Jalal Toufic and I would like to thank you all for your presence here tonight.  

We would also like to thank Magda Magiera and Anton Vidokle.  

Anton, and despite what he will say and ever admit to, has made this, the previous and forthcoming seminars, all possible.  

Surely others have helped, but without his work, and his personal support of this project, this would not have happened.  

Over the past 18 months, in New York, Nicosia, Berlin and Beirut, we have met, discussed, and formed various expressions of this project, and throughout the entire process, he remained energized and hopeful despite the many roadblocks we, but especially, he, encountered along the way.  He remained committed to a project that has and continues to be challenging and rewarding, at least for me.

I was hoping that tonight’s presentation will serve as an introduction to the writings of Jalal Toufic.  

This was a very ambitious undertaking on my part, given the concepts he has constructed over the past 16 years.  The obstacle was not so much the large number of concepts, figures and postures that he has produced  -- in fact they are limited, as he wrote in 2003 in the Author’s Note to the Second Edition of his book Distracted:

Why do a second edition of Distracted?  Because it is now starkly clear to me that there is a limited number of concepts, figures, and postures that a writer is here to create and possibly elaborate (in my case: freezing, diegetic silence-over, over-turn, radical closure with irruption of unworldly ahistorical fully-formed entities, and 

[the concept that brings us here tonight] the withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing disaster. 

It has become equally clear to me that there is a limited number of concepts, figures, and postures that a reader, here and now, is capable of reading, and elaborating.  

Tomorrow and elsewhere will possibly be the occasion for another of Toufic’s concepts, figures and postures.  

Just as he also stated at the end of the Author’s Note:

The extra material that was in my first book [namely the other concepts, postures and figures that were present in the first edition of his book but were removed from the second edition] still awaits its writers – paradoxically getting rid of it is indirectly a way of avoiding future imitators.  

I can also say that the concepts of freezing, diegetic silence-over, over-turn, radical closure with irruption of unworldly ahistorical fully-formed entities also await for me their readers, let alone the person who will attempt another far-from-comprehensive and far-from-just introduction to any of these concepts.

At the beginning of a recent conversation with the artist and writer Silvia Kolbowski, I warned her that I am likely to quote Toufic’s writings quite a bit in any exchange we will have and intend to publish.  She was not familiar with his writings and video works, and she was more than receptive to a writer who had written more than once about a film that mattered greatly to her, Alain Resnais’ Hiroshima Mon Amour.   

With this presentation tonight, I am also hoping that you will not mind if you find me quoting again and again from Toufic’s various books, particularly his Distracted (second edition), Vampires: An Uneasy Essay on the Undead in Film (second edition), Over-Sensitivity, Forthcoming, Undying Love or Love Dies, and Two or Three Tings I’m Dying to Tell You.  

Last spring, in a conversation with Jalal in Beirut, I remember that I quoted him back to him.  He listened, and wondered at one point whether he had actually written what I had just quoted.  I assured him that he did, even showing him the passage in question from one of his book.  He read the passage carefully, and then proceeded to tell me how, in one way, he had been affected by his experiences in Lebanon since his moving there from the United States of America in 1999.  

If I remember correctly, he said: “This is what this country has done to me.  It has made me forget what I’ve written.”  

I hope that tonight’s experience will not be an un-settling for you, Jalal, and if it is, I am counting on this city, Berlin, its streets and buildings, inhabitants, and history to cushion whatever disturbance may be caused to you by what I will read, my text, but mostly your text. 

It was not clear to me how, in the summer of 2006, I connected with Israeli pilots who were about to drop load after load on homes, bridges, roads, or, as it seemed to the residents of the southern villages of Khiyam, Aita Shaab, and Srifa, on anything that did or did not move.  

As I pointed my lens at the high flying jets overhead, I was immediately tuned to the pilots and to his or her next target.  

Without knowing how, without being conscious of this, my lens was re-directed to the scene of the-soon-to-be-devastated site.  My shutter clicked as a large cloud of smoke, debris and bodies formed.  As I looked at the resulting images, it was equally unclear to me how the plume of smoke and fire, appeared as an-already-shaped cutout, and I mean, with mean, clear, sharp cuts.  

The flattened plumes appeared suspended, and even projected a slight shadow on the paper-white background.  Indeed, the plume appeared paper-thin, a suspended plane of its own, an already published and reproduced document as was made evident by the caption that somehow inserted itself on the lower right hand corner of the frame, that stated, as captions usually do, title, media, dimensions, and location of the document.

24 years earlier, in 1982, I’d stood in a parking lot across from my mother’s apartment in East Beirut, and watched the Israeli land, air, and sea assault on West Beirut.   

The PLO along with their Lebanese and Syrian allies retaliated, as best they could.  

East Beirut welcomed the invasion, or so it seemed.  

West Beirut resisted it, or so it seemed.  

One hot summer day, my mother, my Palestinian mother even accompanied me to the hills around Beirut where the Israeli army was stationed.  

I wanted to photograph this army and my mother did not seem to mind.  

Young Israeli men rested their bodies and their weapons as they waited for their next orders to attack or retreat.  

I was 15 in 1982, and I wanted to get as close as possible to the events, or as close as my newly acquired camera and lens permitted me that day.  

Clearly not close enough.  

This past year, I came upon my negatives from that time.  

I decided to look again.  

The scratches, mold, and holes on the prints surprised and frightened me; my carefully preserved negatives manifested no sign of deterioration and decay.  

I began to ponder seriously the question posed by the vampire’s latest victim, the one in Toufic’s “Transit Visa to the Labyrinth!,” the one who asked:  

How many bombs will it take to produce in Lebanon not just holes in buildings, but a hole, however small, in reality, a tear in reality itself, so that it would no longer be seamless ….
 

The writer Aaron Kunin once asked Toufic:  

In several places in [your book] Forthcoming, you describe yourself as “afraid,” “surprised,” “anxious” on discovering any confirmation of what you’ve written.  Why is this possibility so troubling?  How do you feel, on the other hand, about the possibility that you could be mistaken? (Is that possibility addressed in your writing on portraiture?)

Toufic answered:

Why is it of such importance to me to publish (Vampires), when it was actually basically addressed to the dead, specifically to my amnesiac version in the undeath realm?  It was to a considerable degree so that the few living authors whose writings mattered to me would show me how erroneous my scary ideas were, prove to me that they are fancy notions, making it easier for me to dismiss them.  

What genuine thinker has not been apprehensive that at least some of his alarming ideas prove right?  Instead the book was, as usually happens in such cases, for the most part and for a long time overlooked.  

There is also the circumstance that whenever one’s out of this world concepts appear in the world, one has the apprehension of an imminent psychosis …).

Lately, whether this means the last 15 years, in fact, I met Toufic in 1992, 15 years ago.  He gave me, or at least, I would like to think that he gave me a copy of the first edition of his Distracted then.  

I had returned to Lebanon for the year, to work with Jayce Salloum, a Canadian artist, on a number of projects, one of which included the making available to artists, writers, film and video makers of a number of Hi-8 video cameras and an editing suite, to help them produce works.  

Jalal Toufic was one of the artists we met then.  He used one of our cameras to produce his videotape titled Credits Included.  At the time, he briefly mentioned his interest in vampires.  He was writing or revising the first edition of what was to become his Vampires: An Uneasy Essay on the Undead in Film.  At the time, I also briefly mentioned my interest in – what else is an Arab student re-introduced to in a graduate program in visual and cultural studies in the early 1990’s in an American university than Edward Said’s Orientalism.  I distinctly remember Toufic’s silence, one that was difficult to gauge.   He might as well have told me then, what he would tell Juliana Monachesi more than a decade later when she asked him:

To finish, I would like to ask you how the death of Edward Said reverberated in your intellectual circle?  

To which Toufic replied:

On 6 November 1995, my very dear friend the American poet Lyn Hejinian called me to tell me that Deleuze had committed suicide two days earlier; the next day, I left her a message on her phone machine recommending that she buy that day’s French newspaper Liberation, where the following obituaries could be read: Alain Badiou, “Une letter a Gilles (Juillet 1994) (A Letter to Gilles [ july 1994]);”  Giorgio Agamben, “Sauf les homes et les chiens’ (“Excepting Men and Dogs”); Jacques Derrida, “Il me faidra errer tout seul” (I’m going to have to wander all alone”); Jean-Pierre Faye, “J’etouffe, je te rappelera” (“I am suffocating; I’ll call you back”); Jean Francois Lyotard, “Il etait la biblioteque de Babel” (“He was the Library of Babylon”); and Jean Luc Nancy, “Du sens, dans tous les sens” “[of] Sense, in all senses”).  Moreover, the following few days my best students in San Francisco State University phoned me to tell me that Deleuze died.  A similar exchange of phone calls took place regarding the death of Jean Francois Lyotard on 22 April 1998: I phoned several poets to recommend to them that they buy the Liberation of that day to read Jacques Derrida’s obituary to his late friend: “Amitié-à-tout-rompre: (:All-Out-Friendship”)….  On 20 February 2003, I received several SMS messages, including from my friend the Lebanese filmmaker Ghassan Salhab, informing me of what I had already learnt from online newspapers: that Blanchot had died; and I sent a few days later, on 26 February 2003, an email to Lyn Hejinian with the web address of Jacques Derrida’s obituary for Blanchot in Liberation, “Un temoin de toujours.”  But I did not email anyone that Edward Said had died when I read the news in the online editions of several newspapers; and nobody has sent me either an email or an SMS or phoned me about that, for my friends and students know that he has been and is of little importance to me.  With the exception of his Orientalism (1978), which I read when I was still an undergraduate student at the American University of Beirut, two decades ago, I have never been able to finish any of his articles let alone his books – including my attempted rereading of Orientalism five or six years ago.  Do I, for that matter, find him a boring writer?  No, he is not “even” that:  I think that Nam June Paik achieves boredom in some of his videos and installation works (indeed during his interviews with a certain James Heddle for the New American Cinema series produced by the University of Wisconsin, he refers to his video record of John Cage’s performance of 4’:33’’ as “very boring,” and his closing words for the first part of the interview are; “I hope we have bored you enough”), and I feel that Heidegger achieves boredom in his important text on the subject in The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude.  Rimbaud, Duchamp, and Blanchot managed on their own to stop producing work in time not to repeat themselves; can one say the same about Edward Said or the senile Egyptian director Youssef Chahine?  Certainly not.  Did death, in the case Edward Said, and will death, in the case of Youssef Chahine, at least have the salutary effect of preventing either from rehashing himself?  No, for they have already repeated themselves for many years – without this repetition ever producing, as with the great novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet, the sort of eerie familiarity the reader feels on reading the first chapter of La Belle Captive, which had already appeared verbatim in Topology of a Phantom City, and substantial sections of Recollections of the Golden Triangle, which had already appeared as the last three chapters of La Belle Captive.

I must say that I was surprised to find this interview included in Jalal’s book.  The interviewer’s questions here are not particularly interesting (I can even say, following Toufic, that the interviewer’s questions are not “even” boring.”)  I was equally surprised – maybe even pleasantly surprised – when I read the following complimentary passage in his book, Forthcoming:

In the two film series I curated at the Center for Middle Eastern Studies at the University of California, Berkeley, I did not show any works whose main function is to provide a critique or parody of stereotypes of Middle Easterners, let alone works that do not even furnish such a critique but merely the occasion for subsequent verbose discussions full of resentment. 

Anyone whose “art” merely revolves around how better to express and convey such a critique reveals that he is an academician himself or herself precisely through this obliviousness, even at the intuitive level, to the connection of stereotypes to the unconscious. 

Certainly by now any aspiring academician who intends to once more catalogue the litany of stereotypes the majority of Westerners have of Arabs, Iranians, etc., as his or her contribution to one more anthology negotiating something or other around issues of multiculturalism, orientalism, etc.,* has to ask himself or herself how much these stereotypes are linked to the unconscious and its processes 

· no widespread stereotype is not implicated with the unconscious — and therefore, while arguably effective at the rational, conscious level if not at doing away with these stereotypes then at least at problematizing them, how little effective is the placement of a no, a negative sign, a critical attitude before these views whose addresser and addressee is mostly the unconscious, which admits of no negation; indeed how largely counterproductive they are at the level where it really matters with stereotypes, the unconscious level. 

These critics and academics are playing an important role in the maintenance of these stereotypes at the level of the unconscious; moreover, they are indirectly propagating such stereotypes to sectors previously immune to them, since many people from other cultures and ethnic groups relax their vigilance when dealing with these academics seemingly defending them. 

I find the encounter with such ostensibly critical academic catalogues of stereotypes of Arabs even more oppressive than the rude transactions with prejudiced airport security officials or embassy employees. 

All in all, that the representation of Arabs and Iranians in the most simplistic manner (up to denying their existence: the description of Palestine by many of the early Zionists as “a land without people”) can facilitate the Israeli destruction of villages in South Lebanon in the name of a defense against terrorism … is no excuse for limiting oneself to critiquing or parodying such widespread misrepresentations. 

“A woman cannot do much harm to a man. He carries all his tragedy within him. She can bother him, provoke him, she can even kill him — that’s all.”
 That is, all is not all.
 To any totalizing “that is all,” we, laconic mortals, have the reaction, and not tautologically: “That’s all.” That which exceeds the all is this difference between that’s all and that’s all. The margin is the difference between c’est tout and c’est tout. 

Every artist, every writer, certainly Shakespeare, knows that we cannot be reduced to creatures who can bleed, laugh, and biologically die. 

They can make us bleed, laugh, they can treat us like potential terrorists and kill us — that’s all. 

But is that all they can do? 

Kill us—in the hundreds of thousands? 

Unfortunately, they can do worse: produce a surpassing disaster and thus a withdrawal of tradition. 

No mincing words here.  

It is quite clear why Toufic finds “not even boring” the writings of Said.  Still, I wondered why he would even include this address in his books.  It seems to me that Toufic tries, as much as possible, to avoid exposing his reader with poisonous postures, figures, and concepts.  He tries, as much as possible, to avoid “dirtying his books” with poisonous references, even once apologizing to his readers and to his book for having not so much as quoted the writings of Elie Weisel, but merely for referencing books and articles by and about Elie Weisel.  

In footnote 48 of his book Forthcoming, and after referencing three books and articles, “flagrantly prejudiced articles,” as Toufic writes, where Elie Weisel celebrates the “activism shown by the Israelis, and his [Weisel’s] total embrace of the actions of the Israeli Army,” Toufic states:

My genuine apology to the reader for exposing him or her to such poisonous material, and my apology to my book for dirtying it with such references. 

Does anyone who has even the barest clue as to what a brutal, unjust phenomenon any war quickly becomes have to get acquainted with the disclosures about massacres perpetuated by Israeli soldiers on Egyptian and Syrian war prisoners … to feel incredible revulsion at lines such as: “During the Six-Day War the Jewish fighters did not become cruel [how does Wiesel, who moreover was living then in the USA, know that? 

But one should not be surprised by such a statement from someone who assumes the role of ‘the emissary of the dead,’ talking in their name]. “They became sad… And if I feel something towards them, the child-soldier in Israel, it is profound respect.” … I hold the one who said “Do you think that there is a single Israeli soldier who enjoys what he’s doing? I am ready to swear on the Torah that not a single soldier is acting with joy or pleasure. But that is forgotten.” (quoted on page 145 of Evil and Exile from an address by Wiesel to the Rashi Center, Paris), a Nobel Peace Laureate, to be ethically an accomplice to every torture perpetuated by any single Israeli soldier on the thousands of Palestinians held without due process often for years in Israeli prisons, as well as on the thousands of Palestinians and Lebanese who were held in the Ansar prison camp in Israeli-occupied South Lebanon ….Had such a line come from a decent Frankist or Donmeh adherent, people who have sensed and acknowledged the withdrawal of the Torah (of beriah), I would appreciate its irony. In any case, I infinitely prefer the attitude of detachment of the Samurais and of the sword masters of Japan, and the karma-yoga, the yoga of action, that lord Krishna teaches his disciple Arjuna (Bhagavad-Gita), to sadness. 

I am certainly not proposing here that Toufic finds the writings of Said, a tireless defender of the Palestinians, to be equally poisonous as those of Weisel, an apologist for the Israeli Army’s violence. He merely finds the former’s writings “not even boring,” and the latter’s certainly to be poisonous. 

But I also have no doubt that Toufic would certainly want me and others to clarify the statement I have just made about Said, when I qualified him as a “tireless defender of the Palestinians.”  Had I dared to describe Said’s writings as “giving voice to the voiceless,” I am certain that he, and possibly many of you would have asked me to be careful and precise with this kind of language.  You may even have directed me to Toufic’s interview with Kealen Wilson Goldie who once asked:

What are your feelings on the academic/intellectual community in Beirut now?  Do you feel that your work is supported here or it is better appreciated abroad, and if so, does this bother you?

Toufic here answers:

For the first couple of months following my return to Lebanon in 1999, after spending fifteen years in the USA, I met a number of people who instead of asking me, who had taught at California Institute of the Arts, one the main American art institutes, about the contemporary art practices and critical theories in the USA in general and California in specific began themselves to talk to me profusely about the American art scene!  I believe that were someone to return, like Lazarus, from death, they would not care to him about that condition and/or realm, but would start telling him about it!  

Would they be thus “giving voice to the voiceless”?  

In his opening remarks for the exhibition DisORIENTation at the House of World Cultures in Berlin, on 02 May 2003, Lebanese novelist and journalist (!) Elias Khoury talked about “the role of culture as a critical approach and as the voice of the voiceless.”  If we include in culture neither art nor writing, then yes, culture – and democracy – gives voice to the voiceless ….  But art and writing (and real emancipatory politics) do not give voice to the voiceless; rather, they interrupt even the inner voice of the “voiceless,” whether by suspending the interior monologue of the reader or spectator (or advocate of a political movement), or by trying, often unsuccessfully, to silence the voices-over that forcibly impose themselves in the mind of the one who, whether schizophrenic or dead, has become voiceless, anxiously wanting to scream but unable to do so.  

It is the exceptional merit of Beckett’s writing to suspend the interior monologue of the reader even as he or she reads that the voice – even more than life! – goes on …  

If culture attempts to give voice to the voiceless, it is, unfortunately, partly to try to hide the infinity of what can have less voice, but never no voice: “Least never be naught.” (Beckett) As in the case of weightless – “having little or no weight” (American Heritage Talking Dictionary); “Having little weight: lacking apparent gravitational pull” (Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary); “having or appearing to have no weight” (Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary)- and notwithstanding the dictionaries, we should not understand the suffix – less in voiceless and motionless to basically mean “without; lacking” (American Heritage Dictionary); we should rather take voiceless to refer basically to someone who has less voice but never no voice, and motionless to basically refer to a worldly living human, animal or object that can have less motion but never a dead stop, the kind of unworldly freezing that the dead, the schizophrenic and the dancer’s subtle body may undergo in the altered states and realms of dance and death.  

For an example of the resentful nightmare that is Khoury’s idea of “giving voice to the voiceless,” one can read his novel The Sun’s Gate, 1998, in which a male nurse keeps trying to remind an older friend of his who is in a coma of sundry incidents that happened to him.  How fitting that Khoury came up with this monologist situation given how bad a listener he is – isn’t it the case that virtually all those who want to give voice to the “voiceless” are bad listeners?  Symptomatically, his vacuous male nurse does not give voice to the voiceless once the latter dies.  Where Khoury leaves, the Tibetan Bhuddist lama starts; indeed, the situation envisioned by Khoury is a travesty of the following situation in Tibetan Bhuddism: the lama reciting the Bardo Thödol (literally Liberation through Hearing in the In-Between State) by the side of the corpse.

In my book Over-Sensitivity, 1996, which I wrote in San Francisco, I constructed the concept of withdrawal of tradition past a surpassing disaster.  In my next book, Forthcoming, 2000, which I wrote in Los Angeles and whose manuscript I sent the publisher just before leaving to Lebanon in October 1999, I elaborated this concept, imagining at one point a Lebanese photographer “who had become used to viewing things at the speed of war.  So far a while after the ‘civil’-war’s end, he did not take photographs nor shoot any videos, waiting until he learned to look at a leisurely pace.

This passage has been very important to me, 

and if I am to do it justice, I should insert into Toufic’s answer here, the full description of the photographer he imagined, as he described him at length in his book Forthcoming, and then I will come back to the rest of his answer in this interview – which is equally significant.  

The photographer in question, the one who had become used to viewing things at the speed of war was introduced on page 70.  It was the experience of reading, 5 or 6 years ago, the passages I am about to read, that permitted me to enter Toufic’s universe, to read his works in a way that had not been possible for me before.  The experience was eerie in the full sense of the word (I was fearful, with a sense of vague superstitious uneasiness).  Here are the passages in question:

There were two fundamental kinds of out-of-focus and/or of sloppy compositions in the photographs, films and videos of the period around the “civil”-war: 

— Those from the “civil” war’s period itself were due to one or several of the following factors: 


1. the threatening conditions under which the photographer was taking them; 


2. the aversion of his or her look on encountering the gutted, decomposing corpses; 


3. the proximity of the dead—come to prevent the world’s desertion of those suffering a surpassing disaster from turning into a radical closure—against whose freezing, not as corpses … but as creatures of the undeath realm, all motions, including the restless immobility of the living, appear blurry; 



4. the entranced states in which the encounter with the dead often occurs.

— Those from the aftermath of the “civil” war were due mainly to the withdrawal of what was being photographed. 

Like so many others, he had become used to viewing things at the speed of war. So for a while after the “civil”-war’s end, he did not take any photographs nor shoot any videos, waiting until he learned to look again at a leisurely pace. This period of adjustment lasted a full two years. Yet even after he became used to looking at buildings and experiencing events at the rhythm of peace, the photographs of the ruins in Lebanon taken by this Lebanese photographer, who classically composed those of his photographs shot in other countries, still looked like they were taken by a photographer lacking time to aim since in imminent danger, the compositions haphazard and the focus almost always off. 

He was asked if he was influenced by such works as Vito Acconci’s Fall, 1969: a series of photographs Acconci produced by clicking his hand-held camera as he reached the ground while repeatedly falling forward; 

or Michael Snow’s Venetian Blind, 1970: twenty-four snapshots he took with his eyes closed, each showing a blurred Snow against the accidentally framed background of a section of Venice. 

He was aware of and attracted by the blurring in Snow’s piece and by the random compositions in Acconci’s photographs. 

But he could recognize no basic similarity between these works and his current photographs, since the earth and grass in the Acconci photographs, the sections of Venice in Venetian Blind, as well as the road, filmed without looking through the viewfinder, in Snow’s Seated Figures, are available to Acconci and to Snow. 

The question revealed a misunderstanding, since in his work the out-of-focus and/or the haphazard framings were not a formal strategy but due to the withdrawal and thus unavailability to vision of the material.

And,

They sent him to shoot a photographic portfolio of the destruction in Bosnia. He returned with thousands of largely blurred and haphazardly framed photographs of intact buildings with no shrapnel, with not even broken glass. He insisted that these photographs should be grouped into an exhibition called The Savage War. Some felt offended at what they found to be tasteless humor; others had to admit that they were surprised that so many buildings had survived the carnage unscathed. Many thought that he was facetious or that he was apologetic for the aggressors. Someone remarked critically: “One more example of a disciple trying to outdo his master: a Baudrillardian photographer implying that not only the Gulf war but also this one did not take place.” He did not care to reply to someone who simplified both his work and that of Baudrillard. Someone unaware that due to the withdrawal something in the referent cannot be localized exactly, whether with regards to framing or focus or both, asked critically whether the blurring and hit-or-miss framings were intentionally created by him to give the sensation they were shot during the war. “No.”

And (and this is one of my favorite passages from this essay),


With regard to the surpassing disaster, art acts like the mirror in vampire films: it reveals the withdrawal of what we think is still there. 

“You have seen nothing in Hiroshima.”
 

Does this entail that one should not record? 

No. One should record this “nothing,” which only after the resurrection can be available. 

We have to take photographs even though because of their referents’ withdrawal, and until their referents are resurrected, they are not going to be available as referential, documentary pieces — with the concomitant risk that facets relating to the subject matter might be mistaken for purely formal ones. 

A vicious circle: what has to be recorded has been withdrawn, so that, unless it is resurrected, it is going to be overlooked; but in order to accomplish that prerequisite work of resurrection to avert its overlooking, one has initially to have, however minimally, perceived it, that is countered its withdrawal, i.e. resurrected it.

Since 1982, I have been working on a photographic project in Lebanon, about Lebanon: 

Granted, it has been and remains difficult for me to define what I mean when I refer to a photographic project in Lebanon about Lebanon.  

I can’t even say that the buildings, streets, storefronts, spaces of national, cultural, architectural, and personal significance; the people I photographed, all were, at the moment of my photographic exposure, present within the geographic boundaries of the Lebanese state.  These borders, as many of you already know, have yet-to-be drawn.  They are contested.  

In other words, It has been and remains very difficult to make sense of this photographic project, let alone of how to proceed with it. But proceed with it, I did, and over the past 20 years, I have exposed tens of thousands of photographic plates.  Last I checked, I was publicly identifying these projects as commissions, and I had folded some commissions inside The Atlas Group project, under the heading, Sweet Talk: Photographic Documents. 

Most of the images I produced between 1982 and 1991 have yet to be printed.  The negatives were developed but no prints have been made from the negatives.  

From the images I produced between 1991 and 1994, a short film was made titled Miraculous Beginnings, in which 4 years’ worth of photographic documents flash on screen for 1/15 of a second each.  

Since 1994, I have accelerated the pace of my shooting.  I have felt and continue to feel an urgent need to document in particular Beirut’s streets, storefronts, buildings, statues, but not so much its residents.  From these developed negatives (I have yet to make the move to digital photography, which remains somewhat of a mystery to me given my fascination, if not my fetishization of all photographic gadgets, especially of digital cameras.  Although, I own digital cameras capable of producing images whose resolution rivals that of those produced by analog systems, I have yet to shoot digitally in Beirut.)  As I was saying, I have not been able to make prints from the developed negatives I produced since 1994.  The few bodies of works, folios, that I painstakingly managed to put together over the past 10 days, I dismissed as soon as I produced.  I am not sure why.  The only thing I am certain of today about this project, is that I am quite fond of the growing stack of negatives that sits in a corner of my studio.

folder next to folder: Some titled, Other untitled.

My titles and headings with this project are not particularly interesting either.  I have not developed an idiosyncratic referencing system.  None of that here.  The stack of negatives sits in the corner of the studio, not even preserved with archival considerations.  Most of my returns to it have been disappointing or frightening, as was the case with the images of the 1982 Israeli invasion of Lebanon.  I imagine a concerted effort to look at the images again, to scan and print them, to see what is there.  But I have yet to do so.  You can imagine my reaction upon reading Toufic’s paragraph, the one I have just quoted, and that I will read again:

With regard to the surpassing disaster, art acts like the mirror in vampire films: it reveals the withdrawal of what we think is still there. “You have seen nothing in Hiroshima.”
 Does this entail that one should not record? No. One should record this “nothing,” which only after the resurrection can be available. We have to take photographs even though because of their referents’ withdrawal, and until their referents are resurrected, they are not going to be available as referential, documentary pieces—with the concomitant risk that facets relating to the subject matter might be mistaken for purely formal ones. A vicious circle: what has to be recorded has been withdrawn, so that, unless it is resurrected, it is going to be overlooked; but in order to accomplish that prerequisite work of resurrection to avert its overlooking, one has initially to have, however minimally, perceived it, that is countered its withdrawal, i.e. resurrected it. 

A vicious circle indeed; so vicious in fact that I am not surprised to know that these words are written by someone who has also written extensively on labyrinths, ruins, telepathy, counterfeiting, masks and extras.  

The photographer imagined and described by Toufic, was, and unbeknownst to Toufic, more the less the photographer also imagined by Lebanese artists Joana Hajji Thomas and Khalil Joreige.  He is also the photographer I imagined, unbeknownst to Toufic, Joreige and Hajji Thomas, in the figures of Maha Traboulsi and Lamia Hilwé in The Atlas Group project titled Sweet Talk.  

I will conclude this brief introduction by reading Toufic’s comments about “this concordance between two [or more] anomalous fictional photographers conceived by a writer and two [or more] artists who did not know each other:

Unbeknownst to me, at the same period, the Lebanese artists Joana Hajji Thomas and Khalil Joreige, who were living then between Paris and Beirut, did an installation titled Wonder Beirut, at Janine Rbayz Gallery in Beirut in 1999, that revolves around the work of a photographer who “no longer develops his photographs.  It is enough for him to take them. At the end of the exhibition, 6452 rolls of film were laid on the floor: rolls containing photos taken by the photographer by left undeveloped” (from Hajji Thomas and Joreinge’s text “Tayyib rah farjiuk shighli” [“OK, I’ll show you my work”], Al=Adab, January-February 2001).  This concordance between two anomalous fictional photographers conceived by a writer and two artists who did not know each other reveals a community between strangers, as well as confirms these two fictional photographers and their kind of problematic photography as symptoms of the society in question.  From this perspective, and unlike Egypt, in which the vast majority of artists and writers reside in their country and never emigrated for extended periods, Lebanon, which due to the long civil war and the invasions it suffered as well as for other reasons has a significant number of artists and writers abroad, is a privileged site for thinking the community in specific, for the latter is formed basically not through its members’ exposure to and consequent discussion of each other’s works (which produces fashions) but through this concordance around anomalous subjects, figures, spaces, and architectures, etc., by artists, thinkers, writers, and films and video makers who do not know each other, revealing these anomalies as symptoms of the culture with which they are dealing.  Now that Joanna Hajji Thomas, Khalil Joreige, myself, and a few others are together in Beirut and we know each other, I am much more interested in what singular universe each one of these video makers and artists is developing, rather than in the affinity and resonance between our works, so that our community now that we know each other’s works is one of support for the construction by each of his or her (or their – in the case of Hajji Thomas and Joreige - ) own universe.

In the next twelve days, we hope to introduce you to some of these universes.  We are still hoping that Khalil Joreige and Joanna Hajji Thomas can be here a week from now to present to us their works.  I will be doing so tomorrow, with a presentation about The Atlas Group in a lecture titled, The Loudest Muttering Is Over: Documents from The Atlas Group Archive.   

Seminars 3-6, February 2nd till the 5th will be lead by Jalal Toufic, and to his writings on The Withdrawal of Tradition Past A Surpassing Disaster.  We will post and distribute this schedule.

I am not sure if anyone has questions tonight, but if you do, I suppose we can take those now.

Thank you.


Walid

� Toufic, Vampires 99.


� Toufic.  Distracted 130.


� Toufic, Two Or Three Things I am Dying To Tell You.  121.


*. The author must be referring to the deservedly forgotten plethora of 1990s books, mostly anthologies, with the title “Negotiating —” (some future editor of this book [Forthcoming]).


�. Quoted in Godard’s New Wave. Some women might feel oversensitive to and wary of such formulation. I have no patience for a reflex reversal, or any other abstract reaction; what I can appreciate is some reformulation from a concrete filmmaker, for example, Nina Menkes or (disregarding her inane A Couch in New York, 1996) Chantal Akerman. 


�. This is clear also in the case of a radical closure and the structural eventual irruption of fully-formed a-historical entities in it: the radical closure is all, but, as is made manifest by the irruption of unworldly entities, that all is not all. 


�. I have the feeling that although in all likelihood they despised horror films, Duras as well as the Tarkovsky of The Sacrifice would have nonetheless been impressed by the mirror device in vampire films, the undead not reflected in the mirror.


�. I have the feeling that although in all likelihood they despised horror films, Duras as well as the Tarkovsky of The Sacrifice would have nonetheless been impressed by the mirror device in vampire films, the undead not reflected in the mirror.





