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of an arts?s talk or academic lacture—a table, & microphone, a few lights,
2 stack of papées, o screen behind, an sudence in frons, & presariter in
betwestn. It is @ rather stenle and sustene emionment, though packed to
the gills with maberisl After 8ll, the Atlas Group thrives on documents, filing
themn sway inlo three distingt cabegories that comprise the onganization's
not i omblems of (ac! of wiapd af svdence 10 WHROM The aLusrtan
of Retony but rather & aoE, 81 YrObome, 81 Tieange structenl finks
betweren hstony, memnory, and fentey befween whad is knoem 1o be rue
and what & nesded to be befieved.

&5 Raads brainchikd, the At Group &fupied oRoD e an soens several
years ago, afcrded a space i such Magh-profils venues a5 Documenta X,
the 2002 Whitney Bienndal, and the Yenice Bennale in 2003, As 1o when
the Alas Group was eslablished, and by whom, snnwers depend on how
ane s, when and where Af this point, the sory of the arganzation’s
eangind R settied on the year 1999, but previously Raad has tossed about
datis (ram 1975 thiough 1996, song wilh the names of such co-lounders
and co-cordpiratons m Maha Traboul and Zenab Fakbour. In shart, the
Ay Group stared fiemly in the reaim of Raad's imagination, bul mow
xSt in neal, comcnets bermns. s wark has been documenied, after all

"But there is no history. There
is @ huge catastrophe that’s in
the making all the time”

dumong the Al Group’s archives are ifty-1heee video Lapes that sere as
festimony 0 the experiences ol Schell Bachar (a man daimeng o be a
sigth herstage beld in capthity with five Amsrican men in Lebanon dufirg
the iram hoatage orisish and 226 notebooks atiribaited b the hisioelan Dr
Fad| Fakhown (3 man pesitioned as (he preseninert histoelan of Lebanons
el weear). Fram selections of this masesial, Rasd has constructed such
muitirmsecla works as Mg Lefianese Wars, Alneady Been in 3 Lake of Fre,
ard My veck i5 Thinner than a Hak all of which have been widely shown
ared critically soclamed. That neither Sched Bachar nor Dr Fadll Fakbouii
easts has preccounied much of the crithal respanse o the Atlas Group's
werr, Tecusing on questhons af authorship and authenticty

o ook &t the Atlas Geoup as a conceptual arhwork in ard of itself raises
inferesting questions about contemporany art practices aooss the board,
At the same time, however, one runs the sk of oweriooking the natere
of ihe documents and archives themsebes, as well as the Ailes Group's
particubar appoach to them all, And it & hoe, underneath the set-up and
the framework, whaers some of the most frenchant questions lie

In colectng and archming ootuments relabed 1o the <onemparany
history of Lebanon, the Atls Group seeks bo analyze a3 pet unexploned
dimensions of the cral war (or wars) that raged through the country from
1975 to 1591, Aong the way, it alo digs info the manrer in which that

Fieitary ks, bidn wiitlen and commimncatid, 1e dofmnin niraties snd
prevailing datourses

“The Atlas Group sbways wolks weth existing documents,” says Raad,
sifting at @ calé terrace on (he eve of the groups [atest presentation, My
Meck i3 Thinmer than @ Haer: Wolume 1, January 21, 1886 which premisred
in Bainuf cn May 6, 3004, "It has abways ivolved material that esated
in tha hestosical workd, and smaganang the universe i which that matseal
exists.” Bul the balance between fabwicated and found doCuments has
receritly shitted toweand the latier. A preious presentaton of My-ieck &
Thinner it o Hadr wits soroed from the nefebooks and pholographs
of Dr Fakhour, though many of the piciumes had in a0t been shat shortly
bafone by Raad on the streets of Beinat. The iest installment relies almost
exthusiely on actual press aechives,

Gunevally, My Meck & Tlinoer than a Har diah with the history of car
bombings during the ol wat Specfically f delves inio one particular
explosion, a car detonated in the Beingt neighbarheod af Furn ak-Shubbak
on lanuary 21, 1586 With collsagues Tory Chakar and Bial Ehbeiz,
Faad farmed a research team of sorts, gathenng anything they cowd get
their hands on, and limiting thew search 1o a fifty-chroo-day frame. The
three assembled poets meports, telméson neva lootage, rdo programs,
and intonvicw transcripts, They trawded through the neighborhood and
indervirwed people living theam now about the bombing

The Atles Group's arnbstion s not necessarily [ame of the relabilitstionod &
Fhilssing man@ve or sven e satslsnion tha! comes wilh pomprehemive
knoededge. “There B a constant enlification al thee hinlane eenls
walh the wictims, " sy Rasd, =50 the Waild Trade Center becomes about
namng all the wetma, thowng the faces, teling the naratves, becaws
kit kind of victimbood grves you the right 10 speak and 1o be kened 10
wailh & o & way that o ather subject position permits. We're not sure
that we can et listen 1o those positions, let dlane make them manifest
and sy those are the people who died, these are ther todes. They
can be lstened to but they will nof necessanly be Boand, Just like the
buildings. You can go 1o Furn al-Shubbak, photograph it as much a4 you
wani, document i exhaustvely—"m nol Sune what you will know, and
the same goes for the wetims ®

In modeon, the Atlss Group thices history sel o guestaon. “Thete &
this notion of chronclogical Mistory wheme the past & cenan, the prent &
certan, 1he future & cerlainly coming,” says Tomy Chatar “But there & no
hestory. Them 5.8 huge catastmphe that’s in the making all the time. Theee &
wreckage that s pled upon weeckage and that's i | don' e when wari |
oo o thal Wakd does s presented as an alternatie histony to something ele,
o if it b5 tryimg 0o find @ place S0 i a6 evacuats the ather ko "

*1 wrowldnt g up thee term “albernative history,"* adds Raad, “But nod an
altermatial history that & necessanly additional o that must be thought
of 3 something that completes wometheng thal was masng. 1t might
contradict, it might just add temporariy and then deappear, .. A mductive
notion of traditicnal hetory s waithen as a chronology of massacres, of
evenis, or a blography of participants, We are not saying hsiory should
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. mot include tha. We are certainly saying that history cannot be reduced to
this.... W aee trying 1o find those ssomes that people tend o babews, [that]
‘ACouUEE thew atiention in a fundamental way, &en i thiy hae nothing
1 o with what neally happened. Traditonal histoey tends 10 concentale
on whit really happened, a5 if (1S out there n the world, ard i tends
1o be the history of consoous everis. Most people’s sxperience of these
evenis .., i predominantly unconscious and conceniraies on facts, cbjects,
eapanences, and fpelngs that leave traces and thoulkd be collected ™ Thase
Braces, in essence, ane (he Atlas Group's anchive.

It i trun thad amoog atts and inteliectuals thioughout the Azab workd,
and ceriainty among the ariist and nbefecthaas in Berut who e in some
wary invaled with the Atlss Group, there = a frequent lsment about the
megicn’y lack of culturad documentatson. There ane few historical volumes
outirng the areas mgcr atatic mevemnents or prominent figures. and
litthe impalue towwaed creating cataloquoes rasionndd of the work of modem
af cortemporany anist

The Fongacion Ambe pour Mimage (FAL, o Arab mage Foundation,
iy b the moal atious snd ambitiows eflor 1o comect this dearth of
docwmentilion im the leld of photograpty, Bul whide Walid Raad 5 a
rember of the A, the Atlas Group ks an altogether dilereal appraach
bty cheacurmesn s @nd archies. Hie chaab wath exisbing docurments, bt he goes
further by provoking gquestions abouf the natune af ther existence, and
hewy one migh imasging the univesrsa in whach Thesy came into being.

In this, and in locking ai ihe iraces of war and the symptoms of trauma,
Raad i not alone. Lsbarons chall war was, by all acoounis, & mes. And
many would asgeoe that the conflict was antificially erdied but e nesolved
The post-war period has been characienzed by collecive amnesia and a
desie 10 rebsdd the couniry & if it had never been desiroved. Nevertheles
heer has been litte attempt fo ot out causes, anadae efiecs, or assess
e possibility of true reconcilision,

R & telling that in muich of the postry weitten in Lebanan todsy, one can
kxate the mage of Berul & a woman cangening schzophrenically from
beitved 1o whiore. It B sgnificant that a good dhunk of the nowels written
m and around the war years reach their cimax at the asport, whene guilt
and fear paralype a g characters decrion to stay or go. And morp
i @ few viual artists have produced weark infoimed by the war, 0
both ditect and indirect ways Mohammad Reess, Samit Khaddage, and
Hatly Sehngoul e mdicatne of ore generation coming o gngs wath
ihe country's recen bistony, while another gensvation of anits has abo
Wionder Barut progect n which the anst showose postcard images of
Benut fioem the 1595604 that have been syitematically busrr), Lamia Jomiges
Odyercts aff Wiar (im which the artisg recoedh varows people talking about
matenal potieisiorn that stcke old memories), and Akram Zaatari’s Apal
13k progect (a speawiling documentany fhat is curnently under way and sof
fior completion et year, on the anniveray marking thirty yean wnce the
vear began] seree ot phme mandestabons of such explorations

In these progects. The impulse to fictionalze (in Raads cast of characiers,
in Hadjithomas -and Khalil loeeige’s acoount of 3 photographsy named
Andullah Farah, or in Lamia lormge’s ability o captume Fee subiects sell-
contradctons) comes nod from a desee 10 irvent a nevws namative that B
eanitially fab, bt from a need fo question the veradty of memarny, o
make probilematic that which & typecally aconpted as true, as fact,

“Farf & theody af the docurments,” wiys Rasd, “theres almal a five-1aim
giraledry in terma ol thinking about [them) Mow does, for examnple, any
object, expesience, leeling, of event become & [act in 1FETestimony of n’
EyEwiinEs b0 an evenl of hstoncal, collective dmengeond] Yiou have thes
teremm, and all of them st be called mo gusstion.

The Atlas Growp's documenis do not mremic realty, Raad suggests, because
that reality i itself suspoct. “What we have come 1o befieve i Grus i not
mmEungh-m-mm i eruth ks not
what’s avadable 10 the sermses, if truth s nof consistent with ratonaling
then truth 5 not equivalent to decourse. Today, we find ousselves in a
positon whers what we take o be troe i what rings true ai the kevel ol
the prche _ In Freud's anahais of hytsds, when & subject irtengos &
traumatic cxpevionoe, wiat they oome 1o helisee b beern bete to do with
what actually happened o them, But what they come 10 belee s certanly
redsied o fantasies that ate hased on memaovies and that those fantaska
are wery important, You can't ot dsmiss them and 12l them, wake up
thiese aep just fantashes. The fantasy capiuees the suliect's Imagination and
i hiis o Pt reality. So those are called hysterical symploms. The hystedcal
symegboms bear no resemibilance and ket no el prasinity to the ewnt
that caused them, and thats what fasonaied Freed ... And | think the
hystencal sympicen then becomes, in 3wy, 3 document of something,
And the inderesting thing about it & that it not 3 gueston of efureg
i the origin, i's & question of the fulure, s 3 question of the production
al a narathve that rings true o the sulbyect ... The story you t=ll yoursell
rrury have nothing 1o oo with what hapoensd oo you, but thats the stony
that may e you.”

The Afes Growg's Thie Trath Will be Known when the Last ‘Wisthes & Dead
covristing of hwo sabshooly, pvo e and o collection of phofogranhs, & on
v i e exhibidon ‘The intenenbionass A & the Sockal Spheve, " af ACASE
MOCA e Meuachusem Mosewrn of Contemponiny Al through gving
ey matornora ol Riad 8 pepseng Mo publh e e of Or Fabhoury
ook o & book iy Dcrober W maod! recent sty Ters fe Honest fhe Ran
il * clegailng armers o Ghe guestion rased duning the lfed? soeuenfation
of bdy Meck i Thinner than a Har aod ife i within faf performance. Ve Can
Make Bain bur Mo Qe Caemne b Ak, can be fownd in @ volume recomtly pubdihed
by S Airads image Foundation, The Review of Protlographic Memany, edited
by kel Twifie. The A Growp & fuck in London on Ociober 29 ang' 30 with
The Locclet Rutberng i Dver, 80 part of LFTS ndoer fresoris ssasan o e
Fverpies Sudiod preserded o colaborision with fored Irssainment fiod mofe
s vl Al Group's snohiees, Sew wvwea llngyoup. covm
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