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words by Joana Hadjithomas & Khalil Joreige

WonderBeirutisanongoing project
comprising the parts The Story
of a Pyromaniac Photographer,
Postcards of War and Latent
Images. This project beganin 1998
and is based on the work of a
Lebanese photographer named
Abdallah Farah.
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The story of a pyromaniac photographer.

In 1968 and 1969, Farah published a series of
postcards of Beirut showing the city’s tourist
spots: Banks Street, the cinemas, the souks,
hotels and beaches, local monuments, and
main thoroughfares. These postcards are still
on sale today in Beirut, even though most
of the monuments and sites they represent
were destroyed during the war.

Shortly after the outbreak of civil war in
Lebanon in the spring of 1975, the Wahed
Studio, where Abdallah worked, was
destroyed in a fire. He managed to salvage
some photographic equipment and a few of his
positives, including the ones for the postcards.

A few months later, Farah began to
damage his postcard negatives, burning
them little by little — an intentional process
of deterioration — as if seeking a way to
have their states conform to his present. He
imitated the destruction of buildings, which
were progressively disappearing before his
eyes, ravished by bombardment and street
battles. In doing so, he inflicted yet another
form of destruction. He spent his nights
slowly burning his postcard clichés, making
them correspond to his shattered reality.

At first he did this in a very organized
way, following the trajectory of the shelling
and defacing the images to parallel the
events of the day. He always dated the shell
impacts, tried to find their origin, and noted it
all down in a little book. Farah photographed
the image after each new burn he inflicted
on it, producing a series of evolving images,
which we call the “historical process”. Later,
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though, he went further and began inflicting
additional damage on those same buildings,
either accidentally or deliberately. This is
what we call the “plastic process.”

Some of these images have been published
and distributed as « Postcards of War ».

The “Battle of the Hotels”, for example, is
a conflict which occurred from 1975 to 1976,
beginning a few months after the Lebanese
Civil War broke out officially on April 13,
1975. On one side were the Christian rightist
militiamen known as Kataeb; on the other, a
pro-Palestinian leftist and pan-Arab coalition.
They fought to control various areas of Beirut,
including Sector IV, which included the main
luxury hotels of the city and constituted
one of the most important tourist areas in
the Middle East at the time. Opposite the
hotels were the Kantari residential area, the
outskirts of the city center and the 32-story
Murr Tower, a strategic point dominating the
seashore — all of these were situated within
one square kilometre.

Latent Images:

During the war, often confined to the house
or bomb shelter, Abdallah Farah seldom went
out (as he himself says, he has nothing of
the adventurer or the war reporter). During
these long years, he mostly photographed
the people closest to him, his neighbours and
neighbouring places. He used the un-shot
rolls of film salvaged from his studio; but,
short on products, fixatives and, most of all,
paper, he was not able to develop his images.
The photographed films began to pile up,

waiting for a better day, for a moment when
the shelling would stop and Abdallah would
be able to go out. Since, and despite the end of
the war, he maintains this habit. He doesn’t
develop his images anymore. He just shoots
them. The reels accumulate, without him
feeling a need to reveal them. He nonetheless
precisely documents each photograph he
takes in a small notebook, describing it

thoroughly. They are there to be read, leaving
an immense space for the imagination. He
defines this work as the ‘invisible image’ or
the ‘image in the text’. We prefer calling it
“Latent Images.”

Each latent film is dated and indexed
image after image. We have given them
the shape of contact sheets to be read. One
after the other the images, with their precise
description, form

Farah’s personal diary, relating an
important part of his sentimental and family
life as well as his professional research. The
images also outline the contemporary political
and social history of Lebanon.

A fundamental question remains
concerning the conditions of apparition; the
revelation of these images. At what moment,
and to what purpose, would Abdallah Farah
choose to develop his films — to subject his
images to light? What would have had to
change around him, in him, beyond him?

In his book, Distracted, Jalal Toufic writes
that the fact that Abdallah Farah describes
his photographs in a notebook “can be
considered a contribution to the resurrection
of what has been withdrawn by the surpassing
disaster. The intended effect of the work of
the one trying to resurrect tradition past a
surpassing disaster is fundamentally not on
the audience, except indirectly; it is on the
work of art to resurrect it”

If we were to witness this change in
Abdallah Farah’s work, as well as in other
artists whose work may evolve in a similar
perspective, it could signify that certain
conditions — perhaps linked to the state that
the country is in, or to the state of the art
scene — have come about for the ‘revelation’
of the image to occur.

axllf Lo pls] Balef f daabiss Loliicl 55" cuiiS 5900
Lzl day oo il paseil) JLocls dapacll asLsy
%) gt Sle sguaill Lol conty ¥ BLS slgail say
T el il fasll e (S5 Jy dibeo b JS iy
oy alll sre Jloel b puiill 1im 2 g of Ll olS o1 “ el
bl Leyd ansd jolaio e glloc] gois a8 il iliall o
Al gl L Al Lo iyl 48 divn o Loy Ilis of ) el

ogmall s e ‘Gl aie g Le  pddl agudll

Q@@34@|}Qw9ijutwby‘}?isxm
9Dy 6‘4‘ 49A fl.c U-é &3‘)«’:21‘ ‘J\h‘iu\.} w&“éé)s.sa’ u,:}‘
T 5d Al aye dgul Ol ygean Jloc] ple laLecte Pody

dids ygmo

ooy LT gLl of sl §)Lis 7y alll arc oS Lo sl
Jasl Ul ol jolall dejs anad o &) Jody asii 94%)
Cls iy Lo LILE oS adé cUAT (wgpnll sasoall
ailiry 4o pendll ulidl pgas b Alglall gl
romasll Sl ells b pasil By 4y dausll o SLo¥l
Slgs¥l padi go oy gussindl (o Laidil L2l dgylall
o9 vt T dellazil oSy @ Gyolly cuneial slgog
Jaadl pll HUasil b 83gslll jgandl plgST ceaSlyS 1AiSa
Mmuwgwy;mulm@m
T oo alll sue

e Tadlon Jh ¥ sl ¥) . cpdt slgail oo @)l e I
Lélg 0)9mi yaaoniis pods ¥ ggd gl clls ik Balelf 0in
o of g3 SIS @S 1iSa Lglalatlly hib LaiS)
o9y pody L3 o @8l e aiST Laylg X daloy g0
009 dday Lol Losoly gl 43S b Ladsh 8ygo JS
Il s dliace 25,05 1,250 Alia gl clao o«
ot Bygmall” of “Leidl B9 ll” wily Joall i ciiay gy
L@l jgmall” Lguas of Juads LSy g, 4

o5 890 o o il Alopd¥ (o Jaupd JS
o s j90 pgull dies e Lguoy Liad sdy 5y ¥)
obs Bygall a3 15Sa 3elal) divnis LgilSy cauilonsll
bl 8 ciliogy i (10 Guds iangs didyo 5y ¥I
A3La¥ly dpsa sl dudlbolelf asls o Lals Lils el
ool )l s josalf @any3 LoS gl adlo )
obeld palelf —cless¥ly

Ll gl bagpdy Flaty Lowk bl Jlgw ohe o <I
O alll s Jlisy sy ¥y e Lgic LaduSllg jall
2 o iy filo Spgmall Lgrly Sy 0j90 pasais pads ol
WS - Gubes Pla Jody Sally Lesh of alos o of carh
chnng ryb alll s of dda> of - (Distracted ybl3 e dio)

MAGAZ OCTOBER 2008 | ]



