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MAFPING THE DISASTER




In the heart of the Lebanese civil wars,
the celebrated singer Fairuz sang

a song called b’hebbek ya loubnan: “|
love you, Lebanon, even in your mad-
ness ... | love my country, strewn as it
is with fire and dynamite.” This song
was a favourite of homesick Arab stu-
dents in the 1970s, and | remember
many parties at which people passed
around the album cover in order to
examine the beautitul, sad-eyed singer
in the turquoise dress. One day,
rumours began to tlow: Fairuz's son
had been killed by a car bomb in
Beirut. Would Fairuz continue to sing?
Someone found a Beirut radio station
on short-wave, and there she was,
singing b’hebbek ya loubnan. Everyone
believed that, under the circumstances,
Fairuz's willingness to carry on was
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particularly heroic, and her bravery in the face of grievous loss seemed 1o echo
that of Beirut itsell. We aventually learnad that her gon had not been killed after
all = the singer's house had been hit by a rocket, but no one was hurt.

The false news of Fairuz's son's death exemplifies the shifting nature of truth in
extreme situations, VWhen the relation between cause and effect is unclear, one
comes 1o depend on partial mformation, rumour and gossip. Facls seem as unsia-
bla as the situation they claim to account for, and stories take on an enhanced
status. Impressions appear as signiicant as officaal reports. There is no logic to
a car bomb; even if it is sol off with a particular targel in mind, its effects are
unpredictable. Monay, power and celebrity become meaningless — anyona might
b struck down. Indwidual agency is suspanded, which moeans that a new system
of cause and effect ia constructed. The logic of the rumour takes on a life of its
own, Whether true or not, it made a strange sense that Fairuz, who so loved
Labanon, should personally suffer the fale of her country. "

Walid Ra'ad's Allas Group project approaches the cwl wars thatl inundated
Lebanon from 1875 to 1991 from several parspectives, or more precisely, it con-
structs several imaginary sites in which the failure of logic to account for the
wars is revealed and allowed to play out. The Atlas Group is an imaginary foun-
dation that acts as a recording device for that unstable complex of events and
experences that compnse a lenglhy coal war, and in Ra'ad's archive, hostages
and expearts, government bureaucrats and civiians do therr best to go about their
busineas and 1o grasp what 18 happening in their city. All expenence the disaster
differently, yet at some level, the contingent nature of their experience is the same,
as are tha inconsistancies of memaory — or rather, the non-memaory of trauma.
Ra'ad's use of photographs, texts, video and performances underines this inde-
terminacy of expenence, as does his construction of an imaginary archive lhat
mirmors the way rumowrs circulate in a civil war. The difficully in determining who is
rasponsible for whal — the sudden alkances and betrayals — reveals a truth about
the failure of historical facts to account for such evenis.

A central figure of The Atlas Group archive is Dr. Fadl Fakhoun, a historian whose
nolabooks, films and photographs compnse the Fakhoun file. | feel as if | have
come to know Dr. Fakhouri through his handwritten notebooks cataloguing horse
races, here entitled Missing Lebanese Wars (1998). Dr. Fakhoun painstakingly
records the particulars of each race, including facts pertaining to the winning ani-
mals and mformation about the bets placed by the other histonans attending the
races. He constructs a barrage of seemingly pointless details that appear both in
the natebook pages and in the explanalory remarks provided by the archivist. But
the acoumulation of facts cannot answer the more important questions: Are the
rumours true that the races are fed? Why is it that the photographs of winning
horses never capture the precisa moment of victory? Indeed, is there a way for
chance to be systematized and accounted for? Dr, Fakhoun does what he can
lo control the accidental nature of the event, but his insistence on the collaction
ol data reveals the impossibility of his larger historical project, and whal happens
naxt bacomas little mora than a guessing game.

In another notebook, Already Been in a Lake of Fire (2001}, Dr. Fakhouri is con-
cemed with the parficulars of car bombs, and has pasted photographs of similar
cars into its pages with notations in Arabic describing the make and model of
the cars used in thie bombings. Again, the information Pfﬂ\'idﬂdllﬂr each car,
including engine serial numbers and other details that have nothing to do with
the bombings, seems rather pointless. The viewer is inclined to think about what
kinds of cars were turnad into bombs rather than about the bombings them-
gelves. Hare, the historan seems increasingly desperate, condemned to employ
tools of analysis that have become incraasingly less able 1o account for the events
they describe.
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Although the character of Dr. Fakhoun remains enigmatic, he also seems strangely
recognizable - perhaps because there s something in him that exemplifies the
failure of modemity. Never that [ Remember (2003) presents a file of snapshots
from Or. Fakhour's trip 1o Pans in 1959 where, sadly, ha is always alone as he
vigits restaurants and tourist sites. In this character’s isolation and his fussy
attention to detail, Ra'ad has created a kind of Nietzschean last man - solitary,
consumed by paintless activitins and small pleasures as he seeks to compra-
hand a violence that is incomprehensible. There s something disturbingly familiar
about Dr. Fakhour's focus on supposedly significant bits of information that
mirrors the failure of the bureaucrat and the academic, bul also reveals some
thing we all share,

Understanding apparently random assemblages of events is extremely difficult,
particularty in complex circumstances, Dunng the Lebanese civil wars, there were
many militias and factions = Phalange, PL.O., Amal, Hizb'ullah, Mossad, GC.LA.
= and the longer the list, ihe grealer the seeming randomness of the destruction
Dr. Fakhouri's dilemma is our own, and as we conlemplate the new Gull war,
rumour and metaphor seem as good as anything else to explain a sstuation that
makes no sense. But doas admilting aur inability to tully account for such wars
negate the events themselves and their effects on real people, as much as Dr
Fakhouri's collaction of pointless facts? And is truth the same as detail, or as
accuracy in documenting acts of violence and turbulent political histories?

When a bomb suddenly explodes in a public place, the moment of the event is
necessarily transient. We see the consequences, and somelimes must live with
them throughout our ives. Bul again, al the heart of such occurrences les a fail-
ure of logic, which means that the event cannot readily be inserted into a coherent
saquence of causa and affect. Like a terfible memeanto movr, the inherent condi-
tionality of life is both revealad and enacted, and people have little choice but to
consider this as they go about thair daily business. But this 15 unbearable, and
g0 the trauma generaled by the apparently random explosions is driven deep
inside the collective mind.

In another set of files, this time named as an Atlas Group project, the car bomb
reappears. In My Neck is Thinner Than a Hair (2002), The Atlas Group seeks
to account for all 245 car bombs exploded dunng the Lebanese civil wars,
Again, details have bean accumulated and assembled in dossiers, but hena they
are presented as an oulgrowth of collective memaory rather than as one man's
collection of facts, and thay are revealed, along with the dossiers thal enumerale
tha explossons, through installabon and perdformance. Each explosion s descnbed
in detail and documented with photographs of investigators, car engines and
bomb craters, as well as with newspaper reports, notes and, in one instance, an
engine suspended eight metres above a white Fial. Here, fragments of detail and
experience seem to mirror how war actually plays out on the ground, with the
assemblages of disparate matenals underlining both the random nature of the
car bomb and the recognition that anything could happen = that no matter whal
one does, one could be dead in an instant

In Secrets in the Open Sea (1899), the viewer contemplates six rectangbes, each
coloured a different shade of blue. Upon ¢lose ingpection, tiny black-and-white
photographs can be discerned near one comer of the rectangles. The viewer is
informed that the photographs, reportedly discovered under Beirut's rubble, are
group portraits of people whose bodies were found in the Medilerrancan Sea.
A trace of once-living individuals, the photographs become, through the fact of
their recovery and the identification of the individuals pictured therein, a trace of
the war itself. The various blue rectangles reflect the shifting colours of the
Mediterranean Sea. They are richly coloured and profoundly stil, but this sublim-




ity 15 paradoxical in that it reveals what has become an environment for dead
bodies. If each death can be thought of a3 a violent event, then this work
approaches the event from the outside, foregrounding the setting in which the
dead were found and the way they looked as living people, rather than the corpses
they became. In this way, the event becomes comprehensible only through its
traces, forcing us to ask what remains after the dsaster. Secrefs in the Open Sea
remains highly conceptual, bul engages fully with real life. The ideas speak direct-
ly 1o that cluster of evants that plays out in the real world and creates casualties
of war, bul are able to make use of an aesthatic vocabulary that illuminates rather
than obscures or ealzes that world,

I Only Wish That | Couwld Weap (2001), one of the mast poignant files in this col-
lection, is a video that was mailed anonymously 1o The Atlas Group, apparently
made by a securily agent who had been charged with the task of inﬁ[ﬂ]jng a
surveillance camera. For reasons that are unclear, the agent declined or was
unable to take up this assignment, prefeming instead to tape changes in the sun-
light as it played across the sea, the empty roads, the vendor and his cart, the
children playing in the dying light. Again, there is a sublimity to the images, a
refusal to contemplate directly the ultimata of war, and the viewer wanis to know
mare about this agent and why he became so distracted from the lask at hand,
But perhaps the agent reveals an answer to the questions posed by Dr. Fakhouri's
failure. In the face of the disaster, we can refuse o paricipalea; we can do our
best to turn back 1o the everyday activities and images that sustain life.

In The Whiting of the Disaster (1986), Maurice Blanchot reflects on the impossi-
bility of accounting for events that are inherantly unstable.' The disaster is always
exploding in time - this is its nature, which is something Ra'ad reveals so well in
Tha Atlas Group project. Ra'ad demands that we contemplate the nature of truth
and its relation to history; the relation of facts to truth, both the truth of author-
ship and the archive that claims to systematize facts; and the truth of a disaster,
such as civil war, The fictional nature of his archive underlines the fictional nature
of the moment of explosion, but these are not fictional in the sense that the
events did not happen - there was a civil war in which many people died - but as
away of marking the conceil of insisting on a single axplanation for such evanis
The Atlas pmject reveals that war is inevitably experienced as a contingent seres
of fragmenis and thal, while a seemingly mconsequenial incident or image can
illuminate the whole, it s impossible to predict what that incident will be. Dr.
Fakhour was wrong to think that fact-collecting would capture the truth, but nght
to pay attention to gamas of chance.

By underlining the fluid nature of authorship and revealing how conventiona of
recording events and histories necessarily seek to tidy up complex historical
matenal, Ra'ad also issues a challenge 1o the contemporary art world and its pro-
tecols of display. The anarchic quality of the Atlas material reflects the instability
of history and reminds us that complex evenis cannot be systematized. Bul most
art shows (including Documenta 11, where The Atlas Group prosect was exhibited
in 2002) utilize a formula in which spectators are conducted through the different
points of the exhibit as they walk through the gallery. This creates not only a false
sequentiality but also undermines Ra'ad’s insistence that rumour has its place in
the history of war. The strength of Ra’ad's work lies in his playful and incisive
assertion that the truth ramains messy, inherently dsruptive, and best approached
as a kind of disordered labyrinth.
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