excellence provides as an engine of gentrification is cultural 
capital which identifies and utilizes the attraction of devalorized inner-urban 
residential zones. In part, this involves an aesthetic valorization of the urban 
fabric of decayed historic neighbourhoods. “It is the aesthetic eye that transforms 
ugliness into a source of admiration… Such an aesthetic sensibility is found 
particularly among social groups rich in cultural capital but poor in economic 
capital. At the core of such groups is the urban artist” (Ley 1996, p. 301). What 
the artist values and valorizes is, though, more than the aesthetics of the old urban 
quarter. The society and culture of a working-class neighbourhood, especially 
where this includes ethnic diversity attracts the artist as it repels the conventional 
middle classes. Identification with the dispossessed, freedom from middle-class 
convention and restraints, and the vitality of working-class life have all long been 
associated with the artistic, bohemian lifestyle. (Cameron & Coaffee, 2006, p. 40) 
 

Indeed, the aesthetic appropriation of place proved not only viable but easy as there were 

few pre-existing restrictions in the neighborhood. While full-scale depopulation and 

redevelopment did not occur at the transformation’s outset, pre-existing inhabitants or 

those who sought refuge and work in the area were evermore shunned, surveilled, 

criminalized and priced-out by the new crowd.  

This initiation of arts-led gentrification reproduces settler colonial urbanism in Tel 

Aviv (Veracini, 2010, 2013, 2014, 2019; Milner, 2020a, 2020b; Marom, 2014; Hatuka, 

2010; Lloyd & Wolfe, 2016; Deutsche & Ryan, 1984). Southeastern Florentin and the 

immediate zone around Kiryat Hamelacha, conceived as a de-facto open frontier (Smith, 

1996), was reconstructed as a place available for cultural reshaping and reinvention. The 

excessive use of the prefix (re-) here and throughout this dissertation is intentional – a 
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choice of tautology tracing back to the Latin loanwords used with the meaning “again” or 

“again and again,” emphasizing repetition – to stress how the Israeli settler colonial 

hydra104 is an ongoing, always-incomplete project.  

It wasn’t only individual artists who started occupying Kiryat Hamelacha. In 

2009, after over 50 years in north Tel Aviv, the well-established Rosenfeld Gallery 

relocated into the complex in a move that paralleled a shift in their curatorial focus. 

Instead of representing modern, established Israeli artists, the gallery turned to younger 

contemporary artists and believed that its relocation would better suit both its targeted 

audience and local creators. Soon after, several major galleries from central and north Tel 

Aviv followed Rosenfeld – chasing cheaper rents and the hipper, more underground art 

scene. Inga Gallery, Dvir Gallery and the non-profit Shpilman Institute for Photography 

were among the organizations looking to both rebrand their image and exploit favorable 

economic conditions in the neighborhood. Several nonprofit organizations also filled the 

studios. Figures 3.62 – 3.68, digital photographs taken during the summers of 2017 and 

2018, offer a glimpse into Kiryat Hamelacha’s grounds and a sampling of wheatpastings, 

tags and stencils on its exterior walls.  

 
Figure 3.62 Panorama of Kiryat Hamelacha (2017) 

 

!
104 “Settler-colonial erasure involves the unbinding of lines drawn around and, on the surfaces, which come 
to be felt as fact and knowledge; a violent systematic deliberate targeting to unravel what gives form to our 
lives. From re-drawing lines on a map, constituting written, textual forms as more “valid” than oral forms 
narrativizing experiences, freezing Palestinian bank accounts, stealing literature, films and images, to home 
demolitions and expulsions, Israeli settler-colonialism, like other examples of settler-colonialism, embodies 
how colonial state-building practices relies on the literal and aesthetic re-orienting of the indigenous.” 
(Bedwan, 2020, p. 249) 
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Figure 3.63 Street view, Kiryat Hamelacha alcove (2018) 

 
Figure 3.64 Street view, Kiryat Hamelacha exterior (2018) 
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Figure 3.65 Approaching Kiryat Hamelacha’s west end (2018) 

 
Figure 3.66 Palimpsest of past projects, western end of Kiryat Hamelacha (2018) 
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Figure 3.67 Exterior angles of Kiryat Hamelacha (photographed with Holga lens) (2018) 
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Figure 3.68 Interior corridor of Kiryat Hamelacha (photographed with Holga lens) (2018) 

Presently, there are over 250 artist studios and recording rooms as well as 17 galleries in 

the complex. I am not providing interior views of these galleries, as I do not wish to 

necessarily immortalize the various artworks and artists in this project. Each gallery, 

while oriented slightly differently from the next, is emblematic of the stark “White 

Cube.” This is a theory stemming from O’Doherty’s 1976 article in Artforum that 

critiqued the austere, brightly whitewashed walls of many modern and contemporary art 

spaces (as reflected upon at length by Sheikh, 2009): 

[The] gallery space is not a neutral container, but a historical construct. 
Furthermore, it is an aesthetic object in and of itself. The ideal form of the white 
cube that modernism developed for the gallery space is inseparable from the 
artworks exhibited inside it. Indeed, the white cube not only conditions, but also 
overpowers the artworks themselves in its shift from placing content within a 
context to making the context itself the content. However, this emergence of 
context is enabled primarily through its attempted disappearance. The white cube 
is conceived as a place free of context, where time and social space are thought to 
be excluded from the experience of artworks. It is only through the apparent 
neutrality of appearing outside of daily life and politics that the works within the 
white cube can appear to be self-contained – only by being freed from historical 
time can they attain their aura of timelessness. 
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Enter the white cube, with its even walls and its unobtrusive artificial lighting – a 
sacred space that (despite its modern design) resembles an ancient tomb, 
undisturbed by time and containing infinite riches. O’Doherty uses this analogy of 
the tomb and the treasury to illuminate how the white cube was constructed in 
order to give the artworks a timeless quality (and thus, lasting value) in both an 
economic and a political sense. It was a space for the immortality of a certain 
class or caste’s cultural values, as well as a staging ground for objects of sound 
economic investment for possible buyers. O’Doherty thus reminds us that 
galleries are shops – spaces for producing surplus value, not use value – and as 
such, the modern gallery employs the formula of the white cube for an 
architectonics of transcendence in which the specificities of time and of place are 
replaced by the eternal. In other words, the white cube establishes a crucial 
dichotomy between that which is to be kept outside (the social and the political) 
and that which is inside (the staying value of art). 

 

The galleries and artist studios occupying Kiryat Hamelacha reproduce many aesthetic 

markers of more elitist circles from which they moved, and/or have replicated successful 

formulas of cultural commodification to sell artwork and garner attention in the still-up-

and-coming south Florentin complex.105 This also reinforces the dichotomy between 

inside and outside, belonging and non-belonging, and the everyday formations of power 

relationships in the area in material and sociospatial contexts. Within the galleries – 

tucked down hallways with keypad entries, security cameras and hired guards – 

untarnished pedestals and pristinely painted walls serve as backdrops to pieces that are 

physically and psychically distanced from everyday life in the neighborhood, and in 

particular, the communities who do not ascribe to (or are invited into) this scene. These 

myriad mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion represent “what must be eradicated in 

order for one spatial formation to take precedence over another” (Sheikh, 2009).  

These processes are of course not isolated to the Florentin neighborhood; 

Anglophone writing and theorization for nearly 40 years centers on the destructive forces 

!
105 Detailed correlation between White Cube theory and the white façades of the Bauhaus-inspired and 
International Style architectures of the White City is made by Rotbard (2015): “As soon as white was 
transformed into an ideology, it ceased to be neutral… the distance between the white box and the white 
gaze is minute: the gaze establishes the box; the box contains the gaze. White is not only the universal sum 
of all colours, but above all else, the colour to replace all others, to cancel them out, to erase them… If the 
white architecture which left Europe and made its way to North Africa, West Africa, South America and 
the Middle East was originally exported as examples of the ‘Bauhaus Style’ or the ‘International Style’, 
then it reached its destinations under an altogether different patronage; it arrived under the auspices of 
colonialism, with all its spearheads, its backwinds, its programmes. This is precisely how white architecture 
was enrolled as one of the chief agents of Europeanism and Westernism and why, ever since, it has 
established itself as the architecture of the white, created by the white and for the white” (p. 163). 
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of arts-led gentrification in the Lower East Side of New York City and beyond. Owens 

(1984) opened these floodgates by exploring how the East Village arts scene participates 

in and upholds the dominant culture, even as it poses as “subcultural”. This was furthered 

by Deutsche & Ryan (1984): 

[Despite] their bohemian posturing, the artists and dealers who created the East 
Village art scene, and the critics and museum curators who legitimize its 
existence, are complicit with gentrification on the Lower East Side. To deny this 
complicity is to perpetuate one of the most enduring, self-serving myths in 
bourgeois thought, the myth that, as Antonio Gramsci wrote, intellectuals form a 
category that is “autonomous and independent from the dominant social group.” 
(p. 102) 

 
They assert that artists cannot be exempted from responsibility when it comes to the 

violences of gentrification, even if masquerading as victims (ex: “We were pushed out of 

the White City.” “The ‘Old North’ no longer represented the gallery.”).   

As a new domain for avant-garde, alternative and provocative cultural producers 

and artscapes, the Kiryat Hamelacha complex now functions: 

[Ideologically] to exploit the neighborhood for its bohemian [and] sensationalist 
connotations while deflecting attention away from underlying social, economic, 
and political processes. The attitudes that permit this exploitation are the same as 
those that allow the city and its affluent residents to remain indifferent to the fate 
of the displaced poor: assessments of poverty as natural and gentrification as 
inevitable and in some ways even desirable… Consciously or unconsciously, they 
approach the neighborhood with dominating and possessive attitudes that 
transform it into an imaginary site. Art journals, the mass media, galleries, 
established alternative spaces, and museums manipulate and exploit the 
neighborhood, thereby serving as conduits for the dominant ideology that 
facilitates gentrification. Myriad verbal and visual representations of the 
neighborhood circulate in exhibition catalogues, brochures, and magazines. 
Through such representations a neighborhood whose residents are fighting for 
survival metamorphoses into a place “that encourages one to be the person [they 
are] with greater ease than other parts of the city.” (p. 105) 

 

Thusly, the poverty, disrepair and disenfranchisement of the area – decades in the making 

– is served up for aesthetic pleasure, as part and parcel of the curated image of the city. 

While there is a notable absence of Anglophone historiography about Kiryat 

Hamelacha, and Florentin more broadly, there is no shortage of travel writing, blog posts, 

graffiti/street art tours and social media circulation that promotes and propagandizes the 

edginess!, eclecticism! and excitement! of the neighborhood. Turning again to digital 
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ethnography, the highly curated image of “alternative” Florentin is evident on Instagram 

– encapsulated in the “TEDER.FM” and “Tel Avivian” profile pages. From my time 

spent in the city, I became well-acquainted with both profiles – the former, an account for 

a physical event space in Florentin’s core, and the latter as a catch-all for alluring 

snapshots of well-designed, pulchritudinous moments and offerings in Tel Aviv.  

With a relatively modest 21,000 followers, TEDER.FM (@teder.fm) is an 

Instagram page for an underground, online radio station-turned-event space/restaurant 

located off the busy thoroughfare of Derech Jaffa, in the heart of Florentin. From their 

website: 

TEDER.FM was born as an online radio station pop up broadcasting every 
summer from a bar somewhere in Tel Aviv. After six years of wandering we 
settled in the location we loved most – The Romano – continuing to broadcast all 
year long. (TEDER.FM) 

 
In just a handful of years, the event space has ballooned into a headquarters of cool – 

open six days a week for live music/DJ sets, informal dining and drinks, frequent flea 

markets and record swaps and pop-up galleries. In addition to the bars and kitchens, a 

vinyl shop/listening room – Nuweiba Records – helps fill the site, as does an abundance 

of potted plants. City guides catering to upwardly socially mobile Israelis and 

internationals sing its praises as a hipster emporium: 

Radio + Bar + Food + Vibes! 

If Tel Aviv is a hipster capital of the world, TEDER.FM is its Mecca! 

The pop-up bar has taken permanent residence in Derech Jaffa 9, a closed-off 
courtyard in South Central Tel Aviv underneath their flagship Salon Romano 
restaurant. A new addition is Tel Aviv celebrity chef Eyal Shani’s first pizza 
restaurant, serving huge delicately-thin-crust pizza with great chunks of melting 
mozzarella. Wash down with jugs of beer, perfect for sharing. 

The bar is open every night from 8pm (closed on Sunday), get there early to get a 
table (before 9pm). They regularly host cool guest DJs (TEDER.FM broadcasts 
live every night), special performances, movie nights, and second-hand-markets. 

“Teder is a perfect hangout, [it is] unpretentious and chilled, with outside tables in 
the middle of an old gallery, perfect to sit out with friends for hours, they 
broadcast good music, serve beer in jars for sharing and have an aaaaamazing 
pizza, and the prices are quite affordable!” (Secret Tel Aviv) 
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Buzzwords abound, as does the linkage between exclusivity and alterity; refined flavors, 

sounds and appearances that are “rough” around the edges – sensory markers of 

distinction. The compound that houses this all is a multistory ramshackle, raw concrete 

structure that defies logics of building code – crumbling walls, chipped and unlevel 

floors, amongst other forms of decay. Dark corridors wrap around an interior, open-air 

courtyard where the bulk of the events take shape. Prudent renovations to the structure (a 

few new windows, interior lighting, benches for additional seating…) have perhaps made 

the space commercially compliant – yet, it is clear that a full overhaul and redevelopment 

of the site isn’t on the radar; dinge and disuse are embraced if not enhanced by cheery, 

contrasting and cascading bright foliage, event posters, wheatpastings and promotional 

stickers that adorn many walls and panes. This sense of non-preciousness to the surfaces 

amplifies the alternative energy.  

The brunt of TEDER.FM’s Instagram posts vacillate between images of the 

infamous wood-fired pizza (with a mound of zaatar on the side) and the late-night 

activation of the courtyard; wide-angle photographs of large crowds swaying under 

strobe and twinkle lights to a DJ set. This is intermixed with posts about 1990s or early 

2000s hip hop and reggae artists, or the cover art from various vintage vinyl records. 

These images are used to promote happenings or radio hours that stream online, 

worldwide. A plentitude of posts prominently features the building (Fig. 3.69 – 3.70) as 

both a background to the conviviality and a source of its appeal.  

 
Figure 3.69 TEDER.FM [@teder.fm]. (2020, June 13). Today from 16:00 > Picnic at Beit Romano! – All you can hang 

with ice-cream by @buzainsta, flowers by @kabuta.flowers, corn, pizza, beer. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  



 253 

 
Figure 3.70 TEDER.FM [@teder.fm]. (2019, March 2). Today from 13:00 – the neighbourhood unites and comes alive 

for a mini festival of local music + creation. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
 

In both of these posts, the compound’s worn, stained façade and tenement windows are 

dramatized against melancholic grey skies. Inviting, ambient lights are strung across the 

patio to demarcate festivity. Figures 3.71 – 3.73 demonstrate a few of the multifarious 

activities where the complex’s space is activated: as open-air art gallery, music exchange 

and beer garden.  

 
Figure 3.71 TEDER.FM [@teder.fm]. (2019, June 8). Today from 1pm: TEDER PRINT FAIR ~ Beit Romano 
transforms into a huge print market with very limited edition, friendly-priced works for sale. [Instagram post]. 

Instagram.  
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Figure 3.72 TEDER.FM [@teder.fm]. (2020, June 15). This Saturday – Romano Record Fair is finally back! After way 

too long, the biggest, most crate heavy record market returns to Beit Romano. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  

 
Figure 3.73 TEDER.FM [@teder.fm]. (2020, July 14). Tonight from 22:00 > Mika Shalev takes over the studio for 

some smoked downtempo tunes into the night. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  

This is where things are happening… TEDER.FM is the pulse of the neighborhood – the 

lambent patio implies. The alfresco gaiety infers community, and an everydayness to the 

sense of an effortless, diverse, artful space: 

[And] the ironic thing is that place marketers are often able to turn the most 
negative of historical associations – consider the black, grimy, smokestacked 
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landscapes of the mind conjured up by the mention of old industrial cities and 
regions – into a powerful statement about a local history full of initiative and 
enterprise which projects into an exciting and prosperous local future. (Kearns & 
Philo, 1993, p. 6) 
 

The gloomy, seemingly useless industrial-era complex is repurposed by the TEDER.FM 

team into a multipurpose, dynamic space: a prominent anchor in the arts-led 

gentrification of Florentin; visually conveyed through their frequent Instagram posts. 

And, it is a valorization of particular symbolic, economic and social tastes, increasingly 

prevalent in the neighborhood that results in the displacement of other tastes (ipso facto, 

the associated communities) (Bridge, 2006). It is a curated image of the city – a living, 

breathing shrine to all things cutting-edge in Tel Aviv. But what’s promoted as a place 

for celebrating the radical, subversive or unique is cultural hegemony cloaked as The 

Alternative: 

Mediated through the increasing popularity of the artistic bohemian lifestyle, the 
increasing interest in culture in general and the contemporary synergy between 
cultural and economic values, this leads to a rise in the economic value of the 
spaces concerned, in the end ironically forcing out the very artistic-cultural values 
on which the trail-blazers’ symbolic work depended. Thus “liminal space 
becomes a metaphor for the extensive reordering by which markets, in our time, 
encroach upon place... by which a landscape of power gradually displaces the 
vernacular (Zukin 1991, p. 269).” (Mommaas, 2004, p. 526) 

 
While I am not investigating the ways these Instagram posts are monetized, 

TEDER.FM’s content is just a slice of the commodification and promotion of the “artistic 

bohemian lifestyle” – the artscapes and ambiences now prevalent in Florentin.  

 Tel Avivian (@telavivian) is the Instagram account for an online magazine 

founded in 2012 that recently expanded into print (Tel Avivian Journal) and smartphone 

application (The Tel Avivian City Guide).106 Treading a fine line between a booster 

!
106 I find the phrase “Tel Avivian” useful, regardless of its alignment with this brand/Instagram profile, as it 
can serve as a catch-all for anyone who lives in the city, regardless of ethnicity or origin. While there are 
undoubtedly many sources behind this phrase, Azaryahu et al. (2012) write about an aesthetic concept of 
Israeli art developed by curator Sara Breitberg-Semel and the artist Raffi Lavie: “In an interview on the 
topic “What does it mean to be an Israeli artist?” Lavie was adamant that had he been born with the same 
character in a different county his painting “would be completely different.” “Not only am I a “sabra” but a 
Tel-Avivian. My painting is explicitly Israeli… I am not a sociologist. I only know how I feel, and I feel 
that I am a Tel-Avivian… A typical Tel-Avivian. I have always lived with my face to the sea. This is me – 
the clarity of my colors, the dazzling of the light, the nuances of pinks, grays, and white. These are no 
doubt Tel-Aviv…” (p. 281). 
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for/collaborator with bigger brands and scout for “undiscovered” cool, it focuses its 

content on design, fashion and culinary scenes throughout the city. With 61,000 

followers, the profile has substantial reach and its focus caters to an Anglophone 

audience interested in the highly curated visual culture of Tel Aviv. The lion’s share of 

the profile’s posts is about sites and events occurring in the central and north 

neighborhoods of the city; seldom are the vignettes about “budget” items, sales, or spaces 

that lack a particular degree of exclusivity and prestige. This indicates a predilection for 

more affluent, homogenous social circles – it is generative of class fractions, where the 

curated “Tel Avivian tastes” reinforce cultural hegemony (Gramsci & Henderson, 1988) 

and confer those who ascribes’ social status in the city.  

Southern neighborhoods of the city are not entirely off of Tel Avivian’s radar, 

though one would be hard-pressed to find coverage of events run or spaces operated by 

Palestinians, or sub-Saharan African migrants. This implicates how the ideals that “are 

cultivated and visualized on Instagram and the uneven relationships that are constructed 

also implicate the city: some places are elevated and featured centre stage, while others 

remain peripheral or are altogether ignored” (Boy & Uitermark, 2017, p. 622). It fosters 

sociospatial segregation amongst the account’s users – Tel Avivian demarcates the sites 

(sights) and scenes of “cool” and belonging, unevenly and selectively imbuing places 

with symbolic value, while others are neglected or rendered undesirable, for “those with 

social power have a monopoly over ways of seeing and classifying objects according to 

their criteria of good taste” (Bridge, 2006, p. 720). Thusly, a bubble within the Tel Aviv 

bubble is formed and social tectonics, or, the chasms between communities in the city are 

deepened and reinforced. Rather than sharing the profusion of artscapes in south 

Florentin, Neve Sha’anan or Shapira, posted content is mostly limited to north Florentin – 

nearest Neve Tzedek and Rothschild Boulevard (a bustling tree-lined artery through the 

center of the city). On the same city block as TEDER.FM is Uganda Bar (Fig. 3.74 – 

3.75), a bar-café-music-venue-exhibition space that opened in 2010.  
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Figure 3.74 Tel Avivian [@telavivian]. (2019, September 16). Uganda [@ugandashop] started out in 2010 as a White 

City branch of the legendary Jerusalem spot. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  
 

 
Figure 3.75 Tel Avivian [@telavivian]. (2018, October 26). Weekend is here and we are heading to @ugandashop for 

some beer and hummus. [Instagram post]. Instagram. 
 
Eccentricity is a key theme expressed visually in these posts about Uganda Bar. These are 

spaces for those with high degrees of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984). Merriment is 

shown in the first image – a densely packed, warmly lit bar – but so is a smattering of 
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mismatched event posters taped to support beams. The second image spotlights a 

bicyclist in baggy neon outerwear, sucked into their phone screen, a cluster of pastel 

balloons attached to the handlebars. It’s no way a partygoer in other parts of the city 

would present themselves – pointing to a feeling of “anything goes” in this neighborhood.  

The built environment is similarly framed as oddity; tagged and marked-over 

locked rolling metal doors and backgrounds that are industrial and dreary serve as bona 

fide blank slates to a creative, upwardly socially mobile class filling and spilling out of 

the bar; the perpetuation of embourgeoisement of the neighborhood (Ley, 1996). This 

reification of the alternative is a visual indicator of cultural capital in Tel Aviv, whereby 

architectural and historic characteristics are manipulated for place promotion, economic 

gain and the expansion of cultural hegemony into previously uncharted sections of the 

city. Similar visual symbolism is utilized in Tel Avivian’s post about Rena’s House (Fig. 

3.76). 

 
Figure 3.76 Tel Avivian [@telavivian]. (2019, February 4). Originally a textile factory built in 1954, Rena’s House 
[@renas_house] now acts simultaneously as a hub for art exhibitions, music events and artists’ studios. [Instagram 

post]. Instagram.  

All three sites are examples of postindustrial architectures that have been gentrified into 

adaptable, mixed use artscapes. The structures presently used by Rena’s House and 

Uganda Bar as well as TEDER.FM are shared to these accounts’ audiences with little to 
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no context about what once filled the spaces, what was lost/changed during the 

transformations, and how the venues have impacted Florentin’s residents. Granted, this is 

not typical content of any Instagram account to share in an everyday post; but there is the 

tendency – particularly in Tel Avivian’s Instagram feed – to glaze over or omit the 

physical and cultural landscapes that contemporary artscapes have bulldozed through, 

paved over or evaded altogether.  

In suit with its visual conveyance of Florentin’s grit and unconventionality, a 

small number of Tel Avivian’s posts showcase the street art and galleries of the area. In 

Figure 3.77, the western edge of the Kiryat Hamelacha complex is pictured from afar, 

lending a sense of scale and weight to the structure in relation to its environs. The 

vignette is devoid of people or animals which amplifies the harshness of the Brutalist 

architecture. Bodies who frequent the complex’s grounds but do not typically visit the 

galleries – industrial day laborers, sex workers, and/or unhoused people are absent from 

this picture. Perhaps this is to entice rather than scare away Tel Avivian’s primary 

audience to the exoticism of the site – devoid of the differences they circumvent in daily 

life.  
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Figure 3.77 Tel Avivian [@telavivian]. (2020, January 19). During these rainy days, there is nothing better than to 
visit some art galleries and discover Tel Avivian artists. [Instagram post]. Instagram.  

American Postminimalism conceptual artist Lawrence Weiner’s vinyl text is 

affixed to the monolithic wall, which reads: ON TOP OF THE WIND. Weiner’s artwork 

was exhibited in DVIR Gallery, a space down the block from Kiryat Hamelacha, in the 

summer of 2018. While there is no accompanying didactic providing context for this text, 

it is not impossible to imagine it referencing winds of change – imminent alterations to 

the complex and the surrounding neighborhood – ushered in by the new art studios and 

galleries occupying Kiryat Hamelacha. The severity of the space, as conveyed through 

this Instagram image, is exaggerated with heightened contrast, as applied through the 

application’s filters.  

Contrast is similarly integral yet depicted much differently in a separate post 

about Florentin’s artscapes (Fig. 3.78). On this corner, bold yellow paint blares out 

against aged stucco and sandstone walls, rendering the black and white wheatpastings 

and spray paint on top all the more vivid. This is no exceptional moment in the 

neighborhood – an area covered densely with scores of stickers, public installations, 

stencils and flyposting. 
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Figure 3.78 Tel Avivian [@telavivian]. (2019, December 23). As you are walking through our #telaviv, especially in 

the more southern parts, you should take some time to observe the street art surrounding you. [Instagram post]. 
Instagram.  

The frame does not feature any overtly controversial slogans or motifs, though when 

wandering these streets, it is rare – but not entirely impossible – to encounter anti-

occupation (or just anti-Prime Minister Netanyahu), pro-inclusivity pieces. This is per 

chance a deliberate decision by the Tel Avivian account, to make the “counter-culture” 

that prevails in this area more charming and encouraging of time spent roaming the 

alleys. Because so many of the older decaying structures in Florentin are in queue for 

demolition, recent years have heralded in a sense of laissez-faire with the façades; layer 

after layer of murals and tags accumulate and are aesthetically symbolic of the “arty”, 

“bohemian” and “edgy” energy of the neighborhood that is infamous throughout the city, 

and even globally. This energy is key to the place promotion of the neighborhood, and is 

leveraged to boost walking tours, live graffiti workshops, open studio hours, new 

bars/cafes and the like through Instagram, as well as travel and culture videos and blogs. 

These are consumption practices and commodifications that reproduce exclusion, vis a 

vis expression of difference (Zukin, 2008), a glamorizing of the grit. One example can be 
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found in MutualArt’s107 article “A Fertile Wasteland: The Galleries of South Tel Aviv” 

(Jansen, 2016): 

Though significant, Tel Aviv isn’t big, either geographically or in terms of 
population, especially when compared to other global cultural centers and 
economies. Yet it has developed distinctive districts, in part due to poor urban 
planning, from which new vitality has sprung up “like mushrooms after the rain,” 
as a local Hebrew saying goes. The most fecund area in recent years is South Tel 
Aviv – the area below Yehuda Halevi and Harakevet streets, but before the 
already established and fashionable Jaffa. If you arrive in South Tel Aviv by its 
disastrous central bus station – the world’s largest bus terminal, and a sprawling, 
ugly concrete mess in the heart of the South – you’d be forgiven for thinking 
you’d made a mistake. Yet beyond the labyrinth there’s a lot to be discovered in 
this neighborhood. 
 
Neglected for decades, South Tel Aviv became an industrial urban wasteland, 
riddled with makeshift slums, symbolic of Israel’s problematic relationship with 
urban spaces and people. It was only a matter of time before the familiar 
economic story of rising rents in other parts of the city began to push new energy 
into the area. [A] mixed community of migrant workers and refugees, students 
and artists from all over Israel, Africa and Southern Asia, South Tel Aviv has 
been gentrifying. Yet unlike gentrification in other places, the area retains its 
rough edge; the streets aren’t clean and there’s definitely no Starbucks here. In 
Florentin, soaked in the spray paint of local graffiti artists, a distinctive local, 
independent restaurant scene has become one of the area’s major draws, 
something that locals are particularly proud of. Galleries have steadily been 
moving to the area too, and a variety of commercial, non-profit and artist-run 
spaces now reside across an area that is mostly coverable by foot – though 
perhaps not in the intense humidity of July. 
 

Skimmed over or altogether erased from this portrayal of Florentin is the nuance of its 

inhabitants; no mention of Palestinians nor the often-dire conditions of the “mixed 

community of migrant workers and refugees.”108 Still, there is palpable admiration, if not 

fetishization, of the ethnic diversity of Florentin (Zukin, 2008) – a “mixed community” 

!
107 Far from an authority on all things Tel Aviv, this website is a provider of global art market data and 
analysis, skewed towards fine art collectors. 
108 In Tel Aviv (and elsewhere, like Eilat), thousands of men, women and children – from sub-Saharan 
Africa and across southeast Asia – having survived rape, mutilation, trafficking, torture camps and 
innumerable other forms of violence now live precarious existences with extremely limited rights in the 
country. Israel’s asylum system recognizes less than 1% of claims. For more detailed reports and 
testimonials on these human rights violations and the conditions of migrant communities in Tel Aviv and 
beyond, turn to: “Hotline for Refugees and Migrants” (hotline.org.il/en), “Aid Organization for Refugees 
and Asylum Seekers in Israel” (assaf.org.il/en) and “Kav LaOved” (kavlaoved.org.il/en) as well as 
Amnesty International (2018).  
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that is vibrant and everchanging. There is an emanation of authenticity to the 

neighborhood in these lines; the absence of chain cafes, the burgeoning independent 

restaurant scene. Yet it can be understood how this authenticity is staged: 

Although keeping a defiant distance from mainstream consumer culture creates a 
safe zone for non-conformity, it also develops new means of commodifying the 
spaces themselves. Innovative consumption spaces suggest new products, ‘looks,’ 
and aesthetic codes that become grist for the mass consumption mill; the cutting 
edge becomes ‘the next new thing’ and soon enough, ‘the next neighborhood’ of 
gentrification. (Zukin, 2008, p. 745) 
 

Authenticity, is in essence an effective means to cleanse, claim and reinscribe the urban 

built environment. The jargon of authenticity – used to label, define and reproduce 

characteristics of the neighborhood – (m)aligning Florentin with the rest of Tel Aviv or 

other cosmopolitan cities, is little more than empty chatter, used to reinforce the status 

quo and exert control over the less powerful (Adorno, 1973). As in the visuality of these 

spaces, shared on Instagram and beyond, the roughness and ambience of authenticity to 

the neighborhood is rebranded as an asset; rendered accessible, entertaining and a little 

bit evocative – a perfect scene to immerse oneself in for an afternoon. Comprehensive 

discursive analysis of phraseology in Florentin travel writing would likely reveal an 

abuse of cliched conceptions: a hotbed for alternative artscapes, a heartbeat of 

hipsterdom. A sensorial symphony. This echoes Zukin’s savvy synthesis (2009): 

In our time – the age of lifestyle magazines and similar websites and blogs – the 
media’s hunger for content lends them to support the generic goal of growth, as 
well as specific processes of revitalization. More often than not, they support 
replacing poorer residents with richer ones who renovate houses and gardens, 
hiring famous architects to design spectacular buildings and opening more stores, 
restaurants, art museums and themed districts, all of which provide them with 
things to write about. The media do not cause neighborhoods to be upscale, but 
they capitalize on it. Alternately mourning, glorifying and dramatizing the city’s 
gritty past, the media help that image to recede into social obsolescence, while 
recycling it into the aesthetic code of a new urban lifestyle. (p. 549) 
 

These terms and the conviction of the correlated imagery that circulates on social media 

and beyond articulate and embody the aestheticization of concurrent 

dereliction/revitalization in the neighborhood – cultural capital that captures materiality, 

redefining the physical and cognitive boundaries of the neighborhood (Fig. 3.79 – 3.80).  
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Figure 3.79 Fringes intersecting with borders (2018) 

 

 
Figure 3.80 Looking west, from the peripheries of Florentin (2018) 

This serves as a lever for claiming space; for reproducing cultural hegemony and 

sociospatial segregation. These markers of distinction – the coherence of an upwardly 
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socially mobile Tel Avivian class’s cultural preferences (Bourdieu, 1984) is curated to 

rival the magnetism of Berlin (Till, 2005) or Williamsburg – yet, perhaps its ultimate 

attribute isn’t the physical neighborhood, but its proximity to the Mediterranean shore.  

 
Rubble, Construction Material 

 
In November 2012, the Tel Aviv municipality dispatched a Caterpillar 430E Backhoe 

Loader to the southern shore of the city, an area that is today called Menashiya. Over the 
course of the day, the intact remains of a few beachside buildings were tumbled. The 

rubble, comprising three sandstone staircases, was heaped into a few piles on the beach 
and later carried away. Within a few days, the site was cleared and patched up. Today it 

resembles the rest of the artificial coastline of Tel Aviv. 
 

The operation is the most recent event in a century-long campaign of destruction to purge 
the beach of its modern Palestinian history.109 

 
From most sites in the Florentin neighborhood, you are only about one kilometer 

on foot to Charles Clore Park and its beach, an expanse of almost 30 acres along the 

Mediterranean Sea. From the sands off the Homat HaYam Promenade, the entire Tel 

Aviv skyline comes into view with waves crashing against the old port’s walls. Families 

with young babies pause for pictures, bronzed 20-somethings play matkot on the sand, 

and the occasional vendor pushing ice cream or drinks passes by. Lay on the beach all 

day, head to TEDER.FM or Uganda Bar for dinner, drinks and dancing until 2am. To the 

uncritical tourist eye, this is an undoubted paradise; perfect weather, warm sand, a splash 

of hedonism – seemingly endless pleasure at all times. This image is actively reproduced 

by cultural figures, financiers, municipal leadership, and a host of other stakeholders who 

!
109 This is the introduction to the Decolonizing Architecture Art Residency’s (DAAR) case study, “Return 
to Jaffa”, a project commissioned by BADIL and Zochrot. Explicit naming of the Caterpillar 430E Backhoe 
Loader bears a great deal of importance in the big picture of the ongoing destruction of Palestine. Aside 
from its use for routinized redevelopment throughout Tel Aviv, Caterpillar Inc. plays an active role in the 
Israeli military’s occupation and ruination of the land: “Caterpillar D-9 bulldozers have become such an 
active part of the IDF’s activities that the term “D-9” is as common to [Palestinian] schoolkids here as 
“Apache” or “cobra” helicopters, or the much more terrifying “F-16” fighter jets. The official IDF website 
documents their main purpose – home demolition. Following air or artillery-strifing of a residential 
neighbourhood, the D-9s move in under cover of infantrymen shuttled in on armoured personnel carriers. 
The dozers (or, in some cases, pneumatic breakers) then demolish the homes, proceeding from the second 
floor to the first” (Zeitoun, 2002). The bulldozers are integral tools of combat engineering. This is only a 
snippet of the severe violence aided and abetted by the company. For more information on the bulldozer as 
weapon and related destruction/(re)construction equipment: Human Rights Watch, 2004; Ullah, 2018; 
Abunimah, 2016; Lambert, 2016, and scores of reports by the Palestinian Boycott Divestment Sanctions 
National Committee (bdsmovement.net.tags/caterpillar). 
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work to align the city with “Western” loci of culture and leisure. But what these seaside 

vignettes of leisure and decadence omit is the historicity of the al-Manshiyya110 

neighborhood upon which these spaces are built (Fig. 3.81).  

 
Figure 3.81 Fragment of Tel Aviv, from De-Colonizer’s (2015) “Tel Aviv and its Palestinian Localities” interactive 

map, with addition of Hassan Bek Mosque and Charles Clore Park.  
 

Al-Manshiyya, like hundreds of other depopulated and destroyed villages in 

Palestine,111 was victim of the horrific violence leading up to and during the Nakba. 

Before these atrocities, it was a fishing village on the coast, erected as an extension of 

Jaffa by migrant Egyptians – mostly from the village of al-Rashid on the banks of the 

Nile River – and Indigenous Palestinians. The majority of its population was Muslim, 

though Jewish and Christian minorities also formed part of the community. Because of 

the Jaffa railway station, Palestinian orchards, and Zionist colonies directly to its east and 

!
110 An array of spellings for this neighborhood is represented in the works cited. I follow “al-Manshiyya” 
which is also used by Zochrot and Decolonizing Architecture Art Research (DAAR).  
111 For a comprehensive historical overview, land survey, summary of ownership, patterns of 
dispersion/disposition/plunder of modern Palestine, see: Abu-Sitta & The Palestine Land Society’s Atlas of 
Palestine, 1917-1966 (2010). See also: Khalidi (1991).  
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the density of Jaffa and its port to the south, al-Manshiyya’s development mostly opened 

northward on the Mediterranean coast:  

[Manshieh] had been constructed on the coastline itself. With foundations laid by 
a small group of Egyptian agricultural labourers who had immigrated to Palestine 
in the 1830s, the Arab neighbourhood swelled in the 1870s as migrants flocked 
from around the world to Jaffa’s international port. By the twentieth century, it 
had ballooned to the extent that the borderlines which had separated it from 
surrounding Jewish enclaves had become increasingly frayed sites of meeting on 
the one hand, and friction on the other. Right up until the Arab Revolt of 1936-
1939, Manshieh had the potential to bridge the animosity bubbling between these 
two cities [Jaffa and newly-founded Tel Aviv,] but advances grew suspicion on 
both sides. On Tel Aviv’s part, cuddling up to Manshieh was not an option; not 
only did the Arab neighbourhood represent a threat to Tel Aviv’s security, but it 
also simply blocked Tel Avivian’s access to the beach. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 73) 
 

Even during the brutality and chaos of the Arab Revolt, al-Manshiyya’s economy thrived 

and throughout the 1940s, the village expanded to around 15,000 inhabitants: 

The neighborhood was built of a combination of one- and two-story buildings, 
stretching along the shore. According to a 1944 local police report, the population 
of Manshiyya numbered some 12,000 Palestinians and about 1,000 Jews, on an 
area of some 2,400 dunums. Although there were many citrus groves in the area, 
most of Manshiyya’s residents were engaged in commerce. According to the 1944 
police report, Manshiyya had 12 bakeries, 20 coffee houses, 14 carpentry shops, 3 
bicycle repair shops, 5 doctors, 7 factories, 7 jewelers, goldsmiths and 
silversmiths, 6 hotels, 10 laundries, 3 pharmacies, 3 printers, 6 restaurants, an 
electrical power plant and other commercial establishments. Most of them were 
located on HaTahana Street, in the Jewish market, al-‘Alam Street and Hassan 
Beq Street. (Zochrot, 2014)  
 

Moreover, “at the entrance to the Manshiyya neighborhood…was one of the largest and 

most famous coffee houses in the area, Café Al’ansharah. It was a meeting place for 

political leaders, public officials and important businessmen” (Zochrot, 2010, 2014).  

Around the outset of World War I, Hassan Bek was appointed the new governor 

of Jaffa and immediately undertook several development projects that pushed the city 

northward. He founded a waqf (Islamic endowment) north of al-Manshiyya and 

constructed a mosque on the land. Prophetic in his vision, Hassan Bek “felt that it was 

important to establish permanent control over this strategic area, fearing that the Jews 

would advance their building activities to the [then] still-undeveloped shores north of the 

Old City and in so doing prevent Jaffa from expanding to the north” (LeVine, 2005, p. 
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74). The waqf, and specifically the Hassan Bek mosque, helped to block the seemingly 

inexorable advance of Zionist settlement of the land in this area. The Muslim Youth 

Association was founded in 1924, adjacent to the mosque and the al-Marwaniya School 

for Boys. These spaces “played an important role in raising the national consciousness of 

the Arab youth and in community activities such as establishing [additional] schools and 

clinics” (LeVine, 2005, p. 74). The details of al-Manshiyya’s once-thriving religious, 

commercial and cultural attractions evidence a dynamic neighborhood prior to Zionist 

occupation.  

1947-1948 was calamitous for al-Manshiyya. But before outlining the major 

upheavals and destruction the village bore during the Nakba, it is useful to note the Tel 

Aviv Municipality’s motivations leading up to these events. Two of the foremost 

influential planners of modern Tel Aviv – Mayor Israel Rokach and city planner Yaacov 

Ben-Sira – cooperated from the late 1920s through 1950 despite their differences of 

opinion to use British Mandate-era mechanisms: 

[To] orient the gradual building process of Tel Aviv through dozens of 
masterplans that covered the entire town planning area of the city, while working 
on its perpetual expansion. In addition to regulating construction on Tel Aviv’s 
unbuilt land reserves, the two were trying to exploit the legal tools of town 
planning for the rebuilding of urban areas that did not conform to their modernist 
urban vision of the city. (Aleksandrowicz, 2017, p. 177) 
 

Their overall aim was for Tel Aviv to become the most modern city in Palestine. Yet, a 

persisting obstacle was the different eras of construction across portions of the city – the 

morphology and architecture were cobbled together, lacking overall coherence and 

modernization’s gleam. Rokach determined: 

[That] the municipal planning authorities should lead a large-scale process of 
reconstruction of the relatively older parts of the city: “Entire urban quarters will 
have to be gradually reconstructed, thus doubling their value. What is being 
proposed for Tel Aviv is not a new idea, and was already accomplished in many 
cities in Europe. There are wonderful examples which inspired the realizers of 
this plan, in which dark city parts were transformed into beautiful places, narrow 
streets into boulevards, and so on”… Rokach and Ben-Sira used their planning 
powers in order to shape Tel Aviv according to modern town planning principles. 
This included two masterplans for the ‘reconstruction’ of the older 
neighbourhoods of Tel Aviv, both approved in August 1937: Scheme 38 (Neve 
Tzedek and Neve Shalom neighbourhoods, 24.4 hectares) and Scheme 39 (Kerem 
Hateimanim neighbourhood, 5.9 hectares). (Aleksandrowicz, 2017, p. 178) 



 269 

Turning to large-scale demolition as an urban planning tool was inspired by Georges-

Eugène Haussmann’s boulevards of Paris and Le Corbusier’s visions for the complete 

decimation of “crammed” old cities, as well as British town planning practices elsewhere 

in Palestine (Aleksandrowicz, 2017). Slum clearance schemes, already promoted for 

Jaffa, targeted al-Manshiyya and several sweeping plans were pitched to flatten the 

neighborhood, widen the streets and reconstruct the space to maximize its economic and 

geographical potential. These predatory plans reinvigorated the threat of “urban removal” 

disguised as “urban renewal” (Monterescu, 2015). Meanwhile, al-Manshiyya was 

increasingly depicted in governmental affairs and in popular media as a “primitive” or 

less-than/other-than space, compared to the rapidly modernizing central Tel Aviv: 

[Menshiyeh] was presented in Tel Aviv’s modernization discourse as “somewhere 
else,” reinforcing its status as a temporary solution to Tel Aviv’s lack of housing. 
The Tel Aviv Council notes that “Menshiyeh is just a few seconds away from the 
corner of Allenby (the center of Tel Aviv at that time) and is surrounded on three 
sides by Tel Aviv’s streets. The owners of the land and the houses, however, are 
mostly Arabs.” Menshiyeh is thus a transit station for Jews arriving from Asia and 
Africa; as the newspaper noted, “Who are the Jews in Menshiyeh? Newcomers, 
Jews from Arab countries, to whom the lifestyle and the environment are more 
familiar than the Hebrew settlement.” This ambivalent border between Tel Aviv 
and Menshiyeh embodied the simultaneous acceptance and rejection, connection 
and separation, apparent in everyday life in the 1930s. A British report, detailing 
the events of 1936, described Menshiyeh as vulnerable and susceptible to violent 
events. (Hatuka, 2010, p. 84) 
 

All of this is to say that in the years leading up to the Nakba, al-Manshiyya had been 

consistently targeted by stakeholders as a site whose inhabitants were of little value to the 

growing city; it was an area primed for purge, as well as material and cultural 

reinscription. 

 The adoption of the UN Partition Plan for Palestine on November 29, 1947 

(Resolution 181) by the General Assembly mandated the division of Palestine into two 

states – Arab and Jewish. The following day, violence erupted in the region, including the 

border zone between Jaffa and Tel Aviv, right on al-Manshiyya’s doorstep. According to 

the Partition Plan: 

Jaffa was to become an enclave of the Arab state within the Jewish State; this 
made the municipal boundary between Jaffa and Tel Aviv, and especially its parts 
surrounding Manshiya, a strategic division line not only between two hostile 
ethnic groups, but also between two future political entities. Manshiya’s 
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geographical position as an ‘extension’ of Jaffa bordering the heart of Tel Aviv, 
as well as its mixed population, made it a place of ethnic tensions and frictions 
since the 1921 Palestine riots. When clashes broke out again on 30 November 
1947, the experienced inhabitants of Manshiya, as well as the inhabitants of the 
adjacent Tel Aviv neighbourhoods, began evacuating towards the centres of both 
cities (Arabs southwards, to the centre of Jaffa, and Jews northwards, to the centre 
of Tel Aviv). (Aleksandrowicz, 2017, p. 183) 

 

Many of the vacant houses were looted and/or set aflame, and taller structures were 

turned into Arab sniper positions. These buildings were targeted and imploded by Zionist 

Haganah forces (Fig. 3.82) who sought to wholly cut al-Manshiyya off from the rest of 

Jaffa, and the attacks escalated in April 1948.  

 
Figure 3.82 Ruins of Jaffa’s al-Manshiyya quarter (Institute for Palestine Studies, 1948) 

 
On April 25, less than three weeks before the formal end of the British Mandate on 

Palestine, paramilitary Irgun forces invaded the center of al-Manshiyya – blasting holes 
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from the interior of one structure into the next.112 On April 28, 1948, the Hebrew-

language newspaper HaMashkif published a description of the neighborhood’s 

annihilation: 

Piles of ruins wherever you look, gaping holes in walls, ruined belongings, 
streams of water flowing from open faucets in destroyed buildings and… deathly 
silence. “‘That’s what Manshiyya is like today. The silence is broken from time to 
time by a shot… fired by our reconnaissance forces’ – is the explanation provided 
to us by Gid’on, the commander who led the heavy fighting with the Arabs and 
poured heavy fire on the attackers from their ‘Spandaus’ and ‘Brens.’” In most 
cases, the attacking Etzel forces advanced using engineering tactics by breaking 
through the walls of buildings, into the heart of Manshiyya… at other times, when 
the attackers captured a position, they dragged the sandbags they found there as 
they advanced, using them as shields from enemy fire. When the attackers 
reached Al’Alam Street, in the heart of Manshiyya, they confront two frightening 
positions on either side of the road, and the advancing waves were stopped. Then 
the lads blew up the masses of buildings on each side of the street, the firing 
positions collapsed and piles of ruins covered the road. (Zochrot, 2014) 
 

This invasion ended on May 1, 1948 when Irgun fighters detonated buildings along 

Hassan Bek Street, including the al-Manshiyya police station, which halted vehicular 

traffic between Jaffa and Tel Aviv: 

After Manshiyya fell, the Etzel formally transferred the entire area of the 
conquered neighborhood to the Haganah, with the aim of stabilizing the boundary 
of the captured area on Manshiyaa’s southern border. On the same day it issued 
the following announcement: “At dawn on Saturday, 22 Nissan 5708, the 
southern portion of liberated Manshiyya became a ruin. The Manshiyya police 
station no longer exists.” (Zochrot, 2014) 
 

Some of the neighborhood’s enduring inhabitants were expelled to Jordan, while others 

were expelled by sea southward to Gaza and Egypt. A few individuals and families were 

transferred to Jaffa, some of whom later lived in ghettos of Ajami, alongside Nakba 

refugees from elsewhere in Jaffa or nearby villages. Jaffa leadership surrendered to 

Zionist forces on May 13, 1948 and the city, including decimated al-Manshiyya, was put 

under Israeli military rule (Aleksandrowicz, 2017).  

Immediately following the Nakba, al-Manshiyya’s mostly vacant and/or 

destroyed buildings were taken up as housing stock for newly arrived Jewish immigrants 

!
112 This exceptionally violent penetration of lived space is a warfare tactic used contemporaneously by 
Israeli forces. For more, see: Weizman, 2006a, 2006b, 2007. 
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from Russia and throughout Eastern Europe. The buildings were squatted and divided to 

accommodate multiple families (DAAR). But the municipality’s insistence on eradicating 

poorer classes from the booming city’s illustrious seashore gained traction and soon,  

al-Manshiyya was demolished in stages as it transformed into a laboratory for Israeli 

architectural experimentation and was eyed by stakeholders as one of the largest future 

real estate deposits in the city: 

Manshiyya gradually turned into a site for Israeli architectural experiments and 
became publicly owned. In the 1950s, development started on plans for the site’s 
future. One of the most prominent plans was “The City,” the creation of an urban 
center for the new, modern city [of Tel Aviv]. “It is as if the Manshiyya site,” 
wrote one of the planners, “has been designated from time immemorial to serve as 
the new city center.” But there were still some people living in the neglected 
neighborhood who hadn’t heard about this plan, and weren’t ready to vacate their 
small homes facing the sea. The municipality’s decision to freeze construction in 
the neighborhood was the beginning of a process which ended with its complete 
erasure, in the course of which the municipality stopped maintaining the buildings 
and allowed it to become a junkyard. The authorities’ intentional indifference to 
neighborhood conditions led to the departure of most residents. The only ones 
remaining were those who were too poor or too ill to leave. The neglect 
confirmed the public impression of the area as a wretched place, inhabited by 
people who were a burden on society. (Zochrot, 2014).  
 

Al-Manshiyya was spared from initial comprehensive demolition because costs were too 

high for the municipality’s budget. But courtyards and residential structures were 

incrementally flattened. Huge volumes of debris were created as the clearance – this 

second wave of ethnic/class cleansing (albeit, by a slower form of violence) took hold – 

essentially leaving behind a dead zone of tightly compressed rubble. Government 

officials, planners and investors often framed a total demolition of the area essential, 

declaring al-Manshiyya a security risk to central Tel Aviv residents. After a meeting with 

the Ministerial Committee for Abandoned Property,113 Ben-Sira crafted a lengthy letter 

!
113 This was a governmental committee tasked with determining the fate of so-called “abandoned 
properties” throughout Palestine. This concept of abandoned property deserves much attention, though 
beyond the scope of this dissertation. From the Institute for Palestine Studies’ “Palestinian Journeys” 
project: “Even before it declared the establishment of the state on 14 May 1948, and as the fighting 
between the Zionist forces and the Palestinians was raging, the Zionist leadership established military and 
civilian committees to take control of lands and other properties emptied of their Palestinian inhabitants. As 
soon as the state was declared, the Israeli government embarked on consolidating these various committees 
and setting the legal instruments and administrative structures that would permit the “legal” seizure of 
Palestinian land. During the years and decades that followed, laws were enacted and amended as needed to 
ensure the expansion of lands to be seized. On 24 June 1948, the Israeli government enacted the 
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detailing how to obliterate the neighborhood for good – which included strategic goals 

and motivations; that improved health, hygiene and mobility for Tel Avivians would all 

stem from clearance of this “slum” (Aleksandrowicz, 2017). 

From the 1950s onward, the neighborhood was gradually pulverized and 

transformed into a palimpsest of broken stone, mortar and wood. The ruins of Palestinian 

and other Arab communities’ homes were rendered “disparate traces, buried or recycled 

scraps of former courtyards, bedrooms, and cultivated terraces” (DAAR). Architects, 

planners and investors vied for the reigns of the land’s redevelopment – visions and 

pitches couched in language of “urban renewal” and “renovation” (Rotbard, 2015) – yet 

most proposals were unremarkable and unsuccessful; the area sank into stasis. The 

ongoing neglect by the municipality accelerated its abandonment and reinforced a deeper 

entrenchment of the psychological and physical barriers between Tel Aviv and Jaffa. 

Nearly all of the buildings destined for demolition in Rokach and Ben-Sira’s 

visions for the area had disappeared as mid-century pressed on. As the formerly vibrant 

neighborhood continued to rot, collapse and bear the weight of systematic neglect, by the 

!
Abandoned Property Ordinance to control the property of Palestinians who were expelled or fled because 
of the fighting. Three days later, it adopted the Abandoned Areas Ordinance, which gave the state wider 
control over entire “abandoned areas” and not just emptied property. In July 1948, it created the Ministerial 
Committee for Abandoned Property along with a Custodian of Abandoned Property. This allowed the state 
to arrange for Jews to use the land…vOn 14 March 1950, the Knesset adopted the Absentee Property Law, 
which was a modified version of the Emergency Regulations Regarding Absentee Property. One important 
new provision was to authorize, for the first time, the Custodian of Absentee Property to sell confiscated 
refugee land to a unique body to be created, the Development Authority. The latter was established by the 
Development Authority (Transfer of Property) Law, enacted on 9 August 1950. The law declared the 
Development Authority competent to sell land to the State and in particular to the Jewish National Fund 
(JNF), a body whose lands are exclusively reserved to the Jewish people. Thanks to this “legal” mechanism 
of disowning the absentee, and throughout the early 1950s, the Custodian worked to register refugee land 
legally in new Israeli land registers and sold huge amounts of this land to the Development Authority, 
which did not keep permanent control over all of it but sold it in turn to the JNF. In 1960, the state and the 
JNF agreed to place all the land they separately owned under the management of a public body called the 
Israel Land Administration.”  

This immense investment in a legal property regime emphasizes efforts of discursive and legal 
erasure of Indigeneity: “Property is a framework of perception that allows the devaluation of indigenous 
existence and identity, and at the same time the production of settlers’ identity as an integral part of the 
land, rather than as a foreign occupier” (Milner, 2020b). For more, see: Adalah – The Legal Center for 
Arab Minority Rights in Israel’s legal advocacy, The Palestine Land Society’s reports on the legal status of 
Palestinian Land and BADIL’s periodicals on land ownership in Palestine/Israel, as well as Shehadeh 
(2019) and Erakat (2019). 
 
 
 



 274 

mid 1970s, the beach’s sands had further disfigured any remaining structures (Fig. 3.83) 

and portions of the neighborhood were used as landfills, while others were altogether 

extirpated. 

 
Figure 3.83 An image from DAAR’s “Return to Jaffa” project: A photograph of what remained of al-Manshiyya in 

1974. These ruins were vitiated into the Etzel Museum.  

Like so much of the land confiscated by Israeli forces during the Nakba: 

[Manshieh] was given a treatment which ensured that the neighbourhood’s 
Palestinian inhabitants would not be able to return or reclaim their properties. The 
old street lines and lot divisions which had once demarcated and framed the 
neighbourhood were erased and new, completely different markers were put 
down. The easiest (and subsequently most common) way of utilizing these new 
empty spaces was to landfill them with gardens and car parks, and Manshieh was 
no different. Easy come, easy go; it was erased, and a new desert of asphalt and 
greenery was laid down where it had once been. The train tracks, which had been 
ferrying produce and pilgrims to Jerusalem since 1892, were scrapped to make 
way for a series of parking lots. The train station itself was transformed into an 
IDF museum. In the immediate space in front of the Hassan Bek mosque, 
Manshieh’s most prominent landmark and a surprising survivor of the hostilities 
of 1948, the municipality built a park in memory of Jaffa’s Jewish ‘liberators’ and 
flanked this commemorative knoll with some more car parks and a bus terminal. 
Other parts of the neighbourhood were designated as dumps for building waste or 
ironed out and left as plain, bare fields. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 127) 
 



 275 

This slow, premeditated if not ritualistic violence spans decades pre- and post-Nakba; it 

was, and continues to be, continuation of war by other means (Foucault, 2003). It is 

incremental destruction that precipitated reconstruction: 

As Hannah Arendt reminds us, violence always has an element of arbitrariness, 
which is why it is unpredictable. Predictions of the future are no more than 
projections of present automatic processes and procedures. Setting the violent 
(unexpected) act within its concrete socio-physical context illuminates the city’s 
configuration as a complex, dynamic, changing entity. Thus it is extremely 
difficult to calculate the consequences of the violent act on everyday life. But we 
know for sure that the trajectory of violence disrupts, invades, and intersects with 
the mundane trajectory of daily life and that this juxtaposition encourages us to 
see the city as a dynamic entity that adjusts itself according to social pressures, 
political ideology, and urban planning ideas. (Hatuka, 2010, p. 3) 
 

Alongside the rise of neoliberal reforms and capitalism’s unflinching grasp, the northern 

shoreline of Tel Aviv experienced a rapid construction burst in the late 1960s and 1970s. 

Al-Manshiyya’s scree proved visually and physically disruptive to the spatial continuum 

between Jaffa and Tel Aviv and created de-facto division between the two city centers 

(Aleksandrowicz et al., 2017), which the municipality and private stakeholders sought to 

resolve (DAAR). Redevelopment efforts finally gained traction in the 1970s, amidst this 

gristly ongoing pulverization of al-Manshiyya. In 1974 Charles Clore Park was 

established: 

Named for the British financier who had donated large sums to the new State of 
Israel and designed by Hillel Omer, the landscape architect, it was another layer 
on the flattened mound of what had once been the neighbourhood of Manshieh. 
Again, Zionism had made the desert bloom; only this time the grass was artificial 
and coloured green. (Rotbard, 2015, p. 128) 
 

The complete obliteration of al-Manshiyya “materialized the earlier non-physical 

separation between the centres of Jaffa and Tel Aviv in a new, tangible reality, while 

contradicting the rationale behind the post-1948 unification of Jaffa and Tel Aviv into a 

single, Jewish dominated city” (Aleksandrowicz et al., 2017). It concretized a near-

seamless space between Jaffa and Tel Aviv; where benefits from the economic and 

cultural exploitation of the old port city could now stream into the center of modern Tel 

Aviv – simultaneously further distancing the enduring Palestinian communities now 
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pushed deeper south/southeastward into ghettoized enclaves beyond Jaffa’s tourist core 

and out of eyesight from beachgoer’s experiences.  

The park – with its verdant and gently sloping hills, broad promenade and direct 

access to the sea is built upon territorial fossils; consequence of the sociospatial erasure 

of Palestinian space, formed on the settler colonial creation of terra nullius (Fig. 3.84 – 

3.85). 

 
Figure 3.84 Panoramic view of Charles Clore Park, looking south/southeast (2018) 

 

 
Figure 3.85 Panoramic view of Charles Clore Park, looking west/northwest (2018) 

 
There really isn’t much Anglophone literature on this park; after all, it is just an 

everyday space of leisure designed to be ordinary – lacking spectacular statues, flora, or 

vendor stalls… it’s organized to be an indispensable open space, where the city can flow 

out and into the sea. Why do I find fascination in something so blasé? Why obsess over 

something intended in many ways to be overlooked – just asphalt and turf shaped to 

flaunt the almost indescribable beauty of the Mediterranean? These are the very materials 

and everyday lived spaces that entrench the settler state (Hawari et al., 2019); the myriad 

modalities through which hegemony and the aesthetics of occupation are banalized and 

reproduced in plain sight. 

The vast destruction and subsequent material and cultural eliminations on this site 

are likely completely unfelt by visitors. This, perhaps, is a true accomplishment of the 

settler colonial project and its organization of space: 

As a project of replacement, operating to erase existing people and geographies 
and establish newly invented settler ones, settler colonialism essentially aspires to 
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cease ‘being settler colonial’. But settler colonialism never ceases. It is… a kind 
of permanent occupation that is always in a state of becoming. (Milner, 2020a, p. 
268) 
 

To be hyper-critical of those in power – those who have bulldozed and reinscribed the 

region in their image – evidences how the land on which Tel Aviv was built was emptied 

rather than empty.  

To orient oneself in the park is relatively easy, as views between the sea and city 

skyline are essentially unobstructed; to the west, infinite views of the Mediterranean Sea 

(Fig. 3.86). To the east, the many lanes of Kaufmann Street constrict the park from the 

edges of Neve Tzedek, and beyond the road is a desert of asphalt. Over 40% of the 

former land of al-Manshiyya now serves as municipality-owned parking lots (Schwake, 

2018). The Hassan Bek mosque marks the furthest-north point of what was al-

Manshiyya, and while still standing – it is a lone symbol of Muslim community in 

otherwise bombastically Judaized space (Fig. 3.87). 

 
Figure 3.86 Panoramic view of Charles Clore Park, with a glimpse of the Hassan Bek mosque in the far left of the 

frame (2018) 
 

 
Figure 3.87 An abyss of asphalt – parking lots that surround and sever Hassan Bek mosque from the sea (2018) 

 
As with the rest of al-Manshiyya, the mosque was devastatingly blighted in the years 

following the Nakba. While the physical architecture of the mosque endured the combat, 

most of the congregants were maimed, killed or forced into exile; in the aftermath the 

mosque was deserted, and all cultural and religious activities were halted. In subsequent 
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years, al-Manshiyya and the mosque “underwent a dramatic change as a result of new 

planning policies and the development of new master plans for the city” (Luz, 2008, p. 

1040). On October 21, 1981, the Tel Aviv-Jaffa Local Planning and Building 

Commission unanimously approved a renovation plan that intended for a shopping mall 

to replace the mosque. A protest prayer was organized for the first time since 1948 – 

coalescing over 2,000 Muslim worshippers from Jaffa and beyond – and the Council for 

the Arabs of Jaffa (the Rabita) was formed. Nassim Shaqar, the first chair of the Rabita, 

described the revival of the mosque’s significance, and its resonance through the region: 

Since the mosque was the last relic which attests to the Arab existence in the 
neighborhood of Manshiyyah we in the Rabita wanted to preserve it. As you 
know, if one sees such a building one understands that Tel Aviv was not a desert, 
as we are told in national history books, but rather one learns that there was a 
settlement here and it had a mosque, and it had a cemetery, and it had a life, and 
someone ruined that life! This is why the struggle over the mosque is highly 
symbolic… And why was the mosque neglected and not returned to its 
community for prayers? Because, in such a way it would collapse and with it the 
last memory of the Palestinian community of Tel Aviv will be lost.  
(Luz, 2008, p. 1047) 

 

The chance for diffusion of this revival stopped short in cement; as Charles Clore Park’s 

initial construction (d)evolved into continual (re)construction – of pathways, footbridges 

and fences – the mosque became engulfed by paid parking, meridians, traffic lights and 

the heavy shadows of the Intercontinental David Hotel (Fig. 3.88 – 3.89).  
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Figure 3.88 Multiple lanes along Kaufmann Street, meridians and parking lots separate Hassan Bek mosque (center, in 

the distance) from the sea (2018) 
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Figure 3.89 Hassan Bek mosque from Charles Clore Park (photographed with Holga lens) (2018) 
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As I took varied desire paths through and near the park, a spectrum of questions and 

criticisms flooded my mind. Who is this space designed for? The tourist? The Tel 

Avivian? Why is the sea so severed from the other city structures? Who is drawn to this 

site, who is repelled/expelled? Surely these thoughts are generative of future research 

projects and ways to continually criticize and work to counter Israeli hegemony, 

particularly as manifest in the urban built environment.  

 The gentrification of this space is “no less than a total urban conflict whereby 

state, city, and private agents implement a strategic Judaization project, manipulate 

symbolic and economic capital… and concertedly scheme to displace the underprivileged 

Palestinian population” (Monterescu, 2015, p. 136). While the archetypal symbols of 

conflict zones (tanks, barbed wire, frequent gunfire etc.) can’t be found in this park, it is 

no less a site of occupation; concurrent active negation of Palestinian history and 

reinscription of both land and culture in the image of Israeli settlers.  

 As in previous sections, the scores of digital photographs I’ve amassed while 

wayfinding around the area – whether the park is my destination, or a breezier alternative 

to the stiflingly muggy Nahalat Binyamin Street or Herzl Street – recurrently stun me, 

though what they reflect is not coincidence. The near total cultural and spatial eradication 

of Palestinian culture, history, Arabic language or anything at all that points to what 

predates the park. Any signage/placard I’ve encountered, while sparse, is almost always 

in English/Hebrew. And it’s proven impossible to spot traces of the orchards, vineyards 

and livestock grazing that once abounded nearby (Fig. 3.90 – 3.97).  
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Figure 3.90 Destruction of the Dolphinarium. For more on the former discotheque’s construction, plans for 

demolition/redevelopment, public debate over its presence and the 2001 suicide bombing, see: Hatuka, 2010. 
(photographed with Holga lens) (2018) 

 

 
Figure 3.91 Destruction of the Dolphinarium (2018) 
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Figure 3.92 The re-reconstruction of Charles Clore Park. After its initial construction in 1974, the site underwent a 

two-year-long redevelopment in 2007. This photograph was taken in 2018, and echoes: “Settler colonialism’s inability 
to be completed is rooted in the inherent contradiction between its perception and the material reality of the places on 
which it operates. Settlers’ imagined geographies are projected onto a space which is fantasized as being empty but 

indeed never is. Although extensive efforts are invested in the elimination of the people and geographies that fill these 
places, the subjects of erasure stubbornly resurface in the newly created spaces and narratives – necessitating the 

continuous maintenance and reproduction of devaluation, erasure and replacement.” (Milner, 2020a, p. 281) 
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Figure 3.93 Ongoing reconstruction, reinscription of the dunes (2018) 
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Figure 3.94 Tourists head toward the city center along Nahum Goldmann Street (2018) 
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Figure 3.95 A vinyl banner featuring a simulation of Charles Clore Park covers chain link fencing around one of the 

very last original structures from al-Manshiyya – since appropriated as a municipality-sanctioned War of 
Independence commemoration. (2018) 

 
Figure 3.96 Panoramic view of Charles Clore Park, highlighting the Etzel Museum overlooking the sea (2018) 

 
Figure 3.97 The lawns of the park, browning in the July sun’s intensity (2018) 
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Any rubble that remained in al-Manshiyya was physically flattened; persisting 

cornerstones and old concrete buried beneath tar and new labyrinthine sidewalks, picnic 

ramadas and patches of highly-manicured non-native plant species – decimating the 

ecological sanctity and distinctiveness of this Palestinian land and constituting the 

aggression of negation, erasure and reinscription of the site: 

Once the colonized space was vanquished and cleansed, the plan for and founding 
of a new colonial (and often capital) city would be “a civilizing event… giving 
form and identity to an uncivilized geography.” Central to this process was a logic 
of creative destruction whose power was especially strong in the space of the 
urban. If… the leaders of Tel Aviv believed that the birth of Tel Aviv was a 
revolution (or overturning, or even overthrowing, all connotations of the word 
mahapacha) of geography – not just the geography of the Jaffa region but 
geography at large, in the “world at large” (‘olam hagadol) – then it was through 
the process of creative destruction that this action was realized. Indeed, this 
dynamic is a fundamental feature of the discourses of urban modernism and 
modernization constituting an “aesthetic of erasure and reinscription” that is at the 
heart of modern ideologies of planning and development.” (LeVine, 2005, p. 16) 
 

The conceptualization of the shoreline as linear continuum between northern Jaffa and 

southern Tel Aviv – where dulcet waves wash over smooth sand and a scattering of 

stones – is now materialized as an extravagantly open vista of the sea to one side; 

vigorous (if not forceful) ongoing construction of the city skyline to the other. The near-

total restructuring of this space: 

[Reproduces] the dynamic of devaluation, erasure and replacement… it both 
removes the unwanted, non-white inhabitants, and nullifies the displacement of a 
Palestinian community as a valid claim for right over the land. In Sharon 
Rotbard’s terms, it allows ‘the erasure of the erasure’. Such erasure of the erasure 
is inherent to settler colonialism, which is, according to Veracini, ‘a system that 
supersedes itself’, aspiring to ‘obscure the conditions of its own production’. 
Since settler colonialism wishes to re-invent the land as a reflection of the settlers’ 
imagination, logic and morals, it aspires to naturalise the new geographies it 
creates. Therefore, ‘a triumphant settler colonial circumstance, having tamed the 
surrounding “wilderness”, having extinguished indigenous autonomy, and having 
successfully integrated various migratory waves, have also ceased being settler 
colonial’. (Milner, 2020a, p. 281) 

 
The former inhabitants of al-Manshiyya were dispossessed, displaced,114 maimed (or 

killed) and many were forced into exile during the Nakba and the material structures and 

!
114 For more on the ways the Israeli Defense Ministry teams have altered/concealed proof of the Nakba, see: 
Shezaf, 2019. 
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spaces of the neighborhood were obliterated. It is a textbook case of how the logic of 

settler colonialism is inherently eliminatory:  

Settler colonialism destroys to replace. As Theodor Herzl, founding father of 
Zionism, observed in his allegorical manifesto/novel, “If I wish to substitute a 
new building for an old one, I must demolish before I construct.” (Wolfe, 2006,  
p. 388) 
 

In subsequent decades, these economic, cultural and physical erasures were themselves 

erased – leaving no trace, no mention of original inhabitants nor their disposal (or, more 

gently, the neighborhood experienced “transformation” or “redevelopment”), resulting in 

a double elimination of Indigenous Palestinian and other Arab communities in the area. 

Here, echoes of Malcolm X: “The Israeli Zionists are convinced they have successfully 

camouflaged their new kind of colonialism” (Shabazz, 1964). 

While the brute and now routinized violences beyond the so-called Green Line 

register the territory as highly publicized, propagandized and over-theorized “conflict 

zones”, it is necessary to also turn critique toward the sea. To parts of the country that are 

not frequently associated with aspects of the deeply sedimented “Palestine-Israel 

Conflict,” nor the overt workings of fascist, apartheid systems of domination (rather, 

Zionism as an apartheid apparatus (Manna, 2020)), surveillance, and 

physical/psychological warfare in the West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem. For so often, 

“[when] discussion is situated on Palestine or Palestinians, history often begins in 1967, 

‘Occupation’ is (at best) the ontological category for thinking through Palestinian 

relations with Israel, and geography begins and ends with the ‘Green Line’” (Hawari et 

al., 2019, p. 160). It is imperative to turn to/include the globalized, cosmopolitan and 

hyper-stylized shore and urban built environment that masquerades as “open”, 

“accepting” and “liberal.” Ergo, Tel Aviv – and particularly the depopulated and 

redeveloped area of Jaffa, northward to al-Manshiyya – is occupied territory. This 

naming, this analytical shift (following Milner, 2020a), aims to “undermine… a 

problematic distinction between the perceived ‘active’ settler colonialism of the occupied 

territories and the ‘historic’ settler colonialism inside the internationally recognized state 

of Israel. It further stresses the impossibility of settler colonialism to ever cease being 

actively settler colonial – it being, indeed, always in the state of becoming” (p. 281). 
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These spaces and processes of Tel Aviv must be foregrounded in efforts combatting the 

violences and structures of occupation and oppression. 

 In this section, I have thus far expanded on al-Manshiyya’s modern history – its 

formation, decimation and subsequent patterns of deterioration-obliteration-

redevelopment and reinscription of material space. Charles Clore Park’s underlying 

functions of dispossessing, desecrating and reinscribing Palestinian space go frequently 

unnoticed to the site’s everyday users, and the steady redevelopment of the shoreline is 

not limited to the park’s boundaries. “Midron Yaffo Park” (Jaffa Slope Park) and 

“Abrasha Park” (behind St. Peter’s Church in the center of Jaffa), both mere minutes 

south from Charles Clore Park, are similarly constructed upon the ruins of Palestinian 

land in Jaffa.115 While a detailed look at the history and contemporary spatial relations of 

these two parks is beyond the bounds of this dissertation, it is critical to note how the 

ruins of pre-1948 Jaffan Palestinian homes were ground into, mounded and paved 

over/planted upon to create the present-day iteration of the sites: 

The state’s ideological foundations of territorial Jewish domination and 
supremacy were spatially achieved in [Tel Aviv-Jaffa] not only through warfare, 
but also through the transformative greening designs of everyday landscapes in 
parks. Greening in large open spaces of Tel Aviv-Jaffa fabricated a new 
landscape, where rolling lawns and sinuous paths conceal and naturalize the 
state’s acts of depopulation, appropriation, and ruination. (Meishar, 2017, p. 100) 
 

These sites along Tel Aviv’s coast are part of ideological and institutional acts of 

emptying and annihilation; materially, culturally and psychically. My digital photographs 

documenting Charles Clore Park in its current iteration are demonstrative of the urban 

landscape as a medium of signification; whereby the conceived space of the park – 

conjured and constructed by Tel Aviv’s planners and other stakeholders, and the lived 

space of the park – experienced by Tel Avivians and tourists – both serve and reproduce 

Zionism’s impetus of simultaneously greening the land and concealing/erasing 

Palestinian history. The verdurous expanse abutting the beach is an essential element of 

the aesthetics of occupation that prevail in Tel Aviv’s leisure and cultural spaces.  

!
115 Similarly, in the northern part of Tel Aviv, Ha-Yarkon Park – established in 1952 – was built upon the 
lands and ruins of the Palestinian village al-Shaykh Muwannis (Sheikh Munis). Southeast of the core of 
Jaffa, Edith Wolfson Park (1976) and Menachem Begin Park (1988) were constructed on Salama – land 
once owned and cultivated by Palestinians. For more, see: Zochrot, 2020; Kolodney & Kallus, 2008. 
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But what of the other aspects in this space on and near the shore? How is cultural 

hegemony reproduced in these sites – drawing on the trove of potential from the sea? 

How is the Mediterranean indispensable to power relations in the city? Turning to this 

Mediterranean imaginary, vis a vis my digital photographs and a selection of travel 

blog/article excerpts, I conclude my interrogation of Tel Aviv by looking at the paradoxes 

of the production and maintenance of the curated image of the city and chip away at the 

veneer of Mediterraneanism as it intertwines with artscapes of the area, utilizing visual 

and textual discourse analysis.  

Mediterraneanism, also known is yam tikhoniyut in Hebrew, is vital to place 

promotion strategies that aestheticize and focus on the visual consumption of particular 

places in these neighborhoods. While this concept can be examined for articulations of 

ethno-national identity or religious and/or mythological affinities, I am most interested in 

Mediterraneanism in Tel Aviv as geo-cultural affiliation with “the West” and/or western 

Europe; how romanticization and fetishization of the sea is enmeshed with the city’s art 

scene and aesthetic draw, as promoted to local and international audiences. It is a site of 

cultural identification rendered alluring to upwardly socially mobile Tel Avivians and 

travelers.  

Hochberg (2011) condenses a breadth of literature on Mediterranean and 

Levantine history and popular discourse about the region/its interconnectivities: 

The perception of the Mediterranean basin as a distinct geo-cultural entity, with a 
diverse, yet identifiably unified history, tradition and characteristics, is by no 
means recent. It is rooted in a long and established corpus of modern European 
texts dating back to the late eighteenth century, including plentiful traveler 
journals, novels and tourist guides, all dedicated to the experience of Northern 
Europeans on the southern shores of the Mediterranean – primarily in Italy and 
Greece… Relying heavily on the idea that climate and natural environment 
determine cultural trends, these writers compared and contrasted the cold and dark 
nature of the North, which was said to give birth to a sober, cold and puritan 
culture, with the warm weather and light of the South, natural conditions that 
were said to give birth to joyfulness, spontaneity, harmonious existence and 
artistic inspiration. (p. 43) 

 

Around the same time as the 22@Barcelona project (Districte de la innovació) gained 

traction in the late 1990s and early 2000s – a massive urban renewal project that 

overhauled the postindustrial area of Poblenou on the Mediterranean coast as well as the 
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“Barcelona Process” (Union for the Mediterranean) – so too did a push to align Israel, 

and specifically Tel Aviv, with a cosmopolitan Mediterranean identity. Mediterraneanism 

in a Tel Aviv context became conflated with tolerance, hope, pluralism, dialogue and 

innovation. While the end of the 20th century solidified these framings of the city, 

articulations of this imperative were shared decades prior. In 1952, then-Vice President of 

the United Nations General Assembly, Abba Eban, wrote: 

If Israel seeks to find integration in the region and find a world suitable for 
expressing its natural political and cultural affiliations, it should choose the 
Mediterranean and define itself as a Mediterranean and not a Middle Eastern 
country. The Mediterranean Sea is the only available pipeline for Israel to connect 
with the rest of the world… this is true geographically, and it is certainly true 
historically and culturally. (Hochberg, 2011, p. 47) 
 

This discourse of Mediterraneanism is reliant on a constitutive dichotomy in constructing 

fabricated (psychical and material) divisions between those “in” the Mediterranean basin 

(primarily, western European countries like France, Italy and Greece) and the 

“backwards”, “conservative” and/or “conflictual” Arab Middle East. Supporters of this 

Mediterraneanism concurrently uphold Ashkenazi Jewish, Zionist hegemony and 

systematic oppression in the region. For in the name of “Mediterranean culture”, the 

white, colonial western European imaginary commands control over Indigenous 

Palestinian heritage and culture. This is reinforced in contemporary literature on the 

region (Nocke, 2009, 2012). Ohana (2011) poses to the reader: 

Here is a proposal for discussion of a new Israeli ethos, which has five basic 
components: a democratic consciousness, education for peace, a Jewish “added 
value,” a Mediterranean bias, and social solidarity. Israel is not the Weimar 
Republic: the Israelis defend democracy. Israel is not Sparta: the Israelis educate 
for peace. Israel is not Greece: the Israelis guard their essential assets. Israel is not 
Singapore: the Israelis have an opening on the Mediterranean. Israel is not the 
United States: the Israelis seek social solidarity. (p. 44) 
 

The logics of these declarations are bewildering yet unlading all of the hypocrisies and 

inherent arrogance is not the aim of this passage’s inclusion. What I find worth noting is 

the foundational exceptionalism of the author’s conception of modern-day Israel, and 

how proximity to the Mediterranean Sea must be a driving force for Israelis to develop a 

unique, open (but, westward facing) geo-cultural identity. Similarly, the author’s blatant 

disregard for the perseverant presence of Palestinians (within 1948/1967 Israel borders, 
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and in the Occupied Territory) – their demands, desires, ambitions and divergences from 

the Zionist ethos – is fundamental to settler colonial praxis.  

 Ohana works diligently to outline everything that Israel… the Israeli… the 

Mediterranean identity is not. But with a categorization, an affiliation seemingly so broad 

and bent on openness, how do its supporters describe it? Nocke (2009) idealizes: 

In approaching Yam Tikhoniut in the contemporary context of globalization, one 
realizes time and again that the notion is in constant flux and its contents are not 
universally defined… Thierry Fabre argues: “The identity of a geo-cultural unit 
cannot be defined: it has to be lived and shared. It is a feeling of belonging, a way 
of being in the world.”… The perennial characteristics of a Mediterranean society 
form slowly and often in secluded places within everyday life. Yam Tikhoniut 
also takes shape on Israel’s streets, in the shouk, in the coffee houses, and in the 
kitchens, and it has often been argued that, “Israeli society is a Mediterranean 
society in the making.” (p. 42) 
 

In recent years this “everydayness” of Mediterraneanism prevails in visual culture; an 

onslaught of public relations campaigns, cultural forums and literary scholarship worked 

to “rewrite Israel’s geo-cultural position in carefully selected terms [to] assure its western 

characterization” (Hochberg, 2011, p. 49). Aesthetically, this means the intensive 

promotion of Tel Aviv’s pristine and action-packed beaches, White City architectures, 

fusion cuisines, cutting-edge art spaces and fashion-centric festivities; all alongside the 

dazzling Mediterranean waters. This Mediterranean affiliation is unburdened by the 

freighted histories and skirmishes of present day; it is airy, effortless and unashamedly 

“Tel Aviv”. Yang (2020) expands: 

Throughout texts written for and by tourists, Tel Aviv is extolled as a vibrant, 
cosmopolitan “oasis of European culture” in the Middle East that is “Defiantly 
permissive, in contrast to its strict neighboring countries”, “passionately secular 
and avowedly carefree… where the search for the perfect cup of coffee and a 
commitment to L.G.B.T. pride seems to take precedence over Israel’s complicated 
politics.” Such descriptions point to an underlying premise that Tel Aviv may be 
in the Middle East, but it is not of the Middle East – that despite its location, the 
essence of its identity is more befitting of Europe. This narrative has historical 
roots; Tel Aviv’s founders had imagined it as emulating the European cities that 
were familiar to them. In the contemporary landscape, the dominant imaginary 
manifests in the perception of Tel Aviv as an exception to the Israel that is mired 
in political tension and violence, with a pervasive binary opposition of the 
modern, secular, liberal Tel Aviv against ancient, religious, conservative 
Jerusalem. This binary implies that Jerusalem, weighed down by thousands of 
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years of history, continues to be steeped in conflict, whereas Tel Aviv, barely a 
century old, is unshackled from such problems. (p. 1078) 
 

The contemporary exceptionalism of Tel Aviv – reproduced internally by its inhabitants 

and externally by tourists, social media and travel writing – is not only abundant but 

highly effective; the curated image of the city as an amalgamation of artscapes and spaces 

of leisure frequently lands Tel Aviv on annual global lists of “Must-Visit”, “Most-

Hipster” and the like. The small selection of digital photographs (Fig. 3.98 – 3.104) 

exemplify an overlap of artscapes and the anomalous energy noticeable in the city – 

whereby: 

Both traveler and Tel Avivian landscapes are “constituted by, and in turn 
structure, particular spatial practices that construct and reinforce distinct 
imaginative geographies of [the city]. In Tel Aviv, the dominant imaginary casts 
Israel as Europe, presenting the city’s Israeli identity as shaping its features of 
liberalism, cosmopolitanism, and secularism that is familiar for many 
international tourists. The imaginary depends on spatial distancing and temporal 
fixing in that Tel Aviv is distanced from the imaginative geography of “the 
Middle East” and is instead incorporated into a westernized geography of the 
Mediterranean. This exceptionalizing narrative is premised on a sense that the 
young city is not held back by history as it propels forward in progressive 
modernity.” (Yang, 2020, p. 1077) 
 

While mildly disparate, these images are vignettes from across the southern and central 

parts of Tel Aviv, closest to the shore; they illustrate how the “free”, “liberated”, 

“accepting” and “youthful” city – taken at surface value – naturalize and legitimize 

Zionist cultural hegemony and the violences of arts-based gentrification. 
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Figure 3.98 Prop for Instagram photography on the promenade of Charles Clore Park. Jaffa’s iconic silhouette is 

framed in the background beyond the gentle waves. (2018) 
 

 
Figure 3.99 “Refugees Welcome” scrawled on a Florentin wall. While this phrase has become prevalent since 

increased awareness of the Mediterranean migration crisis and can be found on walls and stickers all around Europe, 
it quite blatantly whitewashes the plight of internally displaced Palestinians, and the diasporic community who cannot 

return to Palestine. (2015) 
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Figure 3.100 Municipality-endorsed Tel Aviv Pride flags draped over a balcony in Florentin (2015). For more on 

“pinkwashing” the occupation, see: bdsmovement.net/pinkwashing 
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Figure 3.101 Vinyl banner over a construction site on Rothschild Boulevard depicting a “hipster” Theodor Herzl and 

David Ben-Gurion (2017) 
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Figure 3.102 Place marker on Rothschild Boulevard celebrating Tel Aviv’s UNESCO designation (2017) 
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Figure 3.103 Tel Aviv shoreline looking north, from the steps of the Dolphinarium (pre-demolition) (2015) 

 
Figure 3.104 Panoramic vista of the sea from the center of Charles Clore Park – featuring unobstructed views from 

Jaffa to central/north Tel Aviv (2018) 

The pullulating imagery sediments a seemingly indisputable reality of Tel Aviv; yet, 

undeniably “[these] aesthetic representations of a borderless sea and subsequent liquid 

metaphors for human flows may naively overlook the obduracy and the material 

confinements characterizing the present moment” (Lo Presti, 2020). Circling back to the 

outset of this dissertation: Gaza – under siege; the most densely populated and fragile 

place in the world, persistently a humanitarian crisis (Baconi, 2020), a prison of 2 million 

Palestinians. 40 miles south of Tel Aviv. Entirely erased from the consciousness of the 

Tel Avivian, the traveler.  



 299 

This preterition and erasure not only of nearby Gaza but of the entirety of the 

Israeli occupation of Palestine – particularly as manifested in/around Tel Aviv – is 

doubled-down upon through widely circulated blogs, essays and tips about traveling in 

the city. Though not exhaustive, these excerpts work to illuminate dissociation from 

regional conflict. The Mediterranean imaginary asserts the city’s distinction while 

sustaining fictions of Tel Aviv as a paragon of western liberal modernity amidst the 

presumptive disorder and strife in the rest of Middle East (Yang, 2020). From a travel 

article on Refinery29, an American digital media and entertainment website owned by 

Vice Media, Israeli fashion designer Reik (2018) penned: 

Tel Aviv is a beautiful rarity with a look and feel that makes it unlike any other 
city in the world. The micro-metropolis on the Mediterranean has a special place 
in my heart… because it’s complex: It’s been influenced by both Middle Eastern 
and Mediterranean cultures, and the blending of the two make Tel Aviv an 
inspiring and interesting place to visit and explore. With its location on the crux 
between Africa, Asia, and Europe, you can easily travel to and from it, absorb 
influences abroad, and return home with new ideas that are easily implemented 
into its cultural fabric.  

 
On a less existential level, Tel Aviv’s dense urban composition is filled with 
innovative art galleries, beautiful Bauhaus architecture, a nonstop, sleepless 
nightlife scene, and arguably some of the best restaurants in the world. Any 
visitor will be enchanted by the charming streets of Neve Tzedek – which many 
call the Soho of Tel Aviv – and the powerful energy in Jaffa, a biblical port city 
with more than 4,000 years of history. While its landscape captivates, it’s the 
glowing warmth, openness, and excitability of the city’s denizens, however, that 
truly make it a can’t miss destination. 

 
In a Tel Aviv travel guide by the Culture Trip, a global startup focused on experiences 

and tourism that self-describes to “…take a stand for an open, tolerant and cosmopolitan 

world…”, the city is described: 

Tel Aviv is the liberal heart of Israel, where every night out lasts until dawn and 
life revolves around the beach. Progressive and secular with a strong artistic spirit, 
the city has become a magnet for creatives, partygoers and LGTBQ travelers. 
During the day, sunbathers and matkot (Israeli beach tennis) players pack the 
beaches; food markets buzz with shoppers; and tourists join city workers at the 
restaurants and kiosks dotted along Rothschild Boulevard, which runs through the 
heart of the White City. From the early evening, rooftop bars and beachside cafes 
fill up with people chatting and talking in the kind of glorious sunset you can only 
find on the Mediterranean. After dark, laidback gastropubs and bohemian 
hangouts draw in stylish, lively crowds. And, with most clubs not getting busy 
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until 2am – at the earliest – you can expect to be out until the sun comes back up 
again. 
 

And in “A Local’s Guide to Tel Aviv,” recently published by the Washington Post, 

blogger Press writes: 

Whether you’ve come to Tel Aviv for its pristine beaches or thriving nightlife, for 
its art scene or because you heard it’s one of the world’s friendliest cities for 
vegans, to experience its start-up culture or because of its charming 
neighborhoods, you’re sure to find what you’re looking for… Tel Aviv life is 
about adoring the beach, enjoying the outdoors, lingering with friends over coffee, 
rubbing shoulders with strangers at a market and being open to trying new foods. 
It is about watching the sunset, strolling along a boulevard or the beach 
promenade and, if you’re young at heart, going out until the early hours of 
tomorrow. 
 

Finally, in an “Insider’s Guide to Tel Aviv” (Halutz & Hovav, 2019), published as the 

Eurovision Song Contest began in May 2019,116 twelve Tel Avivians were interviewed 

for tidbits about their favorite aspects of the city: 

Tel Aviv is as famous for sun-washed beaches as it is for its sweat-drenched party 
scene. But like every city, finding the right spot for a drink or the best way to 
spend a Friday night is a tricky task… The Teder.FM is an urban space that 
functions as an old-fashioned avenue for clothing shops during the day, and turns 
into a fun and particularly diverse patio when the sun goes down, a kind of 
escapist haven off of the bustling Derech Jaffa. It has everything from excellent 
pizza, a great spot to drink in the Romano restaurant, a record store that doubles 
as a speakeasy, documentary screenings, street parties, music concerts, art shows 
and even raves… Also, sometimes just walking around Florentine’s alleyways 
among the carpentries and graffiti. The streets have become an urban gallery for 
street artists to exhibit their work in public, and it’s all for free… 

!
116 The talent competition is organized by the European Broadcasting Union and features participants from 
across Europe and the Mediterranean Basin, including Israel. The nation of the previous year’s winner 
plays host to each upcoming event. While the annual contest began in 1956, the 2019 competition was 
embroiled in controversy: “Israel massacred 62 Palestinians in Gaza, including six children, just two days 
after its May 12th, 2018 Eurovision win. Later that day, Israel’s winner Netta Barzilai performed a 
celebratory concert in apartheid Tel Aviv, hosted by the mayor, and said, “we have a reason to be happy.” 
The subsequent call to boycott Eurovision hosted by Israel was initiated by Palestinian journalists and 
cultural organizations, who asked in June 2018 if Eurovision organizers would “have held the contest in 
apartheid South Africa?”. They added that “only through effective and sustained international pressure will 
Israel be compelled to comply with its obligations under international law and to respect the human rights 
of Palestinians”. Facing a growing boycott campaign in many countries, the Israeli government swiftly 
dropped its prior insistence that the contest would be held in Jerusalem, an early victory in the campaign to 
boycott the contest” (PACBI, 2019). Much of Eurovision’s Tel Aviv festivities took place in Charles Clore 
Park and on the land of al-Manshiyya. In addition to a global digital call to boycott the event, various 
activists and artist collectives held demonstrations and instigated actions to disrupt the party and call 
attention to the hypocrisy and cultural whitewashing of the Israeli occupation of Palestine (Rubinstein, 
2019; Zaanoun, 2019).  
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Though it would take an entirely additional dissertation to thoroughly unpack the glib 

platitudes structuring each of these pieces, suffice to say they all aim to paint a similar 

picture of Tel Aviv and contribute to the curated image of the city by distilling its 

quintessential sights, tastes, sounds and pace into pithy passages. Recurrent in each of the 

four pieces is the linkage between the sea and the city’s artscapes; sunbathe, stroll and 

explore by day… drink and party ferociously through the night.  

While there isn’t concrete consensus over definition of the city’s 

Mediterraneanism, themes and motifs emerge in these texts and images that point to Tel 

Aviv’s tastemakers’ penchant for aesthetic cosmopolitanism. Gritty crumbling 

warehouses, sleek modernist façades, bouffants of blooming bougainvillea, ambrosial 

plates from cafes, underground DJ sets all swirled in salty air. Juxtapositions that together 

lend to a composition of cool; a fertile ground for experimentation, appropriation. 

Perhaps, then, Mediterraneanism throughout the basin is but an iteration of global culture, 

steeped in olive oil: 

Global culture – considered as a mix of transnational and glocalized cultural 
artifacts, icons and imaginaries… is assumed to be a driver of cosmopolitan ways 
of being, a backdrop in which a large array of cosmopolitan lifestyles can be 
expressed and displayed, an arena in which people perform a lived 
cosmopolitanism, and a ‘global fair’ providing people with an unprecedented 
possibility to access exoticism, curiosities and strangeness. The omnipresence of 
globalized cultural industries’ products makes any first encounter with alterity to 
be of aesthetic nature. The ‘cosmoscape’ – e.g. the symbolic dimension that is 
unique to the global world – is nurtured by the aestheticization and culturalization 
of everyday life and identities. This aestheticization of everyday life can be 
defined as the importance acquired by cultural consumption in the process of 
definition of the self through the explosion of creativity (or the illusion of it). This 
aestheticization was shaped by and has favored the return of exoticism, through 
the development of mobility, either physical (tourism for instance), mental 
(through imaginaries nurtured by international cultural consumption, and new 
global media) or virtual (social networks, etc.)… This aestheticization has been 
permitted by the dissemination of cultural goods and forms of cultural 
participation in the digital era and nurtured the rise of the amateur.  
(Cicchelli et al., 2019, p. 4) 
 

This aesthetic cosmopolitanism is the crux of the curated image of Tel Aviv; a circulation 

of imagery that feeds the Mediterranean imaginary – at once edgy and alternative, 

familiar and timeless. And the relationships between spatial order and cultural capital are 

not only evidence of aesthetic manipulation, but of grounding late capitalism in material 
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realities (Hatuka & Kallus, 2007; Till, 2005). This place promotion of the city, as 

demonstrated in the selection of travel writing, Instagram images as well as my own – 

particularly in the southern, sea-facing neighborhoods – is indicative of Zionist 

hegemony, as expressed through the culture industry. It is, in fewer words, “Selling the 

image of Israel” (Hawari et al., 2019, p. 156). 

 The shores of the Mediterranean were integral to the symbolism of Tel Aviv’s 

founding; pristine dunes, a tabula rasa upon which “the first Hebrew city” was built 

(Rosenberg, 2016). For the city’s founders, development of this coastline adapted 

colonial planning approaches, which achieved three simultaneous goals: 

[A] western image, promoting the marketing of the beach in Europe and 
encouraging foreign investment; the support of the colonial regime; and another 
level of spatial separation from Jaffa and the Arab community. (Hatuka & Kallus, 
2007, p. 28)  
 

Little has changed in terms of the ambitions of stakeholders in the contemporary city –

sociospatial segregation between enduring Palestinian communities in Jaffa and Zionist 

inhabitants of Tel Aviv is further entrenched; courting of foreign investment rages on; as 

does the violence and virtually unflinching support for colonial regimes. This material 

and psychic (re: the Mediterranean imaginary) seaside space is vital to the present and 

future of this urban center; from the municipality’s current brand story: 

The roots of the Nonstop City were planted in the way the city itself was founded 
– a city built from the sands that became a modern metropolis; a city that was 
created by people of words and art, who ever since, have never stopped creating 
within it. (Tel Aviv-Yafo) 

 
But just as the dunes were not empty nor without people prior to the city’s founding, so 

too is the cornerstone of the Zionist spirit – that of making the desert bloom – one of 

fiction. As part of a critical spatial practice, my eyes are drawn to the condition of the 

flora, walls, pathways and myriad forms of bordering in Tel Aviv. In my longitudinal 

inquiry of this urban built environment (2014-2018) – hundreds of miles clocked on foot, 

camera in hand, beget a photo series suggestive of the fissures of this infamous narrative. 

That despite the aggressive occupation and redevelopment of the land – over-irrigation 

and other various gratuitous cruelties against the landscape – many attempts at forcing 

efflorescence, while largely unnoticed by general publics, prove impossible to ignore for 
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their metaphorical and literal shortcomings (Fig. 3.105 – 3.114). This selection of ten 

photographs taken in and around al-Manshiyya, urging a visual evocation of affective 

urban space (Rose, 2013), articulates: Desert Bloom or Bust. 

 
Figure 3.105 – (2018) 
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Figure 3.106 – (2018) 
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Figure 3.107 – (2017) 
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Figure 3.108 – (2017) 

 
Figure 3.109 – (2018) 
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Figure 3.110 – (2015) 

 
Figure 3.111 – (2017) 
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Figure 3.112 – (2018) 
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Figure 3.113 – (2017) 
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Figure 3.114 – (2018) 

These images of botanical and material ruin – emblems of allegory – provide a small 

window into what’s brushed aside or left to warp and wither as culture-led development 

and (re)construction paves over coastal Palestine; cementing the city’s impulses into the 

built environment. My photographs are intentional provocations; figural disturbance to 

Tel Aviv’s mythology and an accentuation of coercive power in largely unseen 

interstices. While I am not of this land, I moved through it with intention; to understand 

my role in the production of these spaces, its propaganda and the violences perpetrated 

and perpetuated against its peoples. The act of photographing each of these moments 

forces me to attune to the dregs of prosperity and progress, as manifest in urban space. 

There are undoubtedly other ways to observe and analyze how architectural, cultural and 

spatial erasures and reinscriptions impact these sites, but I have foremost come to learn 

about Tel Aviv through my camera lens, well before this dissertation was on my radar, 

and these practice-based methods are encouraging of more imaginative, sensitive travel: 

Fascinatingly, when it comes to geographically produced creative practice we 
tend to overlook the value of our situated sets of questions and are caught up 
instead in disciplinary anxieties over the kinds of questions we may ask and the 
interpretive skills we may need. (Marston & De Leeuw, 2013, p. vii) 
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I’ve worked to curtail disciplinary anxieties by validating my encounters and queries, as 

collected and channeled through creative practice. Shared in these pages as my 

qualitative data sets, the images are critical confrontations with the ever-changing urban 

built environment and cultural landscapes. In the concluding section of this project, I turn 

my attention to artist/scholar/activists whose counter-representations of space work to 

redefine history and current affairs while reclaiming urban space. These 

artworks/activisms, both in Tel Aviv and Marseille, are examples of counter-hegemonic 

projects that work to facilitate social change, encourage new knowledge and sensibilities 

(Hawari et al., 2019), as well as push back against the aesthetics of occupation in these 

cities – creating new and different forms of beauty in a tremendously bruised world. 

 

 

!  
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCLUSIONS 

 

When we understand photographs not only as the focal point or end product of 
photography as a practice, we face both its imperial and non-imperial potential. It also 
makes it easier to see how we can be manipulated to naturalize photography’s imperial 
nature; that is, easily inhabiting the scripted roles offered to us as scholars, curators, 

photographers, and spectators. This fantasy of photographs as discrete objects that can 
be owned by one person or institution is part of the imperial regime that makes us believe 

that the photograph captures a bygone moment to which we are the latecomers. This 
teaches us imperial notions of time and separates shared encounters into the property of 

an individual.117 
 

 This dissertation is not about photography. Yet, it is all about photography. Not as 

a science or technique-sensitive study, but as a meditative practice and nascent gesture of 

remembering and recovery – and of solidarity. Were it not for walking innumerable miles 

with my mid-range digital Canon in hand through the streets of Paris, Mexico City, 

Barcelona, Los Angeles – amongst many others – I would not have circuitously found my 

way to Tel Aviv, and some years later, Marseille. Without my photographic practice, of 

attempting to chronicle the ephemeral, of conscientious attunement to what I perceive to 

be in many people’s peripheries, I would never experience the urban built environment as 

I do presently. I likely would not see congruencies in how concrete is laid, chipped away, 

patched up or wheatpasted upon, from one end of the Mediterranean basin to the other. 

Similarly, without this now-engrained process of concerted wandering >> tirelessly 

(obsessively) documenting material details >> editing/endlessly reflecting, generative of 

more wandering118 – I would be without my ever-honing demand for self-reflexivity and 

the continuous questioning of my positionality and the infrastructures of extraction 

embedded in my actions.  

 In many places throughout this text, at many points in this process, I’ve frozen 

solid in fear of mis-articulation of histories not my own, on land to which I do not belong, 

of mismanagement of archival images and maps I did not create, crushing myself under 

!
117 Ariella Aïsha Azoulay, in an interview for Guernica (Alli, 2020).  
118 In the opening of André Breton’s Les Pas Perdus (1996), he describes the ““surprising detours” that 
shape a life in the conditions of capitalist modernity. “The street, with its cares and its glances, was my true 
element,” Breton declares: “there I could test like nowhere else the winds of possibility”” (Beaumont, 
2020). 
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the weight that no effort or point is enough. More than solely imposter syndrome, or the 

probable psychosis onset by this pandemic – it is an inability to believe in my capacity as 

an artist, first, as I typically see myself in spaces beyond these pages. This, before an 

academic, before an activist, or someone desperate to forge community in the places I 

move through. This deep-seated sadness and sickness is probably best saved to unravel 

elsewhere; however, having labored through structuring and sharing these two case 

studies, as well as the months/years of fieldwork behind them, assuredly a main 

conclusion is that these methods of practice-based research are active forms of self-

(re)creation. 

 While I do not explicitly reference autoethnographic methodology in previous 

sections, it proved impossible to abstain from injecting “I/me” into this data and analysis. 

I chose not to fight it. Actively choosing not to fight it, in whatever the next stages of life 

hold. Though my body is absent from the frames – my gestures, energies, insights, 

misgivings, curiosities and privilege are all extremely present in each vignette. Bloch 

(2012) draws on Ferrell’s “methodology of attentiveness,” which is useful for 

understanding my impulses behind the camera lens: 

“Attentiveness,” to use Ferrell’s term, does not simply apply to one’s regard for 
what is happening in front of them, but also applies to the attention researchers 
must pay to their own role in the data. Whereas all ethnographic fieldwork 
adheres to the tenets of participant observation, writing field notes, and 
conducting interviews, there are differences as to what role the researcher’s own 
identity plays in the research and to what degree a researcher may be concerned 
with the balance of power between researcher and respondent… This recognition 
of the self as a critical data point – revealed through the use of autoethnography – 
can be acutely evocative and emotional. (p. 29) 

 

Conclusions in these instances are intended to synthesize and approachably convey 

findings. But in these moments that feel like the entire planet is collapsing in on itself; 

when the logics and material structures of late capitalism, rising tides of fascism and 

authoritarianism, and planetary ecological catastrophe all feel impossible to combat, let 

alone reverse, how can I declare closure? Per chance, the only final remarks I’m able to 

presently muster is this meditation on the self as a critical data point in these processes 

and find solace in forging solidarities and amplifying the voices/visions of other artists 

whose activisms I admire. 
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Active, Still, Reclamation 

 Regarding the self – its infinite forms, traits and tendencies – I’ve realized with 

the passage of time that my motivation to critique Zionism and the atrocious architectures 

of occupation aligns with that of Ariella Aïsha Azoulay’s: “Being born a Jewish woman, 

I felt compelled to use my position as a Jew against the way this history [of imperial 

violence] was scripted to justify that violence” (Alli, 2020). At risk of dipping into an 

entirely new project or begging psychoanalysis of my upbringing, I skip that to spell out 

that, in spite of a very pro-Israel, moderately conservative Jewish upbringing, I actively 

choose to sustain a culturally “Jewish” identity for the very purpose of being in vocal 

support of Palestinian human rights, their right to self-determination, and the imperative 

to decolonize Palestine while dismantling all systems of oppression against the land and 

its people. Also, to underscore, it is not antisemitic to ardently criticize and boycott Israel 

(Barghouti, 2020; Lamont Hill & Plitnick, 2021; Decolonize This Place, 2016; Palestine 

Legal, 2015, 2020; Chomsky et al., 2015; Zonszein, 2019; Greenwald & Fishman, 2016; 

Landy et al., 2020; U.S. Department of State, 2020); and that combatting antisemitism 

must not be turned into a stratagem to delegitimize the fight against the oppression of 

Palestinians, the denial of their rights and the ongoing occupation of the land of Palestine 

(The Guardian, 2020).  

 More than any historical text, academic theoretician or trained contemporary 

urbanist – the Activestills collective and their profound praxis of critical visual culture 

guided me through my evolution. This grassroots collective of several dozen 

photographers formed in 2005 seeks to expose the brutality of the Israeli occupation and 

give a platform to counter protests/demonstrations: 

The formation of Activestills marks a response not only to the prevalent mode of 
reporting or lack of it on the Palestinian popular struggle in Israeli media, but also 
to the global crisis of photojournalism following recent institutional, 
technological, and economic changes in the global media arena… The need to 
challenge the Israeli media’s official narratives motivated different activist groups 
to initiate independent advocacy projects which are based on records and 
testimonies of human rights violations in the occupied Palestinian territories… 
Activestills came into being within these structural changes in media and 
activism. From the beginning, its co-founders viewed themselves as activists and 
professional photojournalists, thus shaping a unique position that went beyond 
“citizen photography,” by combining ethical responsibility with aesthetic 
skillfulness and long-term commitment to joint documentation and reporting. 
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Viewing their photographic act as tantamount to the act of protest itself and not 
simply as a form of witnessing, the group emphasis was not on “representation” 
of the “suffering of the other,” or on victimhood, but on the enactment of political 
agency and the demand for rights – to mobility, livelihood, and protection from 
violence. (Maimon & Grinbaum, 2016, p. 30) 
 

The collective views their photographic acts: 

[As] tantamount to the act of protest itself and not simply as a form of witnessing, 
the group emphasis [is] not on “representation” of the “suffering of the other,” or 
on victimhood, but on the enactment of political agency and the demand for rights 
– to mobility, livelihood, and protection from violence. (Maimon & Grinbaum, 
2016, p. 31) 

 
The Activestills’ body of work is a project of intervention and serves as an archive of the 

present; not only is the photographers’ presence at a demonstration or uprising an act of 

being there – being witness to upheaval, rebellion and violence – but their photographic 

documentation is concurrent political action. The recording of these moments – be they 

exceptional or constituent of the ordinary – is visual activism that disrupts everyday 

power relations: 

Activestills’ work is meant to address the community first – its visual and 
material needs – while also working to emphasize the specific conditions of life 
under Israeli occupation and segregation policies. This position is constituted by 
depicting endless “mundane” photographs of the construction of the Israeli 
separation wall, military checkpoints and so forth. By focusing on the everyday 
and the “non-event,” Activestills aims to expose the material conditions of the 
occupation and the actions of the communities struggling against it. (Maimon & 
Grinbaum, 2016, p. 33) 
 
A co-founder of the collective, Oren Ziv, has worked in the region documenting 

political and social issues for over 15 years. His award-winning work has been exhibited 

not only on Activestills’ platforms, but in spaces such as MACBA (Barcelona), Tate 

Britain and in The New York Times, Al Jazeera, VICE, and The Electronic Intifada. I was 

introduced to Ziv through a mutual friend during the summer of 2015. At the time, I had 

only vague familiarity with the collective’s efforts, but connecting with Ziv, as well as 

curator and collective member Shiraz Grinbaum, marked a significant turning point in my 

understanding of the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Since that initial meeting at Albi 

Cafe, I’ve followed Ziv’s work closely and incorporated the collective’s work into many 

of my own academic/artistic endeavors. Above all, Ziv’s photographic practice and body 
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of work has informed the way I see myself – as a perennial outsider to the city (despite a 

trove of intimate desire paths), fervently rebuking any presumed connection to a Jewish 

homeland; critically documenting, presenting and naming the destructive forces of the 

Zionist occupation of Palestine. 

Central to this dissertation’s interrogation of Mediterranean urban space is the 

production and maintenance of the curated image of Marseille and Tel Aviv, and how 

artscapes are implicated in the separation, dispossession and displacement of particular 

communities in the neighborhoods studied. With so much focus in previous sections put 

on the visuality of dis-placement and the excesses of conflict, can turning attention to 

counter-hegemonic emplacement chip away at Zionist settler colonial organizations of 

space? From Activestills’ manifesto: 

In solidarity with the Palestinian people’s struggle for their inalienable rights, 
Activestills call for: 

¥! The end of Israel’s ongoing illegal occupation and colonization of 
Palestinian and Syrian territory, and the removal of the Israeli 
separation wall; 

¥! The end of institutionalized discrimination against non-Jewish 
citizens of Israel, and respect for the human rights of all, regardless 
of ethnicity; 

¥! Recognition and implementation of the rights of Palestinian 
refugees according to UN Resolution 194, including the right of 
return, and 

¥! Prosecution of those responsible for war crimes. (Maimon & 
Grinbaum, 2016, p. 31) 

 
While the arts-led gentrification of Tel Aviv is only a drop in the bucket of the staggering 

violences enacted by Zionist colonizers against the land and its people, Ziv’s photographs 

of the city make visible that which has attempted to be rendered invisible or altogether 

erased and forgotten. It is a kind of critical visual culture that actively performs 

reclamation and (re)reinscription – particularly as the imagery circulates through activist 

networks, in alternative media, and promotes dialogue and introspection in a wide array 

of spaces – instead of just representing it: 

The survival and persistence of the images hinges on their transmission and 
circulation through which the struggle, its ends, and costs, are not just visualized, 
but perpetually propagated and mobilized. That is, the images “survive” and 
acquire multiple “afterlives” because… [they] are operative. Their meaning thus 
derives not simply from any specific iconographic, formal, or stylistic 
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conventions they employ, but because they have material, sensorial, and 
emotional efficacy – they are affective – they produce social effects and enable 
political forms of agency. (Maimon & Grinbaum, 2016, p. 184) 
 

These images, among thousands more, are primarily displayed on Activestills’ website, 

Instagram, and with accompanying texts on activist and/or progressive news outlets that 

feature Palestinian voices, rather than being confined to purely “academic” spaces – 

Israeli, or otherwise. The trove of photographs works tirelessly against “the possible 

epistemic trap of focusing the narrative on the settler structure and therefore replicating 

the silencing of Indigenous voices” (Hawari et al., 2019, p. 166).  

A years-long photo series by Ziv spotlights Palestinians visiting Charles Clore 

Beach and the Sea Walls Promenade, both adjacent to Charles Clore Park, during the 

Islamic holidays Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha (Fig. 4.1 – 4.4).  

 
Figure 4.1 Ziv, O. (26 May 2020). Palestinian citizens of Israel spend time at the Jaffa beach on the 2nd day of the Eid 

holiday [Photograph]. Activestills.  
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Figure 4.2 Ziv, O. (7 June 2019). Thousands of Palestinians, many of them from the West Bank, celebrated the third 

day of Eid al-Fitr holiday on the beach between Tel Aviv and Jaffa [Photograph]. Activestills.  
 

 
Figure 4.3 Ziv, O. (7 June 2019). [Photograph]. Activestills.  
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Figure 4.4 Ziv, O. (23 August 2018). Palestinians, many of them from the occupied West Bank, enjoy a day on the 

beach in Tel Aviv, after obtaining a one-day permit to enter Israel, during the Muslim holiday of Eid al-Adha 
[Photograph]. Activestills.  

During the fleeting holidays, many of the Palestinians in these frames are “granted” a 

one-day permit to cross the so-called Green Line and visit the Mediterranean Sea in 

celebration. These permits are distributed through the Civil Administration, an operating 

body under the Israeli military that runs day-to-day affairs of Palestinians in the West 

Bank (Ziv, 2018). For many, this is the first time they’ve spent time at these shores – as 

much if not all of their lives are spent sequestered within the Bantustans created by the 

Israeli occupation. Ziv writes of his experience documenting these fleeting moments of 

joy: 

It is difficult to explain the feeling of seeing the beach fill up – for just one day – 
with Palestinians from the West Bank. It is sad to come to terms with the fact that 
children, who live just an hour or two away, can only visit once or twice a year. 
On the other hand, it is one of the few moments every year in which one can 
physically see – and not just imagine – a reality not based on separation. On the 
main road, dozens of minibuses are parked, the drivers shouting “Qalandiya 
checkpoint,” “Bethlehem,” “Hebron.” For a second, one can forget that 
Palestinians, for most of the year, are imprisoned behind the separation wall.  
(Ziv, 2018) 
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These images simultaneously evoke romanticizations of a pre-Nakba past, and a 

borderless, decolonial futurity.119 They aid in the visualization of alternative political 

futures and the engendering of new solidarities, and the exploration of alternative forms 

of sovereignty and self-determination (Abu-Lughod, 2020). Here, I am reminded of an 

essay by Nadia Awad (2015) entitled, Nostalgia for the Future, which begins with the 

charge, “Images of Palestine circulate globally as long as they don’t picture return.” 

Meant here is that in the post-Oslo Accord era, the ease of image-making (-taking) and 

image-circulation through digital technologies and social media increasingly enables the 

world to see vignettes of Palestinian suffering and deprivation; yet, so infrequently is 

happiness, success, and the celebration of Palestinian culture centered. Palestinian pain 

pushes headlines… but envisioning their return, their reconnection to the land and its 

liberation is still restricted to the margins, if shared by the media at all. Awad explains at 

length: 

At the nexus of activism, occupation tourism, brand-making, and war journalism 
lies the current transnational visual production of Palestine. The Israeli security 
industry’s pathetic efforts to police virtual space have only amplified the global 
desire for those elusive “facts of the ground.” Google Earth completely omits 
parts of Palestine or prevents visualization from a particular proximity. The 
clinical, relentless deletion of Palestinian referents, including names of towns, 
pages commemorating particular events, and Vines of protests, compliments 
Israeli’s recent habit of declaring war through Twitter. Aerial videos of Gaza’s 
destruction appear on the army’s YouTube channel while reservists live-tweeted 
massacres during the last siege on Gaza. Settlers even arrived on hilltops, carrying 
lawn chairs, popcorn, and binoculars, to relish the ‘theater’ of [Gaza’s] latest war. 
The army’s total control over air, water, and land is paralleled by its virtual 
control over digital representations of Palestine. 
 
Unsurprisingly, images of suffering Palestinian bodies, depicted in photographs, 
memes, posters, and gifs, have become ubiquitous on social media platforms. 
Such representations have been used to shirk the confrontational aesthetics of the 
Intifada years and the banality of Oslo-ized humanism, and invite neoliberal 
forms of solidarity (i.e. “Not this cause, but this person – or NGO – should be 
supported.”) Some photographs documenting physical confrontations with the 
occupying military are branded with the photographer’s signature before they are 
shared on social media platforms. Others depict Palestinians, subdued, broken, 
ambling through their own (destroyed) homes. 

!
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While there is no shortage of photographs about military aggression and conflict on a 

host of scales in the Activestills’ archive, Ziv’s photographs create the opportunity for 

Israelis, Palestinians, the world, to visualize the Palestinian Right of Return; the beaches 

of Charles Clore Park, the grounds of the Etzel Museum and Jaffa promenade packed 

with people who can move freely, safely and rekindle connection to their ancestral 

spaces. It is a photographic action – an artistic and social declaration – of new lines of 

thinking and living conscientiously while rebuking colonial systems. The “art world”, 

referencing the bureaucratic structures of galleries, museums, curatorial practitioners, art 

instructors and artists themselves – are increasingly shifting attention to “artivism” – or, 

art as activism (and vis versa). While the field isn’t necessarily new, the abundance of 

projects and creators on social media and as visible in the streets are dictating trends in 

documentation and exhibition worldwide. But for Activestills, as a collective, and as 

individual photographers like Ziv demonstrate – these categories are useful analytical 

tools, though ultimately limiting – and this counter-hegemonic practice of centering 

visions of a decolonized future is instead where efforts are and must be focused: 

There is a war being waged in the imagination, and we are urged to ask, “How do 
we live?” and then, despite the feeling of helplessness, to act. It is by acting that 
we learn a new way of thinking, or, as the Zapatistas say, “asking we walk.” 
(Decolonize This Place, 2016) 
 

 The Palestinian Right of Return is similarly visually represented by Palestinian 

artist/activist Dareen Tatour. My awareness of her work began in October 2015, when 

Tatour published an original poem in Arabic on Facebook and YouTube.120 The poem 

was misappropriated and its meaning demented by Zionist propagandists, which led to 

Tatour’s arrest and indictment for incitement to violence and support of a terrorist 

!
120 “Resist, My People, Resist Them” (translated to English by Tariq al Haydar): Resist, my people, resist 
them. / In Jerusalem, I dressed my wounds and breathed my sorrows / And carried the soul in my palm / 
For an Arab Palestine. I will not succumb to the “peaceful solution,” / Never lower my flags / Until I evict 
them from my land. / I cast them aside for a coming time. / Resist, my people, resist them. / Resist the 
settler’s robbery / And follow the caravan of martyrs. / Shred the disgraceful constitution / Which imposed 
degradation and humiliation / And deterred us from restoring justice. / They burned blameless children; / 
As for Hadil, they sniped her in public, / Killed her in broad daylight. / Resist, my people, resist them. / 
Resist the colonialist’s onslaught. / Pay no mind to his agents among us / Who chain us with the peaceful 
illusion. / Do not fear doubtful tongues; / The truth in your heart is stronger, / As long as you resist in a land 
/ That has lived through raids and victory. / So Ali called from his grave: / Resist, my rebellious people. / 
Write me as prose on the agarwood; / My remains have you as a response. / Resist, my people, resist them. 
/ Resist, my people, resist them. (Tatour, 2015) 
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organization. This was followed by house arrest for nearly three years. Her case became a 

cause celebre for free speech advocates, and PEN American Center and Jewish Voice for 

Peace were among the organizations who condemned her arrest. She was convicted on 

May 3, 2018 and sentenced to five months’ imprisonment on July 31, 2018. The sentence 

was reduced by 97 days and she was released from prison on September 20, 2018. Four 

months after her release, she received the Oxfam Novib PEN Award for Freedom of 

Expression in the Hague. Tatour is no stranger to suffering and injustice, having survived 

rape as a child as well as innumerable violences by Israeli occupying forces in adulthood, 

and channels this torment and demand for change into her artwork.  

While her tribulations and the poetry sprung forth are worth far more than this 

space can provide, I fixate on a recent digital photo collage, where a woman and child 

enjoy the seashore in golden afternoon light (Fig. 4.5).  

 
Figure 4.5 Tatour, D. (2020, August 14). To Palestinians, Jaffa Then is Jaffa Now [Composite Photograph].  

 
The piece, To Palestinians, Jaffa Then is Jaffa Now, is a composite image of al-

Manshiyya from the past and present. In Tatour’s words from the image’s corresponding 

Facebook post (2020): 
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This photo was taken on August 10, 2020, to document this mother’s first visit to 
Jaffa and the Sea. I hated very much the background that appears behind the 
woman and the child, which is the new look of the Mansheya neighborhood after 
the ethnic cleansing that took place in the city in 1948. Today, the occupation has 
transformed the Mansheya neighborhood into a park full of green grass, 
overlooking the beach and behind it, new and high buildings. I could not bear this 
scene despite the beauty of the image in which the mother and daughter appear 
and the expressive moment that tells a lot. I like to restore the image to its original 
image, to revive the Mansheya neighborhood and to integrate the neighborhood 
[of 2020 with 1939]. This mother visited Jaffa and saw her sea with her daughter 
and husband for the first time in her life. Jaffa is her hometown, and this 
neighborhood is the neighborhood she is supposed to live in today with her 
husband and daughter[,] instead of Nablus. This would have been true had the 
Etzel and Haganah Zionist gangs not demolished this neighborhood and 
concealed this crime under a green lawn. The occupation authorities think that by 
changing the landmarks, we will forget our country, but this is impossible. 
Palestine will remain in our minds as we knew it from our ancestors and will 
return one day, [even if the wait is long]. 
 

What I find most striking about this juxtaposition of old and new imagery is how tangible 

the act of return is rendered; because the physical and material act of repatriation is and 

must be far more simple than politicians (sic: warmongers) lead us to believe, even 

though geopolitics and biopolitics are completely knotted together in the settler colonial 

context (Tuck & Yang, 2012) with physical and psychological barriers impeding 

revolutionary imagination.121 The removal of walls, checkpoints, biometrics and other 

borders, which are not permanent fixtures/structures upon which anyone’s survival is 

predicated, must fall. Tatour’s photographs are active rejections of the status quo in Tel 

Aviv and Jaffa, and this creative work of emplacement creates insistent challenges to the 

dominant settler colonial project of elimination (Abu-Lughod, 2020). They are 

visualizations, enactments, of political resistance not only representative of the 

Palestinian struggle – but generative of spaces of appearance and intervention (Maimon 

& Grinbaum, 2016). 

While I cannot ascribe a singular solution to occupiers’ implacable razing and 

reconstructing of Tel Aviv, through this artwork, I better understand how the reclamation 

!
121 Drawing from literature on necropolitics and extending this into discussions of maiming in Palestine, 
Puar writes in “The Biopolitics of Settler Colonialism”: “All this gnawing at the existence of the colonized 
tends to make of life something resembling an incomplete death” (Decolonize This Place, 2016; see also: 
Manna, 2020). 
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of space/culture/identity, the repatriation – re-they-triation – of Indigenous land, and 

therefore life – is the crux of the meaning of decolonization in Palestine. Tatour creates 

artwork about how decolonization is accountable to Indigenous sovereignty and futurity 

(Tuck & Yang, 2012); an elsewhere that is firmly emplaced in her homeland. In a 

correlating opinion piece in Mondoweiss that draws upon these images of families at the 

sea, she shares: 

I started walking the streets of Jaffa and moving between its beaches and parks. I 
was very touched by what I saw. I had never seen Jaffa like this before – the 
majority of those I saw were Palestinians. In all the places I wandered in, the 
overwhelming conversation among people was in Arabic. Whenever I looked 
around I saw Palestinians, as if I was living in a different time period than the one 
in which I live. I saw women wearing Palestinian clothes and jilbabs with the 
hijab everywhere. I saw people and children playing and having fun, listening to 
music, and contemplating nature. They spread their food on the grass and beach 
sand spontaneously. I smelled Palestinian maqluba, I turned to the aroma and saw 
about ten people sitting around a large saucepan, A woman turns the dish onto a 
large tray and spreads the sweet scent in the Jaffa air. I walked further ahead and 
saw a group of young men preparing hookah and placing in front of them a plate 
of yogurt soaked in olive oil, next to it a plate of pickled green olives and a bowl 
of watermelon. As I walked more along the way I saw [what] should be common 
in this country – the sights and smells of the Palestinian presence. To see Jaffa 
crowded with its original inhabitants. (Tatour, 2020). 

 

These ordinary scenes of community and seaside leisure, so commonplace in the Tel 

Avivian visual regime, are presently extraordinary to Palestinians under Israeli 

occupation. Still, this begs of us all – if this pleasure, this freedom, can fleetingly occur 

(once or twice each year during the holidays, or in the scarce instances that the apartheid 

wall is breached), what is preventing it from becoming the new normal? I ask this not in 

avoidance or defiance of the plethora of scholarship on decoloniality, Indigeneity and so 

forth, as well as the broad range of activists, artists and artworks whose mission is to un-

border this failing planet. Decolonization requires a change in order of the world (Tuck & 

Yang, 2012; Fanon, 1963), and there is an unwieldly amount of ruptures, revisions and 

unsettling moments that must happen for this to come to fruition. Still – the actions, 

gestures… the event of photography occurring during these instances of counter-

hegemonic inhabitation of the shoreline are a sort of permanence themselves; a 
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(re)reinscription onto/into space that cannot be reversed and instead indicate radical 

potentiality: 

With the assistance of the spectator, the point of view under consideration here 
permits the event of photography to be preserved as one bearing the potential for 
permanent renewal that undermines any attempt to terminate it or to proclaim that 
it has reached its end. The notion of an ending is overthrown thanks to the agency 
of the spectator and its groundlessness is revealed, while the spectator, for her 
part, participates in realizing the potential inherent [in] the act of photography, 
capable of complete or partial concretization at any given moment, at any instant 
and on the part of anyone, such that the potential of which I am speaking can 
never be fully extinguished or fully realized. (Azoulay, 2011, p. 79) 
 

We, as spectators of these images co-produce the radical re-envisioning of Palestine, 

should we choose to see it. These photographs by Ziv and Tatour that center the Right of 

Return and disrupt the settler colonial landscape – ones of Palestinian presence, 

belonging and reconnection with the land and their communities – are more than 

metaphor. They are also documentation of the future.  

 But again, this is the conclusion that isn’t. Its purpose is to reiterate my practice-

based data collection as a method of witnessing and experiencing, rather than an act of 

“taking” an image or deriving a statistic. Perhaps, then, data “collection” is an avoidable 

term for these processes as it infers ownership, and this sort of control – of knowledge, of 

space, of culture – is exactly what I’m working against. A co-struggle, of sorts. Or – the 

term “smuggling” is more apt verbiage for my imperative to produce criticality by 

inhabiting a problem, instead of “solving” it. The term “smuggling” reflects: 

[The] search for a practice that goes beyond conjunctives such as those that bring 
together ‘art and politics’ or ‘theory and practice’ or ‘analysis and action’. In such 
a practice we aspire to experience the relations between the two as a form of 
embodiment which cannot be separated into their independent components. 
(Rogoff, 2006) 
 

Smuggling moves us beyond critique, beyond topical critical analysis; illuminating flaws, 

allocating blame and locating elisions (Rogoff, 2006). While my photographs are 

interested in all of those actions, they serve another purpose: to expose the failing façades 

and crumbling concrete crafted and curated by hegemonic powers. To argue the 

materials’ impermanence; that the colonial organization of space, while set in stone, 

won’t always be. The concerted act of photographing these artscapes, and existing as 
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body-in-place, body-amongst-conflict (freighted by privileges, or lack thereof), is the 

flow of criticality: 

[It is] a state of duality in which one is at once and the same time, both 
empowered and disempowered, knowing and unknowing, thus giving a slightly 
different meaning to Hannah Arendt’s notion of “we, fellow sufferers’. So it 
would seem that criticality is in itself a mode of embodiment, a state from which 
one cannot exit or gain a critical distance but which rather marries our knowledge 
and our experience in ways that are not complimentary. Unlike ‘wisdom’ in 
which we supposedly learn from our experience, criticality is a state of profound 
frustration in which the knowledge and insights we have amassed do very little to 
alleviate the conditions we live through. So, you might well ask, what is the point 
then? Well, I would answer, the point of any form of critical, theoretical activity 
was never resolution but rather heightened awareness and the point of criticality is 
not to find an answer but rather to access a different mode of inhabitation. 
(Rogoff, 2006) 
 

This access to different modes of inhabitation is suffused with the imagery (and 

imaginary) of futurity. Of a decolonized Palestine, a Free Palestine,122 and – so as to not 

shortchange attention on Marseille123 – a more equitable and just version of the city 

(Henni, 2020), where the diversity of its population is represented/celebrated (and 

benefits economically and culturally from) not only its artscapes but from all facets of 

!
122 Peace is impossible without justice: “The brilliant Egyptian writing Ahdaf Soueif put it best: “The world 
treated Gaza as a humanitarian case, as if what the Palestinians needed was aid. What Gaza needs is 
freedom.” And what is freedom for Palestine? “Free Palestine” means, as a minimum, completely ending 
the occupation; dismantling all vestiges of apartheid and eradicating racism; holding Israel accountable for 
war crimes; suspending the use of administrative detention, jailing of minors, and political repression; 
freeing all political prisoners; recognizing the fundamental rights of all Palestinian and Bedouin citizens of 
Israel for full equality and nationality; ensuring all Palestinians a right to return and to receive just 
compensation for property and lives stolen, destroyed, and damaged in one of the greatest colonial crimes 
of the twentieth century.” (Decolonize This Place, 2016) 
123 Diving deeper into counter-hegemonic artscapes in Marseille screeched to a halt due to COVID-19 
travel restrictions and health concerns. While there are circles in the contemporary art world who declare 
the Biennale model outdated and/or exploitative (see, for example: The “Who Needs Museums and 
Biennales?” panel at the 2015 Venice Biennale (Decolonize This Place, 2016)), I was eager to explore the 
Manifesta 13 Biennale which took place on a delayed timeline (August 28, 2020 – November 29, 2020) to 
observe artworks, artists and correlated events that subverted or protested this “European Nomadic 
Biennial” (Manifesta 13 Marseille; Durand, 2020). Many of its happenings took place in the Belsunce, 
Noailles and Belle de Mai neighborhoods. The biennial’s team insists that Marseille’s status as a “red zone” 
in France (where masks are compulsory, even outside), as well as the global collapse onset by the virus, is a 
crucial turning point of critical introspection and restructuring for the project. I eagerly await the 
opportunity to return to Marseille and research alternative art spaces such as Ambassade de Turfu 
(ambassadedeturfu.com) and Une Centre Ville Pour Tous (centrevillepourtous.fr) (translated: “A City 
Center for Everyone”), as well as the potential to more strongly link together practice-based methods with 
migrant justice initiatives such as SOS Méditerranée (sosmediterranee.org), Réseau Éducation Sans 
Frontières (RESF) (Education Without Borders) and The Transbordeur Collective (qx1.org/en).  
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redevelopment. Where the distances between the most marginalized and precarious 

communities and the upwardly socially mobile are shortened – psychically, physically, 

fiscally and spatially – in the quest for liberation;124 beyond the kind of architectural or 

social practice where the well-funded bureaucratization of alienated people’s desire for 

community effectively normalizes oppression, rather than engaging in struggle and 

revolution (Decolonize This Place, 2016).  

One such example of this Marseillais futurity is envisioned by architect Samia 

Henni, whose multimedia installation “Housing Pharmacology” from the Manifesta 13 

Biennial (2020) is described: 

‘Pharmacology’ is a condition that stipulates both poison and remedy. Drawing on 
Jacques Derrida’s essay, Plato’s Pharmacy, which proposed that writing is a 
pharmakon, Bernard Stiegler theorized and broadened the idea of ‘pharmacology’ 
to incorporate a political analysis of and intervention into exploitative capitalist 
systems and the destructive tendencies of consumerist societies. Following from 
Stiefler, ‘pharmacology’ can thus inform the ethics and politics of care. 
 
Based on various conversations with Marseille’s inhabitants after the lockdown 
was lifted in France, Housing Pharmacology exposes and juxtaposes the poisons 
and cures that the presence or absence of swellings engendered in Marseille’s 
neighbourhoods. It reflects on the histories of the right to housing as well as 
human lives and deaths, examines the conditions of the unhoused in the streets of 
Marseille, scrutinizes the status of democratic psychiatry and housing 
environments, questions the role that the built environment plays in guaranteeing 
self-care and self-subsistence and digs into the housing policies for migrant 
workers who participated in France’s housing construction industry and rapid 
economic growth during Les Trente Glorieuses (The Glorious Thirty), the thirty 
years from 1945 to 1975 following the Vichy Regime and World War II.  
 
Housing Pharmacology offers multiple fragments and competing visions about 
Marseille’s spatial inclusions and exclusions through lived experiences, 
audiovisual records and published sources that interrogate the past and aspire to a 
more viable future. It ultimately endeavours to create potential traits d’unions 
between story-telling and history-writing, between the duties of institutions and 
the rights of human beings.  
 

Striking here is the centering of hyphenation, traits d’unions, for viability – for a society 

that not just survives but thrives. At the outset of this project, I self-identified as artist-

geographer, body-in-place, body-amongst-conflict. As I persist with future travels, 

!
124 “The liberated Palestine will not look like the Palestine that existed before it needed liberation. We must 
imagine it outside of its colonial reality.” (Abraham, 2018) 
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research agendas, work towards more equitable and just artscapes and navigate my role in 

the production of these contested spaces, (Fig. 4.6) I am encouraged by the unremitting 

efforts of others: 

The embodied daily life experience in decolonial processes within the matrix of 
modernity defeats the solitude and the search for order that permeates the fears of 
postmodern and altermodern industrial societies. Decoloniality and decolonial 
aesthetics are instrumental in confronting a world overflowed with commodities 
and ‘information’ that invade the living space of ‘consumers’ and confine their 
creative and imaginative potential… Creative practitioners, activist[s] and 
thinkers continue to nourish the global flow of decoloniality towards a 
transmodern and pluriversal world. They confront and traverse the divide of the 
colonial and imperial difference invented and controlled by modernity, 
dismantling it, and working towards “living in harmony and in plentitude” in a 
variety of languages and decolonial histories. The worlds emerging with 
decolonial and transmodern political societies have art and aesthetics as a 
fundamental source. (Transnational Decolonial Institute, 2011)  
 

Pushing back against anaesthetization by these curated images of the city, the co-option 

of culture as commodity, and against the material manipulation of occupied space is a 

necessary disobedience to disrupt and dismantle the hegemonic systems inscribed 

onto/into these places.  

 
Figure 4.6 Denaturalizing dispossession, or, the beaches of Ajami (2017) 
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APPENDIX A: VERNACULAR MAPPING 

 

While I worked to make this dissertation photograph-forward, I want to include 

several of the sketches and watercolor paintings of my research sites – vernacular maps 

of Tel Aviv and Marseille. This phraseology is foremost inspired by Gerlach (2014), 

whose work unsettles the ontological security of mapping: 

In addition to conceiving of a vernacular characterized by a set of parochial 
dialects, idioms, signals and literacies, the vernacular might also be understood as 
the productively mundane and quotidian, or as ‘spatial forms for routines of 
everyday life’. Crucially, the vernacular needs to be understood as the co-
production of knowledges, materials and spaces. Taking a lead from Whatmore et 
al.’s ‘vernacular ecologies’, the notion of the vernacular can be shaken from its 
pejorative malaise and charged with a micropolitical vibrancy when considered as 
the ‘space times of everyday life co-fabricated between human and non-human 
practices and pathways’. From this, the notion of vernacular mappings begins to 
emerge; cartographies of and for everyday lives enacted through cosmopolitical 
and hybrid performances that themselves enroll and extend political recognition to 
more-than-human company. (p. 31) 
 

Moreover, these practices and pedagogies affirm: 

Vernacular mappings are cartographies that in their ethos and practice are more 
vulnerable and susceptible to change and perturbation; cartographies that perform 
the unsettling of epistemological and representational certainties while affirming 
spaces for inhabiting and navigating the world otherwise; ‘if understood as 
vernacular processes, and performed as such, maps [become] not mere static 
renderings of the world but instead can move alongside, and indeed, change the 
world’. The vernacular, and specifically vernacular mappings, rely on the 
experiential and it is the valorization both of the presently corporeal and of 
experience that is one of the distinguishing features of contemporary cartographic 
practices. (p. 31) 
 

These vernacular maps (Fig. 5.1 – 5.9) are evocative of my richly sensorial, corporeal 

encounters in Tel Aviv and Marseille; seeing and experiencing the city through a range of 

lenses, while traversing a spectrum of emotions. Particularly in Palestine, I exert great 

caution when mark-making on or about the territory – and am conscientious of 

replicating the “Hebrew Map”125 or correlating my experience(s) with the Zionist 

!
125 “In the wake of the First Zionist Congress in Basel in 1897 and the first Aliyah, or wave of European 
Jewish immigration from 1881 to 1903, Zionist maps began to proliferate, featuring topographic and 
religious markers designed to redraw the map in the image of a proposed Zionist state. In particular, the 
Keren Hayesod, the fundraising arm of the Zionist movement, and the Jewish National Fund (JNF), an 
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imaginary, so pervasive in Tel Avivian imagery. This purposely echoes Edward Said, 

who explained ““the struggle over geography” as one “not only about soldiers and 

cannons but also about ideas, about forms, about images and imaginings”” (Agha, 2020; 

see also: Said, 1994a; Akawi, 2012). 

 Mirroring my digital photographs, which pointedly omit human subjects, these 

maps are without legend or scale; without street names or other markers that in these 

neighborhoods generally reflect the colonial organization of space. This absence of 

qualitative marking – of cartographic exercises of power, imperialism and expunction – is 

an exercise in 1) making peace with my own artistic “imprecision”; 2) conceptualizing 

space as thinking alongside the rhizomatic tendencies of non-representational 

geographies (Gerlach, 2014); 3) rebuking claims to hegemonic mathematical realism, in 

favor of what’s felt – embracing the vulnerabilities, insecurities and potentiality as a body 

moving through site and; 4) perennially questioning the status quo of dominant 

knowledge production (Decolonize This Place, 2016). 

 
Figure 5.1 Neve Tzedek and al-Manshiyya, inspired by a painting of vacant Jaffa by artist Suheir Riffi. Salvaged terra 

cotta tile, sand, acrylic, watercolor, ink, caliche soil (2020) 
 

!
organization dedicated to the acquisition and development of Palestinian land for exclusive Jewish 
settlement, used maps to advance the Zionist colonization of Palestine.” (Agha, 2020) 
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Figure 5.2 Close up – Neve Tzedek and al-Manshiyya, inspired by a painting of vacant Jaffa by artist Suheir Riffi. 

Salvaged terra cotta tile, sand, acrylic, watercolor, ink, caliche soil (2020) 
 

 
Figure 5.3 A study of ‘White City, Black City’: Neve Sha’anan/Shapira neighborhoods, near the Central Bus Station. 

Watercolor on paper (2018) 
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Figure 5.4 A study of ‘White City, Black City’: Neve Tzedek/Florentin neighborhoods. Watercolor on paper (2018) 

 
Figure 5.5 A study of ‘White City, Black City’: Levinsky Market. Watercolor on paper (2018) 
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Figure 5.6 A study of ‘White City, Black City’: Kiryat Hamelacha. Watercolor on paper (2018) 

 
Figure 5.7 FRAC construction. Watercolor and Mediterranean Sea water (2019) 
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Figure 5.8 Entrance to Quai Jean Charcot (for ferries to Algeria and Corsica). Watercolor and Mediterranean Sea 

water (2019) 
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Figure 5.9 Mediterranean Sea water, itself a map, tracing a journey from Calanques de Marseille >> Paris >> Los 
Angeles >> Tucson (November – December 2019). The bottle, at the time of writing this dissertation, is stored in my 

refrigerator in Dunbar Spring; the scantest drop used at a time for watercolor projects. A daily reminder of the 
ambient grief of pandemic-related travel and fieldwork cancellations. Grief. “Its amorphousness, the way it warps your 

sense of duration and erodes continuity, suspending you in its weather” (Assef, 2020). 
!
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