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ABSTRACT
Memory in Ruins: The Poetics of Aṭlāl in Lebanese Wartime and Postwar Cultural
Production
Yasmine Khayyat
This dissertation examines the convergence of ruins and memory. It is an inquiry
into the role ruins play in indexing, impeding and enabling memories of war through
literary and non-literary media. My analysis is informed by a classical Arabic literary
tradition of contemplating ruins known as al-wūqūf ‘alā al-aṭlāl (standing before the
ruins). I question the nexus between the aṭlāl (ruins) motif and contemporary Arabic
literature and culture by analyzing how the motif is reworked in the contemporary
Lebanese prose, poetry and memorial sites under study.
At the heart of this study is an attempt to explore the multivalent nature of war
memories in Lebanon—their inscription, mediation, and transformation—through the
framework of ruins. Drawing on the classical Arabic literary tradition of al-wūqūf ‘alā
al-aṭlāl (standing before the ruins) allows me to analyze the way ruins are interpreted and
represented in contemporary Lebanese vernacular, literary, museological and poetic
matrixes of memory. I argue that these modern works invite us to contemplate aṭlāl
(ruins) in new and challenging ways that exceed the classical regard and longing for an
ephemeral past. This is to suggest that the aṭlāl motif in its modern guise is not an organic
offshoot of its pre-Islamic predecessor. Through their evocation of the past via its ruintraces, the modern works under examination effectively transform the poetics of nostalgia
to new affective and alternative imaginary spaces. It is precisely in the creative tension
between the traditional and the modern, the real and the imagined ruins, where a

contemporary poetics of memory lies.
Central to my analysis, then, is the issue of memorialization in its aesthetic,
textual and material dimensions as it informs the critical practices of writers, artists,
poets, museum curators and inhabitants of war. Ruins emerge as a major organizational
trope that ties together divergent artistic, literary and cultural and oral practices,
constituting complex forms that generate public and private memories of war. Hence
ruins as temporal anchor, is both the portal and the substance of my inquiry into the
dialectics of war and memory in Lebanon. How are ruins, in their material and aesthetic
dimensions, enfolded into the discourses of textual, vernacular and literary landscapes of
memory? This question is answered by commencing a textual and ethnographic journey
through museum sites, derelict spaces, narrative and poetic constructions of memory.
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PRELUDE
THE HIDDEN LIFE OF MEMORY

Figure 1: View of Southern Lebanon from the ruins of Khiyām Prison. Photo by author.

War and (My) Memory
I remember war, but as a sepia photograph.
(Ilyās Khūrī, Yālū)
Memory is a fickle thing. I remember growing up during Lebanon’s darkest hours – in
the heart of civil war and strife – amidst bombs plummeting hither and thither. Growing
up in the context of the Lebanese civil war, it naturally took some time before I could
!
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cobble together fragments of my childish past to compose a “memory” of war that I could
call my own. Driven by a nagging desire to revisit what I came to understand to be the
defining condition of my past, I began to concoct a vision of war. After the civil war
ended and my childhood slowly receded into more distant lands, this “memory” of war
that I had quilted from the fabric of experiences and stories began to take on a texture of
its own, splicing with multiple perspectives and narratives at the same time that it
discretely receded...except at certain wūqūf ‘alā al-aṭlāl (standing before the ruins)
moments, then I am transported back to a certain time and space where…
Electricity cuts, stock-piles of candles for midday blackouts, intermittent school
interruptions (euphemistically termed “iḍrāb”), endless traffic jams, Swiss-cheese
scenery, faded signs, abandoned businesses—and of course that soundtrack of war—the
constant thud, sometimes louder, sometimes softer, sometimes inaudible continued to
play throughout my daily life.
Growing up with war also meant embracing multiple inassimilable realities.
Imagination has a wieldy power over reality and I transmuted bombs into thunder and
fear into adrenaline. Mid-day evacuations to the school basement remain one of my most
powerful recollections. Giggling children herded into a dank and musty cellar strewn
with rusty tables, chairs and discarded props formed the backdrop to my anticipated
‘reunion’ with the other schoolchildren. The real backdrop was the war of course – the
danger of flying shrapnel and exploding glass necessitated our hasty evacuation to safer
school quarters throughout odd hours of the day. Excitedly, we chattered to each other in
our little underworld as the older children nervously accommodated our misguided
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excitement. As these recurrences became the norm, however, we slowly experienced
boredom – that fertile breeding ground for questions.
On a seemingly regular day to visit the dentist in 1988, accompanied by my twin
sister and mother, I witnessed a ‘scuffle’ that broke out between militia fighters, as I now
understand it. Gunfire erupted in the crisp winter air and my mother, abandoning her
usual composure, hurled us against a dilapidated wall and ordered us to be still. An
elderly lady witnessing the scene unfolding beneath her balcony window called down
frantically: “Come on up! Are you crazy? You have children!” Smiling wanly, my
mother politely replied: “Thank you, we’re fine.

We’re just visiting the dentist.”

Unyielding to the kind offer of shelter, we waited until “the coast had cleared” before we
tidily piled into our car and returned home. Questions about a failed dentist visit met with
a watered down version of events. A scuffle between people who can’t seem to control
their anger became the moral lesson of the day.
The destruction and chaos was nothing unusual of course – we often played in the
ruins of homes – along with a slew of cousins, we mimicked checkpoints and hunted for
wayward shrapnel and spent bullets in the thickets surrounding our house. We even
painted colorful snapshots of our war-torn world forever immortalized in childish
drawings and song; we even reinvented popular song lyrics to suit the times: “Bombs are
falling, all around us…Merry Christmas, Lebanon.” When said bombs fell too close for
comfort, we knew the drill: gather in the first floor bedroom with the least number of
glass windows, call the neighbors and cousins, yet another reunion! We even enjoyed the
palpable uncertainty of driving to school, and the sudden adrenaline rush of a gas peddle
pressed for dear life as we ‘flew’ across Beirut to the ‘safety’ of our home. Laughing
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childish faces met with ashen adult expressions as we stumbled over our words to narrate
the day’s events. Life as (un)usual persisted.
Such adrenaline-packed moments were punctuated by more somber realities that
slowly penetrated our gossamer world of imaginative reconstruction. A schoolmate who
never made it to school; a yearbook dedicated to the missing; young teachers with
spouses caught up in the web of war inexplicably bursting into tears; the daily news we
were never allowed to watch (hence, I associate the LBC1 news jingle with the war);
always stay away from parked cars; and the tangible destruction I met with daily. These
remnants of war have found a snug place in my memory where they remain cocooned,
sometimes ripe for the picking, sometimes cozily stored away. But once I crack open the
door to that storehouse, a tapestry of images, recollections and emotions come cascading
into my present life – disturbing and enriching it.
Memories are usually prompted by visceral encounters—such as the scent of a
kerosene lamp, a scene in a Lebanese war novel, the taste of a chocolate covered
macaroon, a dilapidated office building, a stuffy elevator, and that infamous school
auditorium—those ever powerful sensorium that prompt the ‘ghosts’ of the past to
reemerge in a subtle yet powerful way. Perhaps, then, my fascination with ruins stems
from the ruins of a memory I am still parsing together. Standing before the ruins of my
own memory, I am continually confronting a past that is at the heart of this dissertation.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The Other War: South Lebanon at the Margins of Memory
The “other war” that swept over the region since the end of the Lebanese civil war—and
into the cavernous spaces of my memory, opening and closing doors onto new
experiences; adding layers and collapsing memory and imagination into an exceedingly
elaborate textual canvas – is the war in South Lebanon.
The ruins of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) were not only relegated to the
capital, Beirut. A sizeable chapter of the civil war enfolded the lengthy occupation of
South Lebanon (1978-2000). While the civil war may have ‘officially’ ended in 1990, the
occupation of South Lebanon and its legacy, which emerges as a separate strand from
within the labyrinth of civil war, would continue until 2000. Israel’s withdrawal from
South Lebanon in 2000 expanded the scope of perception to include a wide swathe of
land normally outside the purview of memory studies because of its positioning in the
‘blind spot’ of history for the duration of its lengthy occupation (1978-2000). Hence, the
occupation of South Lebanon, which is inextricably tied to the events of the Lebanese
civil war, emerges as an important thread running throughout the textual and material
landscapes of memory I explore in this dissertation.
In fact, the inhabitants of South Lebanon have since 1948 weathered recurring
cycles of conflict including decades of intensive guerrilla warfare and Israeli attacks in
the 1960s and 1970s, two major Israeli land invasions (1978 and 1982) two massive
Israeli bombing campaigns (1993 and 1996), including the most recent 2006 war between
Israel and Hezbollah. Recurrent and persistent violence punctuated a simmering war of
attrition between the Israeli Army (and their local allies) and the various local guerrilla
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resistance groups that lasted throughout (and beyond) the twenty-two year (1978-2000)
Israeli occupation of the 10 km wide strip of Lebanon’s borderland.
Growing up with the legacy of the South under occupation meant trying
repeatedly to imagine the unimaginable—what lies beyond the occupied border strip? A
mere drive from Ṣaydā (Sidon) my hometown, it also felt as if it were worlds apart.
Gripped by an insatiable curiosity to explore this underrepresented periphery of the
nation, my research repeatedly found me returning to this tenuous borderland as I mused
over the various ruins I encountered on my various forays south.
It was not before May 24, 2000, however, on the day of liberation that I first laid
eyes on the borderland. As the occupation swiftly crumbled on that fateful morning, I
jumped into my car and headed south. It was a surreal experience, a truly festive
occasion, spontaneous celebration bubbling all around as an occupying power collapsed
and withdrew. Along with throngs of jubilant men and women, I flocked to the infamous
Khiyām Detention Center, which had been administered by Israel and its Lebanese proxy
militia, and had only yesterday been emptied of its prisoners. The mythical discourse that
enveloped Khiyām Prison’s existence before the Israeli withdrawal compounded with my
own embodied visits to the site throughout its various stages of being and un-becoming
have prompted me to question how it is remembered and archived today. Bearing witness
to this chapter of South Lebanon’s history compelled me to explore its hidden live(s) of
memory that live on in its tangible and intangible ruins. The ruins of war, as this
dissertation makes clear, were not simply relegated to Lebanon’s capital, Beirut.
The fieldwork component of this dissertation was conceived after the war of 2006
during which I found myself for the first time in a temporal and spatial place that enabled
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me to grasp war and memory as an object of study. The South, being a warzone for most
of its existence, has not been extensively explored. Other than Emrys Peters’ (1977)
ethnography of an unnamed southern village in the 1950s and 60s and Lucia Volk’s
(2010) study of the southern village of Qana not much else in terms of critical fieldwork
has been conducted there. With respect to the borderland and former occupation zone: in
the first case no one is allowed freely in to this semi-closed area except Lebanese
nationals. Moreover, anyone without a Lebanese passport has to apply for a permit from
the Lebanese Army in Sidon and is periodically checked at every checkpoint throughout
the zone to verify papers. Secondly, Hezbollah, the organization in de facto control of the
borderland usually requires researchers or anyone conducting any business from outside
the zone itself to make themselves known to them and to get either a written or spoken
permission from them.

Dissertation Structure
At the heart of this study is an attempt to explore the multivalent and polyvalent nature of
war memories in Lebanon—their inscription, mediation, and transformation—through the
framework of ruins. Drawing on a classical Arabic literary tradition of wūqūf ‘alā alaṭlāl (standing before the ruins) allows me to examine the way ruins are interpreted and
represented in contemporary Lebanese vernacular, literary, museological and poetic
matrixes of memory. Through a close reading of a variety of texts and sites of memory, I
show how the different works under study evoke ruins to express contestatory readings of
war and occupation—while each is simultaneously a testament to the richness and
complexity of Lebanon’s colorful fabric—taken together they tell a polysemic story of a
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conflicted past that survives in material and immaterial spaces of remembrance. I
commence a textual and ethnographic journey through various ‘memoryscapes’ (Nuttall
1992: 39); memories of war and occupation localized in museum sites, derelict spaces,
narrative and poetic constructions of the past. I focus on texts, agents and sites of
memory, and especially on their interaction within specific historical and political
contexts of struggle and contestation.

In Chapter One, “Ruins That Matter,” I present a theoretical overview of the nexus
between ruins and memory, as each of the subsequent chapters will explore the aesthetic
representation of ruins and its implication on the vicissitudes of memory from a unique
angle. In this chapter, I lay the contextual groundwork for the overlap between the
classical poetic tradition of wūqūf ‘alā al- aṭlāl (standing by the ruins) and its various
iterations in the contemporary genres I explore. This chapter also accounts for the
historical backdrop of the Lebanese civil war (1976-1990) that provides the basis for the
novels I engage in Chapter Two.
In Chapter Two, “The Ruins of Literature,” I explore the textual terrain of
memory through a close reading of wartime and postwar novels to compare and contrast
their treatment of memory. I concentrate on three writers who share an aesthetic
resemblance in terms of their journalistic/thematic engagement with the Lebanese civil
war. This chapter argues that a compelling frame for understanding the language of
commemoration in these novels can be found in the much older, classical Arabic poetic
tradition of contemplating ruins. The protagonist in each of the novels structures his/her
memories around the commemorative ritual of standing before various ruins. By shoring
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up fragments of their pasts, the protagonists are forced to confront certain aspects of their
wartime and post-war realities. As Lebanese author Ḥasan Dāwūd’s narrator in his
wartime novel, House of Mathilde, stands before his destroyed Beirut apartment building
he allows its ruins to inspire nostalgic lament for a past prior to war. Unlike the preIslamic poet who yearns for lost joys and ends up integrating himself in a harsh
environment, the female protagonist in Ghādah al-Sammān Beirut Nightmares severs her
bonds to a pre-war past by learning to survive on her own terms. Out of the ruins of her
former life-world emerges a new and emboldened persona confronting “point zero.”
Beirut Nightmares thus adamantly rejects the nostalgia of ruins linked to an idealized past
by embracing an alternative starting point forged from the remains of a crumbling prewar world order. Written at a comfortable yet equally unsettling distance from the
declared end of the Lebanese civil war, Ilyās Khūrī’s novel Yālū provides a sobering
return to the site of war by musing over the larger question of how to piece together
historical fragments of memory when the war has actually ended. Khūrī’s evocation of
ruins shows how wartime tensions in fact persist in a postwar period of so-called ‘calm
and stability.’ Through his discussion of the relations between fiction and historiography,
as well as his exploration of the relations between historical and fictional memory,
Khūrī’s work calls the creation and production of historical narratives into question,
raising a new set of concerns about individual and collective belonging to the city and the
nation. All the novels in this chapter do not presume an impossible stance outside
hegemonic power, but rather seek to imaginatively point beyond it in their evocation of
what has been lost and in some case even gained by war. By sifting through the ruins of a
nation at war, the novels in this chapter also foreground the figure of the minority, whose
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exclusion from dominant memory narratives reveals the very contradiction at the heart of
so-called ‘national belonging.’
In Chapter Three, “Genealogy of a Warscape,” I argue that the detritus of war is
also strewn across the nation’s ‘other spaces’ of memory. I advocate the need to move
beyond memory discourses that focus primarily on the city center and which tend to
reduce Lebanon to its capital Beirut, to Southern Lebanon, which has played unwilling
host to war and occupation since its inception as an active borderland. By delving into
this rural periphery, I examine its ‘separate fate’ from the rest from the nation by closely
examining its aesthetic and material landscapes of war. I begin by unfolding a history and
genealogy of South Lebanon laced with my own embodied experience and encounters
with this borderland. I argue that landscape tells its own story that is funneled through the
ruined villages and tangible paraphernalia of war that I encountered during my research
in the South. This chapter also attends to the oral memories of interlocutors I met
throughout my research. These southern inhabitants of this rural front whose lives are
intimately bound up with the war and occupation add a new texture of memory that
animates and complicates the web of memories explored in the previous chapter. This
chapter also sets the stage for an examination of the poetics of ruined landscapes through
the poetry of “The Poets of the South” in the following chapter by analyzing the material
ruins left behind in the wake of decades of occupation and war in this southern border.
In Chapter Four, “A Landscape of Ruins,” I question how the memory agents of
the southern borderland interpret and represent the ruins of war. How has war affected
their commemorative practices? In order to answer these questions, I examine the poetics
of Shu‘arā’ al-Janūb (Poets of the South), an emergent school of Lebanese poets who
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embraced the war-ravaged south or arḍ al-Janūb (the land of the south) as a repository of
personal and collective memories in order to bear witness to its state of occupation and
war. This corpus of poetry both encodes and undoes the violence wrought on the land
through a reversal poetics that takes as its starting point the act of contemplating the
ruined southern landscape after it was disfigured by Israeli occupation (1978-2000). I
shall argue that South Lebanon is construed as the ṭalal (ruined site) par excellence that
grips the imaginative poetics of its memory practitioners, but rather than the qaṣīdah’s
archetypal site of return, the ruined southern landscape is reconfigured as scarred,
spectral and foreboding. The poetry of Shu‘arā’ al-Janūb thus reads like a poetic
panorama of the southern landscape with contestation and struggle indelibly inscribed on
it. Arising from the rubble of the civil war, this largely Shīʿī school of poetry provides a
new texture of memory at variance with the urban-centered wartime and postwar
narratives discussed in Chapter Two by imbricating the literary topos of wūqūf ‘alā alaṭlāl with Shīʿī tropes of redemptive suffering.
In Chapter Five, “Housing Ruins,” I focus on the museumization of war ruins in
South Lebanon and question how the materiality of ruins interacts with the making and
unmaking of dominant memory narratives in the region. I explore the ramifications of
this question through embodied visits to two museums located in the southern borderland:
one has been reduced to rubble and the other galvanizes ruins to “speak” a specific
language of resistance in line with a greater political and cultural project. These are
Khiyām Detention Center and ‘Mleeta Resistance Tourism Landmark’, both named after
the southern villages in which they are located. Whereas the previous chapters focused on
the rhetorical function of the ruin in wartime and postwar novels and poems, this chapter
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focuses on the material ruin as it is redeployed in an institutional framework. I begin by
tracing the genesis of Khiyām Detention Center (or Mu'taqal al Khiyām), a former
interrogation and detention center administered by Israel and its proxy local militia. After
Israel’s withdrawal from South Lebanon in 2000, the prison was converted into a
memory museum and was maintained as such by the ‘Resistance’ (Hezbollah) that
claimed victory for liberating South Lebanon. Today, however, the museum lies in ruins
after it was destroyed by directed IDF (Israeli Defense Forces) bombardment in the 2006
“July War” between Israel and Hezbollah. This heavily demolished prison-museum
unfurls as a palimpsest of historical memory that was questionably effaced by its
destruction. In the wake of the prison’s destruction, this chapter questions what happens
when a house of memory is destroyed and the referent is erased. Is memory ‘un-done’ or
‘released’ when a memorial site is obliterated? (Huyssen; Le Goff and Nora; Koselleck;
Young). Does the materiality of the trace need to prevail in order to preserve its afterlife
for the ‘postmemory’ generation? In response to these questions, I argue that more than
“inert pieces of the landscape” ruins offer a counter-narrative that contest the notion of
memory being ‘contained’ by place.
Next, I explore the recent foray of Hezbollah into memory building with a visit to
Mleeta, their recently inaugurated “Resistance Tourist Landmark” in the hills above
Sidon. I compare Khiyām Prison in ruins to the deployment of ruins in the context of this
former military bunker. My specific interest is to explore how this clearly enunciated
cultural-hegemonic project uses “ruins” as it medium: in particular how ruins are
mobilized to evince a certain culture of memory that is problematically depicted as
‘collectively’ representative of South Lebanon at large.
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The aforementioned landmark is a lavishly landscaped “natural memory museum”
built into the soaring hilltops where Hezbollah fought the Israeli occupation until 2000. It
embodies a new departure, theme and format in the prolific repertoire of Hezbollah’s
cultural production and provides a counterpoint to the literary ruins I examine in Chapter
Two and especially to the ruins of Khiyām Prison. I suggest that in Mleeta a political
narrative is refashioned utilizing war ruins as pedagogic format conveying a hegemonic
discourse that serves political ends and shapes a moral-political community and
constituency. The landmark achieves this by weaving together ruins of war and
occupation that contain, generate and propagate a specific “Culture of Resistance.”
Towards this end Hezbollah’s “Mleeta Resistance Tourist Landmark” sutures together the
spoils of war and occupation into a specific resisting political narrative. I conclude this
chapter by arguing that Khiyām Detention Center in ruins turns its back on the ordered,
didactic narrative of Mleeta. My return visits to the destroyed detention center confirmed
to me that perhaps places do not by themselves carry memory, but memory can be truly
activated by an encounter with its flesh and blood ruins, the human “living archives”,
taxed who are taxed with carrying the burden of memory.
This dissertation ends with a reprise entitled, “Towards an Archive of Ruins”, that
brings us back full circle to the ruins of the city. In this concluding chapter, I explore the
perimeters and limits of ‘archiving memory’ via its ruin-traces. I begin by mapping out
the debate between intended and unintended memorials by exploring the ‘absent-present’
reminders of war strewn across the urban center. I then turn to archival practices of
collecting memory via fictional and non-fictional archives such as the Lebanese art
collective “The Atlas Group’s” fictional archive and a recent digital archival forum
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dedicated to archiving the war known as the UMAM Documentation and Research
Center. The chapter ends by examining a future memory museum that inhabits par
excellence a ruined space – Beit Beirut (The House of Beirut), or as it is commonly
known “The Yellow House”. As ‘witness’ to the long civil war, this bullet ridden ‘house
of memory’ is set to become Lebanon’s first civil war memory museum in 2013. This
dissertation ends by questioning what standing before actual ruins might do for stirring
the ghosts of the pasts out of their (un)comfortable repose.
Finally, the timing of my research offers a unique and fortuitous snapshot of a
Lebanese society in transition; a populace grappling with postwar demons, political
change and diverging readings of the national past and future. As I write a new war tide is
upon us, but it sweeps in from the northern border with Syria. How this will affect
cultural output in the region and especially Lebanon are threads to be explored, one
whose effects will certainly be felt throughout the Arab world and especially its perennial
neighbor, Lebanon.
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CHAPTER ONE
RUINS THAT MATTER

Figure 2: View from a demolished house in Southern Lebanon. Photo by author.

Twenty-one years after the end of the protracted Lebanese civil war (1975-1990), ruins
are still strewn across the country. Beyond their physical manifestations, ruins are
saturated with a host of imaginary associations in Lebanese cultural output. The war may
be over, but the poets, novelists and (former) inhabitants of war are still musing over the
traces of these ṭulūl (ruins) and in doing so offering us listening posts into the dark heart
of the nation’s historical destruction. As the rupture with the civil war and the start of the
so-called ‘post-war’ period was never so clear-cut, this dissertation addresses the
enduring ruins, real and imagined, that act as portals into Lebanon’s disputed pasts.
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Lebanon’s protracted civil war, which started in 1975 and ended in 1990, is in fact

an umbrella term for a number of intersecting wars. While the civil war may have started
out as a sectarian war of excluded margins, it degenerated into a war of blurred margins
as a result of its crumbling and ruined center. If, as Benedict Anderson (2006) suggests,
nation building is the fruit of the collective imaginary, Lebanon’s unique imaginative
terrain results from its reimagination over the course of its numerous wars thus yielding a
variegated culture of memory. As Ken Seigneurie (2011) aptly puts it, out of the ruined
center, numerous “imagined communities” — “Maronite homeland”, “Islamic Republic”,
“Secular nation-state”, “Province of Greater Syria” and “Israeli buffer zone” —
manifested themselves over patches of its tiny landscape (10). “Israeli buffer zone”
refers to the swathe of South Lebanese land that was occupied by Israel in 1978 with the
help of a proxy Lebanese militia. The occupation ended in 2000 and ‘the strip’ as the
southern borderland is known, was loudly welcomed back to the nation.
Observing these wars, Lebanese cultural practitioners shaped their response to the
violence by invoking ruins to critique the aftermath of its memory in the present. Each of
the works under examination in this dissertation invites us to explore ruins in a different
manner. I have chosen wartime and postwar works because they illustrate a variety of
contemporary “memory narratives” that vie for ascendancy in a constantly shifting
theater of war. I consider “memory narratives” to be an aggregate of individual narratives
that, in the case of Lebanon, cluster around particular social and political outlooks. I
prefer to use the term “memory narratives” rather than the monolithic collective memory
because it denotes a plurality that befits the Lebanese cultural fabric. Imagined and real,
traditional and modern, these ruins warrant closer inspection.
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Ruins, Memory, Narrative
How are ruins, in their material and aesthetic dimensions, enfolded into the discourses of
textual, vernacular and literary landscapes of memory? The rest of this chapter will
address the theoretical and historical implications of this question. I explore how the
representation of ruins in Lebanese cultural output over the last three decades has shaped
various aesthetic responses to war. Central to my analysis is the issue of memorialization
in its textual and material dimensions as it informs the critical practices of writers, artists,
poets, museum curators and inhabitants of war. Ruins emerge as a major trope that ties
together divergent artistic, literary and cultural and oral practices, constituting complex
forms that generate public and private memories of war. My examination of these various
“memory narratives” is predicated on a traditional Arabic poetic tradition of “standing
before ruins” (wūqūf ‘alā al- aṭlāl), which I argue, indirectly influences the discourse of
ruins inscribed in the contemporary Lebanese novels, poems and sites of memory under
study. Each of the works I have selected for close study is expressive of a different facet
of the Lebanese civil war and the occupation of South Lebanon and its (post)memory.
For Lebanese literature, wartime dispelled the myth of a ‘Golden Age’ prior to
war and along with it realist literature predicated on a predictable world. Thus a new
aesthetic sensibility grew in tandem with the war in Lebanon, leading novelists to seek
new modalities of writing, and I would add remembering. Following Raymond Williams,
we could describe this as a “structure of feeling” that “can be related to the evidence of
forms and conventions—semantic figures—which, in art and literature, are often among
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the first indications that such a new structure is forming” 1 (133). For Williams,
recognizable changes in literary forms were the indications that a new cultural moment
was emerging; in the case of Lebanese fiction, this would suggest a correlation between
the war and the Lebanese novel. Thus, writers (such as Ḥasan Dāwūd, Ghādah alSammān and Ilyās Khūrī) who were caught up in the web of war engaged directly and
actively with writing—and perhaps, re-writing—the nation and the city’s history through
an active reassessment of traditional tropes of remembrance deriving from the Jāhilī
period (or ‘Period of Ignorance’ as in Pre-Islamic period). This dissertation contends that
instead of abandoning traditional forms and frameworks of literature, the writers under
study, in fact reworked the ancient topos of “stopping before the ruins” into a modernist
idiom in order to counter certain hegemonic readings of their pasts. Instead of relying on
postmodern readings of this new novelistic genre, it would be more appropriate to turn
our gaze to the much older Arabic poetic rendition of ruins and question its implications
on war-related Lebanese cultural output.
Each of the works under study employs the standing-by-ruins topos to open a new
window onto memory; some of the literary works I engage were written in the midst of
war while others were forged in the post-war period. As the Lebanese civil war dragged
on sporadically for fifteen years, these cultural practitioners responded to the changing
historical circumstances by reformulating the classical ruins topos to reflect their
evolving perceptions of loss. Whereas the objects of memory (that is, ruins) remain
similar, the narratives shifted valences. Hence, ruins take on a variety of aesthetic forms
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), 132. Williams
distinguishes “structures of feeling” from “more formal concepts of ‘world-view’ or ‘ideology’” by
stressing that they are “meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt” and goes on to note that
structures of feeling are “explicit and recognizable in specific kinds of art” (132, 135).
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in this dissertation: they are open-ended signifiers that can be “ruined cities”, “ruined
buildings”, “ruined landscapes” or even “ruined memories.”
While the novels written in the immediacy of the war years interpret ruins as
symbolic of a violent national implosion and world older, postwar literature tackles the
ruins of memory beyond just the question of cultural amnesia. Meanwhile memorials and
monuments curate ruins to speak a specific language of ‘resistance’ against foreign
occupation and its aftermath. This is not to say, however, that the pathos of the ruins
motif travels seamlessly across disciplinary divides nor that the motif applies similarly to
each context I examine. I am neither claiming that the Lebanese novelists deliberately
integrated the trope of the aṭlāl in their writings, but that their works could arguably be
viewed in light of their dialogue with the ancient tradition of remembrance. This begs the
question of authorial agency, which I engage in Chapter Two through a close reading of
the ruins motif and each author’s evolving relationship to the presences of ruins in his/her
novel.
Ruins play different roles in the literature, poetry and museum sites I explore –
they both enable and impede the classical Arabic nasīb’s nostalgic vision evoked by
ruins. Needless to say, the ruins of the modern museums, Mleeta and Khiyam, are not
places of yearning as they are in the poetry of the South Lebanon Poets examined in
Chapter Four. Ruins in the contexts of the museums create manufactured and fractured
memories with a hegemonic political bend. Meanwhile, the aesthetic ruins of the
Lebanese novels take on contradictory roles – they are both a creative and destructive
force. Some ruins inspire nostalgia for a “Golden Past”, while others express a vehement
rejection of this past and a critical accounting of the very notion of memory and its
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constructedness through the ruins traces and ravages of the present. Hence ruins as
temporal anchor, is both the portal and the substance of my inquiry into the dialectics of
war and memory in Lebanon. As the organizing framework of this dissertation, ruins
enable me to explore the ways in which memory is, entangled, interactive, constitutive,
questioned and fused, into an assemblage of textual, material and immaterial landscapes
that ultimately compose Lebanon’s variegated memoryscapes.
Moreover, the logic behind grouping disparate genres together grew out of an
interest in expanding my research on memory discourses beyond the confines of the
capital city, Beirut. It is hard to get away from urban centered narratives that focus on the
capital’s reconstruction projects and ruined center, but at the margins of the nation-state
there exists a large swathe of country at the edge of memory. This is the southern
borderland that exists along a tenuous borderline that periodically erupts into war with
neighboring Israel. My interest in attending to these ‘alternate narratives’ led me deep
into the country where I not only discovered one of Lebanon’s largest memory
institutions in the form of a ‘natural war museum’ guided by a politically scripted
narrative of ‘stopping by ruins’, but a former Israeli operated detention center that was
reduced to rubble in the latest war between Israel and Hezbollah in 2006. Stopping by the
ruins of this former detention center, which I had visited on several occasions after the
Israeli occupation crumbled in 2000, brought me closer to the theoretical framework of
my research. My embodied return visits to the ruins of this destroyed prison museum
allowed me to viscerally partake in the act of contemplating ruins, but also to question the
role ruins play in indexing memory.
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Finally, by placing literary texts and memorials in dialogue, I consider both

physical sites and narratives to be “memory texts” that are concerned with spatial
imaginaries and remembrance and forgetting, all of which shape public memory. My
concern is not to deny the essential materiality of monuments and memorials, however
reading memory traces through the trope of the ruin in its aesthetic and material
deployment allows me to plumb the ‘palimpsestic’ nature of texts and non-text, which is
“inherently literary and tied to writing”2 (Huyssen 2003: 7).
This dissertation embraces the conviction that “literary techniques of reading
historically, intertextually, constructively, and deconstructively at the same time can be
woven into our understanding of […] collective imaginaries” (Ibid). Reading ruin-traces
in war literature and memorials side by side allows me to create a dialogue between these
various genres that together shape contemporary Lebanese cultural memory. They reveal
the intertextualities of memory and the numerous fragments that go into composition and
recomposition of that which is remembered and communicated through textual and
material form.

Collecting the Pieces
We have to conclude that the frames of war are part of what makes the materiality of war.
Just as the “matter” of bodies cannot appear without a shaping and animating form,
neither can the “matter” of war appear without a conditioning and facilitating form or
frame.
(Judith Butler, Frames of War)

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2

In his work on post-reconciliation Berlin, Andreas Huyssen invites his reader to read the city-space as a
palimpsest: “We have come to read cities and buildings as palimpsests of space...An urban imagery in its
temporal reach may well put different things in one place: memories of what there was before, imagined
alternatives to what there is. The strong marks of the present space merge in the imaginary with traces of
the past, erasures, losses and heterotopias” (7).
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War has interested me ever since the so-called ‘end’ of the Lebanese civil war (19751990) – but more than the war itself— I am interested in the frames by which we
perceive war and which ultimately shape our remembrance of the past. Memory, like
ruins, metamorphoses over the years, growing fainter yet more spectral in its persistence.
Walking around postwar Lebanon in the late 1990s felt like an unfinished war story. The
detritus of the past and its memory was still evident despite the clean up attempts of the
state – it often felt like past, present and future were uncomfortably colliding in space and
time while jostling for recognition.
In fact one particular ‘field trip’ to Downtown Beirut remains indelibly etched in
my memory. It was 1992 and the reconstruction project of Downtown Beirut was barely
underway when my elementary school teacher had the brilliant idea of marching us to the
city center for a guided tour of its ruins. Her covert plan was to have us appreciate the
buildings because of their ruins (somehow her intuition was correct) before they were
supplanted with new glistering façades. Grumbling, we headed to the pre-fabricated
Downtown city center and with our excited teacher as guide, we listened to her account
of each building’s former life-world as she passionately reanimated dilapidated building
after building with colorful narratives and stories. The sun was baking hot that day which
made our gait heavy as we clumsily navigated way through the piles of debris and half
constructed buildings. After our grumbling got too much, our exasperated teacher/guide
looked us square in the eye: “Mark my words. You’ll regret the day you complained
because these buildings will no longer be here when you’re old enough to appreciate
them.” And how right she was. Once our field trip ended we were ushered into an airconditioned marble clad building located at the edge of this field of destruction where we
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were introduced to the “Future Downtown Beirut.” Our (new) guide proudly explained to
us how all this “unnecessary” rubble would make way for the incredibly sleek model city
propped before us—a model city no more as it eventually materialized into the city center
we inhabit today. This model city ballooned into a real-world project called Solidère.

Figure 3: Downtown Beirut in 1998. The sculpture in the background is by Lebanese artist Nadīm
Karam. The hazy outline of Burj al-Murr, an iconic relic of the Lebanese civil war that was the
site of many a sniper activity, looms large behind me. Photo by Oumayma Daouk.

Almost immediately after the war, a private real-estate development company
with direct ties to the (soon-to-be) Lebanese prime-minister Rafīq al-Harīrī, referred to by
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its acronym “Solidère,” la Societé Libanaise pour la Développement et la Réconstruction,
acquired the rights to develop and manage the reconstruction of central Beirut’s business
and commercial district, an area of 1.8 million square meters, which had been cordoned
off from the rest of the city during the civil war.
Before the dust could slowly settle, a hegemonic fiction of post-war ‘renaissance’
began papering over fifteen years of violence. Again ruins were at the center of a
vigorous debate3 over their role in conditioning memory. War remnants were either
removed from the city center, forgotten, or re-presented (some acquired versatile
meaning; for example, the “Martyrs Monument”, which was originally conceived as a
token of anti-foreign occupation became the emblem of the civil war and has, in recent
years, served as a ubiquitous site of protest)4. Thus, instead of constantly reminding us of
the war and its imminent possibility, they “ensured its erasure” (Cooke 2006).
When the physical violence receded, a new form of epistemic violence wreaked
havoc on the memory of the war by fabricating ‘synthetic memories’ of a glorious past.
As reconstructive surgery was slowly applied to the city’s main artery (such as the
[in]famous downtown Beirut) the marks of conflict gradually swanned into glitzy

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3

Miriam cooke directs her critique at Solidère’s simulacra of the ‘real’ embodied by its so-called ‘Saifi
Village’: “The Master Plan calls Saifi an ‘urban village’ and although construction is clearly new, the Plan
vaunts the ‘large number of existing buildings that have been retained.’ The buildings in this formerly
working class area resemble their antecedents. But not quite. And it is this ‘not quite’ that is so important
because it serves to cloud memory. The slick lines and surfaces of housing blocks targeting the wealthy
middle class cannot harbor the unpredictable collective memories that lurked in the thick green of the
weed-chocked downtown ruins” (“Beirut Reborn: The Political Aesthetics of Auto-Destruction,” Yale
Journal of Criticism 15, no.2 [2002]: 409). Cooke, in line with Makdisi, further argues that a Solidère
sponsored project “Beirut Reborn: The Restoration and Development of the Central District” by Gavin
Angus and Ramez Maaluf (London: Academy Editions, 1996), aggrandized the project at the expense of
historical memory.

4
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See Michael Young’s The Ghosts of Martyrs Square (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2010).
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apartment buildings and a concomitant narrative of ancient glory unfurled with it.5
(Hence, my memorable walk through the ruins of the city center before the reconstruction
project unfolded remains so prized in my memory). Solidère even devised a motto:
“Beirut: ancient city of the future” thus producing a public memory space that alluded to
a past beyond the war (Makdisi 2006; Cooke 2002; Larkin 2012).6 Saree Makdisi (1997)
suggests that by 1993, as much as 80 percent of all the structures in the Downtown area
were damaged beyond repair, yet only a third of this destruction was war-inflicted (674).
Solidère’s concept of “Beirut reborn,” as a veritable “layered city of memory” in which
“the past informs the future,” appears remarkably selective in the history it reproduces
and the memory it evokes. Ancient Beirut is celebrated through the recent excavation and
display of Roman baths, Cardo Maximus, and Canaanite Tell, while a “heritage trail”
weaves from manicured Mosques and Churches to restored Ottoman buildings and
French colonial promenades. Consequently, the remnants of a traumatic and debilitating
violent struggle have all but been erased, and replaced with an empty reference to a more
glorious, illustrious, and heroic past. In an attempt to redefine national culture in the
image of turāth (heritage), the renovated central district subscribes to Edward Said’s
contention that: “The invention of tradition is a method for using collective memory
selectively by manipulating certain bits of the national past, suppressing others, elevating
still others in an entirely functional way. Thus, memory is not necessarily authentic but
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5

This campaign of structural erasure, coupled with the displacement and dispossession of an estimated
2,600 families, owners, and tenants, earned Rafīq el-Harīrī the dubious appellation among some Beirutis as
'ammār hajar wa dammār basher —he who built the stones and destroyed the people.

6

See for example, Saree Makdisi’s articles “Laying Claim to Beirut: Urban Narrative and Spatial identity
in the Age of Solidère,” Critical Inquiry 23, no.3 (Spring 1997): 661-705 and his essay “Beirut, a City
without History?” For a discussion of the broader implications of postwar memory see Sune Haugbolle’s
War and Memory in Lebanon (New York: Cambridge UP, 2010) and Craig Larkin’s Memory and Conflict
in Lebanon (New York: Routledge, 2012).
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rather useful” (quoted in Mitchell 2002: 245).
The ‘post’ civil war years unfolded like a palimpsest, where the ‘new’ was
indelibly marked by the silently resonant and strangely invisible ‘old’ of the war years. A
Saudi-brokered Tā’if Accord7 founded on the quixotic lā ghālib wa lā maghlūb (no
victor, no vanquished), officially ‘ended’ Lebanon’s protracted civil war and left
hundreds of thousands wounded and a nation in ruins. It had the effect of placing a BandAid on a gushing wound. General amnesty was declared by pardoning the warlords of
yore thus gauzily blanketing the violent acts of the past and transforming their
perpetrators into state-sanctioned political players. The greatest casualty of this ‘let
bygones be bygones’ mantra was a critical reckoning of the past in the state-sponsored
arena, but not in the realm of cultural production.
Mainstream discourses lauded the Lebanese ‘phoenix’, ‘the re-birth’, ‘the
rebuilding’, and we soon adjusted to new parameters handed down from above: Peace,
Government, Regulation, Law, Unity, Reconstruction, Prosperity, overlaying all those
newly declared bygones: militias, corruption, and sectarianism. These were the officially
designated ruptures; new beginnings defining “peacetime” as opposed to “war.” Of
course, things unfolded differently and much less (if anything) changed at the level of
contiguous everyday life and practice, where few at first even recognized that the war
was over, where all those ‘bygones’ were inextricably tied up with dwelling(s), identity

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7

The Tā'if Accord of 1990, which ended Lebanon’s prolonged civil war, was in many ways a
reconfiguration of the National Pact, but one which held elusive promise of the abolition of
confessionalism and implementation of full democracy. Its key reforms, incorporated within thirty-one
constitutional amendments included: Christian-Muslim parity in parliament; a political troika of a
weakened Maronite president, Sunni Prime minister and strengthened Shīʿī speaker; electoral reform and
boundary extensions; an independent judiciary; administrative decentralization; and the creation of a
Constitutional Council, Socio-Economic council and a National Committee to ‘study and propose means to
ensure the abolition of confessionalism (Salam 2003:44).
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politics, somatic, affective orientations absorbed into the enduring, resonant ruins of this
(former) world.

Narrative Ghosts: Erasure and Recovery
What has gripped Lebanon, then, since the formal ending of the civil war, or the various
wars and events of civil strife between 1975 and 1990, is not exactly amnesia. The
nation’s official policy of post-war silence and denial should not be equated with an all
encompassing ‘collective amnesia’, but rather represents one discursive thread amongst a
wide array of ‘other’ narratives. Perhaps in this case, Sune Haugbolle’s (2010) notion of
dismemory – the strategic management of forgetting is more appropriately fitting.
If, as miriam cooke (2002) suggests and Saree Makdisi implies, one of the
projects of Solidère’s reconstruction of Beirut was “to tame this lieu de mémoire”, which
entails that “the traces must be eliminated or made to represent another kind of history,”
then one can argue that Lebanese literary and artistic productions countered this practice
of erasure by allowing the various ruin-traces of war to imbue their narratives with
elaborate remembrances of times past.8 (417)
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8

As critics like Saree Makdisi bemoaned, reconstruction had come with a hefty price, so much so that “lost
in the development of central Beirut is a sense of history” (“Reconstructing History” 25). For Makdisi and
others, this ‘authentic’ sense of history had been replaced by Solidère’s re-imagined history, which was
seen as “an attempt to short-circuit the historical experience and the memory of the war itself”
(“Reconstructing History” 25). In effect, Solidère’s actions were perhaps the most visible manifestation of
a deliberate, politicized, social and cultural amnesia widespread across Lebanese society, which has been
discussed by Sune Haugbolle and others. In addition to Haugbolle’s own work, War and Memory in
Lebanon, critics of Solidère have been vocal about such practices. Cooke writes “the new Downtown has
been made to absorb the history of the war and in the process has emptied it of meaning” (Beirut Reborn,
412); see also Jad Tabet’s work in Memory for the Future and Saree Makdisi’s “Urban narrative” in
Critical Inquiry (Spring, 1997). See also Caroline Nagel, “Ethnic Conflict and Urban Re-development in
Downtown Beirut,” Growth and Change 3 (2000): 211–33; Saree Makdisi, “Reconstructing History in
Central Beirut,” Middle East Report, no. 203 (1997): 23–25, 30; Jade Tabet, “Des pierres dans la
me ́moire” (“Stones in the Memory”), in Beyrouth: La brulûre des rêves (Beirut: The Burning of Dreams),
ed. Jade Tabet (Paris: Autrement, 2002).
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There is no commemorative monument to the war in Lebanon, 9 no public

recognition of this violent chapter. Nor for that matter is there an official textbook on the
civil war. A handpicked selection of historians supposed to represent the country’s
various sectarian factions were appointed to work on a collective writing of Lebanon’s
history including the long civil war as though to ‘settle differences’ in the form of
écriture that could not otherwise be settled in the battlefield. Unsurprisingly, the project
was a failure and Lebanon still remains a country “without an official history” (U.
Makdisi et al 2006: 201), especially a country without a history of its long civil war. If
the general amnesty on war crimes was meant to inspire an official reckoning with the
past whose aftereffects linger on through tangible and intangible ruins, its failure means
that it persists in the present. One Lebanese historian noted the infiltration and persistence
of memory:
The most important thing we can do now is to open the way for critical and honest vision
based on the acknowledgement of the vicissitudes and pitfalls of this history which
persists in spite of the government’s claim that the war has ended, in spite of its general
amnesty on war criminals from all sects, in spite of its announcements of a unified history
textbook, in spite of its reconstruction of the ruined center of Beirut. (U. Makdisi 2000:
49)

Cultural production has come to play an important role in engaging history as
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Marino Mazzacurati’s sculpture, installed in May 1960 in Sāḥat al-Shuhadā’ [Martyrs Sqaure], while a
memorial to the infamous martyrs in the struggle against Ottoman oppression [these 14 national heroes who
were executed by Jamal Pasha for their nationalist aspirations have been immortalized in Lebanese
textbooks, see Lucia Volk Memorials and Martyrs (2010: 41), more broadly celebrates the ever-present
struggle for freedom and independence; encapsulated by the torch bearing heroine, Liberty and her youthful
companion and their two fallen comrades. During the war this statue received the brunt of crossfire fighting
and now bears the scars of combat. Interestingly however, the status was whisked away by the company
responsible for the reconstruction of central Beirut, and when it was replaced more than a decade after the
reconstruction program got underway—it was quietly returned to its original location without an inscription
or even passing mention to its iconic role in the civil war as a marker of the divided city. The second
arguable memorial is French artists Armand Fernandez's 5,000-ton pyramid of war, in the form of collapsed
tanks in Yarze above Beirut. Gun barrels poke out of concrete, Soviet T-55 tanks lie sandwiched inside
cement graves, entombed into this so-called “memorial” to the civil war.
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what can be called the actualization of memory, staging constructive exchanges between
the personal and the public. During and since the war there has emerged a steadily
increasing amount of cultural work in Lebanon. This is evident in fictional and
autobiographical prose, feature and documentary film and video, photography,
installation and sculpture, and to a lesser extent theatre and performance. The inchoate
emergence of a few memory museums suggests a persistent need to halt, stand, and
remember.
Stepping in for absent state-sponsored attempts to reconcile with its grievous past,
Lebanon’s cultural output (literary, artistic and material sites of memory) jostled its way
in to fill the void with alternative ‘memory narratives’ of the civil war. This cultural work
keeps past events and experiences within view, and can be approached as sites for the
engagement of memory. Contemporary cultural production in Lebanon critically and
creatively situates the country’s recent history, drawing its variable experience into the
sphere of public awareness and review.
The remaining chapters will commence a journey through various memoryscapes
– cultural and intellectual landscapes of wartime and post-wartime recollections. “The
past,” writes Lebanese novelist Rašīd al-Ḍaʿīf (b.1945) “flows toward the present, and
the future too. The present is both the future and the past of the whole of time” (1995:
12). It is no coincidence that one of the narratives of the war is quite succinctly called
Beirut Fragments, referring to the fragments of a shattered city, the fragments of a
forsaken past, and the fragments that the book itself is composed of.

Gathering Ruins
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The act of contemplating ruins always entails a return to a site of memory, real or

imagined, that simultaneously opens a gateway to a certain past. The earliest expression
of memory in Arabic literature takes seed in the imagination of the pre-Islamic poet who
ceremoniously returned to a ruined campsite pregnant with traces of absent presences.
Standing with his memories curiously fixed in the shifting sands of the Arabian desert,
the ancient poet engages the ruins in an elaborate act that embraces remembrance,
imagination and yearning for a bygone past and departed lover.
Curiously enough, not much work has been done on the nexus between the aṭlāl
motif and contemporary Arabic literature and culture. As Ken Seignuerie rightly notes in
his recent book Standing By the Ruins, Hilary Kilpatrick (2000) was the first to explore
how the motif can be reappropriated to probe “deeper layers of consciousness,” and is
“connected with the role of memory in literature today as a device for structuring
experience”10 (42). Building on Kilpatrick’s observation, Ken Seigneurie (2011) equates
the tradition of “standing before ruins” with an elegiac form of humanism engendered
against a predominant wartime ethos. Seigneurie contends that the ancient pathos of ruins
or the “structure of feeling” it conditions migrates into modern expressions of memory
such as contemporary Lebanese literature, film and popular culture as a form of aesthetic
resistance against sectarianism, that flashpoint of civil strife. One of Seigneurie’s major
arguments contrasts the role of the popular uprisings in 2005 against the military
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Kilpatrick was the first scholar to explore the ruins motif in the modern Arabic novel, although Elliot
Colla noted the relevance of the nasīb to a film on the Lebanese civil war in “The Image of Loss: Jalal
Toufic’s Filmic Beirut,” Visual Anthropology 10 (1998): 314. Concerning the broader question of the
contemporary tendency to reassimilate traditional forms, Birget Embaló has identified ghazal motifs in the
modern novel in “The City, Mythical Images and Their Deconstruction: The Image of Beirut in
Contemporary Works of Arabic Literature,” in Myths, Historical Archetypes and Symbolic Figures in
Arabic Literature: Towards a New Hermeneutic Approach, ed. Angelika Neuwirth, Birgit Embaló,
Sebastian Günther, and Maher Jarrar (Stuttgart: Steiner, 1999), 583–603.
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presence of Syria in Lebanon, also known as the “Cedar Revolution”, with Hezbollah’s
“oratorical discursive regime” (158) of public mourning. The former is equated with prodemocracy movements in Europe while the latter subscribes to a Manichean world of
“with us or against” predicated on Shiite social practices of mourning. What Seigneurie’s
book does not take into account is the apotheosis of Hezbollah’s rhetoric of redemptive
self-sacrifice in the form of their newest memory museum known euphemistically as
“The Tourist Resistance Landmark”, which I discuss in Chapter Five. My work departs
from Seigneurie’s understanding of the role of ruins in the Lebanese novel as a form of
elegiac humanism – or “aesthetic resistance against a dominant war ethos” – in that I
suggest that ruins occasion a powerfully critical reflection and affective engagement with
the very notion of “memory” by undoing the pathos of nostalgia or structures of feeling
embedded in the ancient literary tradition of stopping by ruins. Although ruins provide
the analytical prism, no two works elicit the same response. Ruins in the literature about
the civil war elicit a plethora of scattered observations on the meaning of memory turning
the discourse itself into contested terrain. Thus, my engagement with the classical ruins
topos bifurcates away from Seigneurie and Kilpatrick’s analyses in that I suggest that
Lebanese wartime and postwar cultural productions do not simply rework the motif of
“standing before ruins” into their modern matrixes, but actively displace the dynamics of
longing and affective regard for an absented past common to the classical motif with the
sheer urgency of a war-torn present and sobering postwar reality. Moreover, I argue that
the classical ruins motif is not easily transportable across disciplines – ruins of a vastly
different nature are strewn across the sites of memory I explore, both materially and
literarily speaking. Although the implied project of these politically motivated “cultural
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landmarks” is to promote a so-called act of “stopping by ruins”, they also suggest the
failure and limitation of this motif to migrate to modern institutions of memory such as
memorials. The ruins and ruination under scrutiny in the following chapters suggest that
ruins are “images that denote raw reality, yet the way we see them is not raw but framed
by a long tradition of ruin gazing” that I shall elaborate on shortly (Hell and Schonle
2010: 1).

Ruin Gazing and the Modern
In Pre-Islamic times, the ancient poet pined for his absented signified as he gazed
wistfully upon the ruin traces allowing his longing to metaphorically travel from the
loved one to the empty ruins associated with her and by extension to the world denoted
by her traces. Indeed, the pathos of ruins lay in the ancient poet’s inability to change what
fate had decreed. Circumstances beyond the poet’s control—marriage, migration, time—
conspire against an amorous reunion, and it is the resulting yearning for what fate forbids
that lends the ode its affective weight.
The modern works I study invite us to contemplate aṭlāl (ruins) in new and
challenging ways that exceeds the classical regard and longing for an ephemeral past. In
response to the violence that tore Lebanon asunder for decades, these literary works of
fiction reappropriate aṭlāl as remnants of war that spark a heated dialogue and exchange
with the past. This is to suggest that the aṭlāl motif in its modern guise is not an organic
offshoot of its pre-Islamic predecessor. Indeed, the aṭlāl motif has morphed over the
centuries and across a vast geography into a host of imagined formations as Jaroslav
Stetkevych’s (1993) monograph tracing the evolution of the nasīb extensively outlines.
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Stetkevych shows how the basic pattern of standing before ruins has crystalized over the
centuries, turning the aṭlāl motif into a stable enough framework to endure and flexible
enough for innovators (such as Abū Nūwas and Abu Tammām whom I engage in the
following chapter) seeking to escape conventional strictures. Today, it remains a staple of
popular poems and songs including those of Umm Kulthūm and Fayrūz, whose lyrics can
stir the stoniest of hearts into a melting cauldron of nostalgic yearning.
Ruins as poetic image is both empty and replete, or in the words of one critic “an
unadorned vacuum unto which the imagination of the beholder can pour” (Campbell
1968: 168). Thus, whether the classical ruined dār or dwelling place is a beloved’s
seasonal encampment, the poet’s own birthplace or awtān (native grounds), or the
modern poet and novelist’s site of war, the purely material fact of this space ceases to
hold importance. Through their evocation of the past via its ruin-traces, the modern
works under examination effectively transform the poetics of nostalgia to new affective
and alternative imaginary spaces. In fact they problematize the very notion of nostalgia
by redirecting memories to the rooted problems of war and its lingering aftermath. It is
precisely in the creative tension between the traditional and the modern, the real and the
imagined ruins, where a contemporary poetics of memory lies.

Into the Labyrinth of Memory
As the title of this dissertation indicates, I place memory at the center of analysis.
Remembrance of the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) and the occupation of South
Lebanon (1978-2000) are both paradigmatic objects of concern to my study. With
discourses of memory as fraught and diverse as they are in Lebanon it is difficult to
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address this plurality within traditional perimeters of memory sites, mnemonic practices
and discourses. I must rather rely on interdisciplinary approaches (Mistzal 2003), which
recognize memory as “multiple, multivocal and mutually conflicting” (Makdisi and
Silverstein 2006; 11) and acknowledge as Robert Werbner (1998) points out, “the
processes by which memory lives, gets realized or ruptured, is textualized, becomes
buried, repressed or avoided, has its effects and is more or less transformed” (2).
Following James Young’s (1993) argument that memories are never collective but
rather ‘collected’, I place different media in dialogue with one another, such that material,
vernacular and textual strands of Lebanon’s variegated memory fabric intersect, collide
and ultimately yield a ‘productive’ tension that does not necessarily result in a zero-sum
gambit as Michael Rothberg (2009) argues in Mutltidirectional Memory.11 Similarly, my
research and forays into the various labyrinths of the nation yields a mosaic that is by no
means representative of its complex confessional make up, but taken individually each
strand expresses a certain interpretation of war through the trope of the ruin. One of the
factors that render Lebanon an interesting field of research is its cultural and religious
pluralism. Lebanon is a multicommunal state comprising eighteen distinct religious sects
or tā’ifa (four Muslim, thirteen Christian and one Jewish), a number of refugee
communities (Armenians, Kurds, Palestinians, Iraqis) and a political power-sharing
system (al-ṭā’ifiyya al-siyāsiyyah) based on allotted confessional quotas in parliament
and key positions of state—a Maronite president, a Sunni prime-minister and Shīʿī
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Rothberg argues that “against the framework that understands collective memory as competitive
memory—as a zero-sum struggle over scarce resources—I suggest that we consider memory as
multidirectional: as subject to ongoing negotiation, cross-referencing, and borrowing; as productive and not
privative… This interaction of different historical memories illustrates the productive, intercultural
dynamic that I call multidirectional memory” (14).
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speaker of the house. Lebanon’s pluralism provides interesting insights into how war
memories are negotiated across disparate social and religious cleavages.
The term memoryscape has been coined by Mark Nuttall to refer not only to the
mere physical territory remembered by a particular individual, but also to the affective
interaction with a place through time. This concept is rooted in earlier works of other
anthropologists, such as Ingold (1986: 137), who states that, “it is only by virtue of his
belonging to the community that a person acquires a relation to a determinate portion of
natural space.” I would add that memoryscapes are not static entities; on the contrary, the
concept expresses both the permanence of memory through time and the dynamics of
people’s relationship with their environments. As Ingold (2000) puts it “remembering is
not so much a matter of calling up an internal image, stored in the mind, as of engaging
perceptually with an environment that is itself pregnant with the past” (189). One could
even argue that the space of memory ignited by the aṭlāl (ruins) motif is in fact a
memoryscape upon which the wistful Arab poet pours his reminiscences, which are
constructed “with mental images of the environment, with particular emphasis on places
as remembered places” (Ibid).
The act of beholding ruins, whether imaginary or material, entails a performance
of returning to a space of memory, which in the case of the narrative and memorial sites I
consult, is pregnant with signs of a war-ravaged past. Narrative provides the temporal and
cultural schemata of my investigation into the vicissitudes of memory discourses in
Lebanon. While competing for the right to memory and to represent and interpret the
past, the material sites of memory (such as the museum) under study are imbued with
politically motivated narratives, producing living memoryscapes, which can be “visited,
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inhabited, and inscribed with meaning”, as my discussion of the memorial practices in
South Lebanon demonstrates (Friedman and Hect 2006: 35; Nuttal 1992: 39).
Although the literature on memory is enormous, I embrace the approach that
memory is the past made present, for “memory is always of the present even though its
ostensible content is of the past” (Huyssen 2003: 3). This notion of a “making present”
has two important corollaries: first, that memory while concerned with the past, happens
in the present; and second, that memory, as Michael Rothberg notes “is a form of work,
working through, labor, or action” (4).
Making memory the guiding thread of this work allows me to synthesize concerns
about history, representation, biography, memorialization, and politics. Memory thus
captures simultaneously the individual, literary, embodied, social, and constructed side of
our relations to the past. Beyond discourses that problematize the city’s social amnesia
(Hanssen and Genberg, 2002), historical myopia (S. Makdisi, 1997), nostalgic longing
(Khalaf 2006), and management of cultural heritage (Fricke 2005), there is a need to
understand how wartime and postwar Lebanese cultural practitioners remember, imagine,
and spatially encounter ruin-traces of war. How do remnants of war, sites of
displacement, and transformed environs affect and inform perceptions and readings of the
past?
I expand upon the emerging research on Lebanese war memory through a
convergence of textual, vernacular and monumental memories of war. Not much research
has considered the nexus between traditional ruins and modern appropriations of the
motif beyond its poetic matrix especially as it relates to war and memory. Much recent
scholarship on Lebanon has instead studied the memory culture of the decades following
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the declared end of civil war in 1990. As soon as the Lebanese civil war ended, social
scientists turned their attention to the capital city Beirut (Gebhardt et al 2005; Khalaf
2006), and especially to the celebrated post-war reconstruction and memorial centers of
the city-center (Makdisi 1997; Sawalha 2003). Memory studies have too often focused
on accounts of war (Fisk 2001; Schiff and Ya’ari 1984), historical renditions of the
conflict (Salibi; Tarabulsi), and political scientists who prefer to observe institutional
frames and processes (el-Khazen 2000; Rabinovitch 1985).! This scholarship deals with
the implications of Lebanon’s ‘amnesiac’ political culture on the social and political
landscape. Scholarly interest has also tended to privilege urban centered readings of warrelated literature (Cooke 1987; Kassab 1992; Salem 2003), films12 (Barak 2007; Khatib
2008; Seigneurie 2011), artistic installations (Wilson Goldie 2005; Saghie 2004), heritage
disputes (Fricke 2005; Hanssen and Genberg 2002); rebuilding projects (Sawalha 2010;
Makdisi 2006; Nagel 2000; Rowe and Sarkis 1998) and ‘memory entrepeneurs’
(Haugbolle 2010; Larkin 2012) rather than engaging the peripheral and absent-present
ruins that lurk at the edges of the nation-state. South Lebanon’s landscapes of memory
remain an understudied terrain although they enfold a vast literature and culture of
memory poetics and politics closely imbricated with the events of the civil war. Apart
from Lucia Volk’s (2010) Martyrs and Memorials of South Lebanon, memory practices
in southern Lebanon have been left largely understudied.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Films on the civil war have been routinely censored since the nineties on the basis that references to the
conflict “threatens civil peace.” In actuality, however, it only threatens the peace of mind of the warlords
who are still in power. For example, Randa Shahal, who represents an older generation of Lebanese
directors who tackled the civil war, saw many of her films brutally cut—the most famous of which is A
Civilized People (1999). Simon El Habre was forced to excise six minutes of his 2009 documentary One
Man Village because it mentioned the role of the Progressive Socialist Party during the civil war. Last year,
Danielle Arbid’s film Beirut Hotel was banned because it referred to the 2005 assassination of former
Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.
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This study addresses this imbalance by focusing on the unending cultural struggle

over memory, which necessarily involves overlapping narratives and material sites
including and enfolding the Lebanese southern periphery. Through my examinations of
the different genres of memory literature I expose the way ruins are galvanized through
literary and museological media to either reify hegemonic interpretations of the nation’s
past or deconstruct notions of collectivity and national belonging. Finally, I situate this
study on Lebanon within wider debates concerning the intersection of memory and
violence.

My concern with the nexus between ruins and memory also raises the

important question of classical Arabic literature literary tropes of remembrance and their
iterations in contemporary Arab cultural productions.

Framing War: A Nation in Ruins
Far from being a neutral exercise in facts and basic truths, the study of history, which of
course is the underpinning of memory, both in school and university, is to some
considerable extent a nationalist effort premised on the need to construct a desirable
loyalty to and insider’s understanding of one’s country, tradition and faith.
(Edward Said “Invention, Memory and Place”)

Prior to examining the formation and development of the representation of ruins in
Lebanon’s cultural output over the last three decades, it is pertinent to present a brief
overview of the nation’s devolution into large-scale internecine war, which slowly
transformed Lebanon into a “battlefield of the Middle East” (Hirst 2010: 102).

As I

mentioned earlier, Lebanon still lacks an official “history of the civil war” since
historians could not concoct an agreed up version of events that could be packaged and
circulated in textbook format. The question then, as Edward Said implies in the above
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quotation “is not what remembered, but how and in what form” (quoted in Mitchell 2002:
242). This logic may well apply to the events of the Lebanese civil war.
Lebanon’s emergence as a nation-state was relatively rapid. In 1920 under the
French mandate it was cobbled together as a fusion of several territories including Mount
Lebanon with the Beqaa’ valley, Tripoli and the ‘Akkār, Tyr and Sidon, Jabal ‘Amil and
the port city capital of Beirut to create ‘Greater Lebanon’ and between the largely rural
Maronite Druze mountain and the largely Sunni orthodox cities and the largely Shī’ī
hinterland that had traditionally been part of Dam or Beir vilayets: thus urban rural and
sectarian and historical divisions are overlaid. In 1926, it received a written constitution,
while in 1943 the ‘National Pact’ (al-Mithāq al-Watanī) instantiated power-sharing and
Lebanese sovereignty. The trappings of modern democratic state structures, however,
could not eclipse internal frailties. The Republic’s citizens were defined by religious
affiliation, affecting electoral and personal status laws. Moreover, the Maronite-Sunni
allocation of political power left little wiggle room for shifting demographics and the rise
of marginalized communities, such as the Shī’ī. Weak state control also allowed a system
of patronage (zuʿamāʾ) to thrive. This wāsta (system of favors) network empowered
political-elites, reinforced sectarian inequalities and ensured that “corruption served as
the effective social security system of the Lebanese” (Makdisi 1996: 25).
Finally, far from integrating the coast, mountain and the peripheries, the Lebanese
Republic accentuated the already apparent divisions between the former Christian
Mutaṣarifīyya (Administrative council) and the largely Muslim areas (Harris 1996).
These internal fissures started to crack as destabilizing regional events and currents came
into play—the rise of Arab nationalism, the influx of Palestinian refugees in 1967, the
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arming of the PLO on Lebanese soil and the increase in Israeli strikes against them. Such
factors among others set in motion the war machine that would devolve into fifteen years
of violence and the implosion of the nation. Thus, on the eve of its civil war (1975-90)13,
Lebanon’s fault lines were already apparent. Its weak central government and
confessional constitution prepared the grounds for a violent competition of interests
pitting local Christian powers against a coalition of Leftist parties that embraced the
Palestinian and Muslim causes. As the fissures continued to grow, allegiances
proliferated into myriad factions and with it a sectarian war unfurled over fifteen long
years. “The Lebanese civil war” in the words of Fawwāz Trabulsī (2007), “created its
own order…the autonomy of the sects mutated into armed control and ‘sectarian
cleansing’, while the wild laissez-faire economy transformed into mafia predation. This
new order was a new form of war: the war waged by the militias against the state and its
citizens” (231).
Most scholarship on the war divides it intro three major phases: the early (19751976), middle (1977-1982) and late (1983-1990) with the ʿAin al-Rummāna Bus
Massacre 14 acting as the catalyst that sparked the start of the war. It was months,
however, before a full-scale civil war was perceived by the general public to be one.
Ghādah Sammān’s fictional account of the early years of the war in her novel Beirut
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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There is of course a growing body of literature that deals with the historical period of the war including
earlier works such as Kamal Salibi’s Crossroads to Civil War (1976), which was followed up his A House
of Many Mansions (1988) and Walid Khalidi’s Conflict and Violence in Lebanon: Confrontation in the
Middle East (1979). For personal memoires see Frank Mermier and Christopher Varin’s Memoire du
Guerres Au Liban. More recent scholarship on the civil war includes Samir Kassir’s La Guerre du Liban,
Fawwāz Trabūlsi’s A History of Modern Lebanon and David Hirst’s Beware of Small States. One of the
most comprehensive sources covering the entire 15-year period is Theodor Hanf’s Coexistence in Wartime
Lebanon. Robert Fisk’s Pity the Nation takes a more general journalistic albeit emotional approach to the
war with an emphasis on the earlier phase than the remaining 8 years of conflict (1982-1990).
14
I will discuss the ʿAin al-Rummāna bus massacre and its aestheticization in recent archival practices in
the last chapter of this dissertation.
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Nightmares appropriately transmutes the war into a series of hallucinogenic nightmares,
capturing the sporadic nature of the fighting that started out as a series of skirmishes
steadily escalating in intensity and duration. In fact, the war has many epithets; at times it
is referred to as “the war of the others” (ḥarb a-ākharīn), “the wars in Lebanon” (alharūb fi Lubnān), “the war of Lebanon” (harb Lubnān), or simply “the events” (alahdāth). It is not surprising then that ceasefires became the norm, with the numbers
clocking up to the hundreds until the final October ceasefire (Tā’if Accord) in 1990 came
about which ‘ended’ the civil war. In the long and violent years the civil war would
morph into various distinctive phases and the most “labyrinthine of geographic, strategic
and inter-communal permutations” (Hirst 2010: 102).
The theatre of the Lebanese civil war, then, was populated by militia clashes,
communal hostilities, and multiple foreign interventions. A reading of the events of war
logically resists linear narratives, but some linearity must be disaggregated from the
labyrinths of events for the sake of clarity: The “Two-Year War” (1975-1976) triggered
by violent clashes between Palestinians and Christian Maronite Phalange; the Syrian
intervention (1976), the Israeli invasion and occupation of South Lebanon (1982); the
war of the Mountains (1983) between Druze and Christian militias; the War of the Camps
(1986-1989) the war of liberation (1988-1989) and War of Annihilation (1990) which
devolved into Christian-militia infighting. Despite this neat segregation of events,
however, boundaries and allegiances became so muddied as the war progressed that what
had been understood as an ideological battle between Right and Left, as years wore on,
erstwhile allies became enemies and vice versa.
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Although the term “civil war” seems like a misnomer nowadays given its

confluence of regional interventions, from the outset it very much was a civil war: “It
pitted Lebanese against Lebanese with questions of identity and belonging that had
plagued them ever since their country came into being, such as the dominion of the
Maronites over the others, the reforms to correct this state of affairs – all that and more,
was distinctly ‘Lebanese’ ” (Hirst 2010: 103). But, directly or by proxy, it was a regional
war as well. While the Lebanese fueled its internal causes, it was also regional in the
sense that Lebanon became a battleground of choice in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
providing the stage upon which an increasingly sectarian profile emerged. Although it is
beyond the scope of this study, the international aspect of the war cannot be ignored:
America’s involvement with the evacuation of the PLO from Lebanon and Syria while
winning Egypt from the Soviet camp and funneling it into separate peace with Israel had
serious repercussions for Lebanon. Last but perhaps not least, the gross disparity between
rich and poor in Lebanon contributed to a serious class conflict that was often hidden
beneath a smokescreen of religion intolerance. Israel entered the war when it invaded
southern Lebanon in 1978 and formed an alliance with Lebanese Christians before
staging an all out invasion of Lebanon in 1982.
Rather than place the war under a single term, it is more precise to treat it as a
series of battles “localized in region, in time and warring factions”, than a single war
(Charlesworth 2006: 57). With this in mind, it will soon become apparent why novels
written about and during this war could proffer such divergent readings of the same
event. It is to the novels of the Lebanese civil war and its aftermath that I shall now turn.
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CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE IN RUINS: THE LEBANESE WAR AND POSTWAR NOVEL
War had taught Yālū to believe his eyes and not the words’ eyes, and he would only
become reconciled with words in prison, when the police interrogator would force him to
write the story of his whole life, from beginning to end, several times. Then he would
discover that his grandfather had been right, that words, when written, look at their author
and conduct a dialogue with him and impose on him what he has to write.
(Ilyās Khūrī, Yālū)

Enfolding Ruins
The Lebanese war novel did not only emerge from the ruins of a cataclysmic civil war,15
it also embraced ruins into its narrative fabric to affectively engage the memory of a
cataclysmic past. This chapter provides a close reading of three Arabic novels that
critique the classical Arabic standing-by-the-ruins topos, to meditate on the vicissitudes
of a bittersweet past. As the novels in question span a wartime and postwar publishing
history, their representation of ruins differ radically, not only betwixt the novels written
during and after the Lebanese civil war, but also amongst the novels forged during the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Benedict Anderson discusses how the novel’s arrival in Europe coincided with the evolution of the
nation; in the case of Lebanon, the novel per se did not emerge until the nation seemingly imploded.
Moreover, Ilyās Khūrī goes as far as to claim that the Lebanese novel was “born during the war,” emerging
“in the void left by the decay of a central government, the destruction of the middle class, and of the
Lebanese democratic system” (al-Riwāya wa-al-riwā᾿ī wa-al-ḥarb” [The Novel, the Novelist and the War],
“Al-Mulḥaq al-Thaqāfī li-al-Nahār,” 22 January 2006, 14. The novel, of course, was present during in
Lebanon since the nahḍā (the Arab ‘Awakening’ at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth
centuries). Some of its foremost authors include Tawfīq Yūsuf ‘ʿAwwād (1911-1989), Laylā Baʻalbakkī (b.
1934), Suhayl Idrīs (b.1923), André Chedid (b. 1920), Ghassān Kanafānī (1936-1972) and Imīlī Nasrallāh
(b. 1931). But as Khūri argues, as compared with poetry, the novel remained at the margins of literature
until the outbreak of war turned it into a dominant genre. I do not advocate such over determined
categories, but what I argue is that literary creativity did indeed flourish during the civil war as many critics
have already pointed out. Some members of the generation of ‘civil war novelists,’ many go unaccounted
for in this chapter: those include Ḥanān al-Shaykh (b.1945), Amīn Maʻlūf (b.1949), Rashīd al-Ḍaʻīf
(b.1945) and Hudā Barakāt (b.1952) to name a few. Finally, while most of this ‘older generation’ of writers
[as opposed to the younger post-war novelists such as Rabī’ Jābir (b.1972), Rabih Alamedine (b.1967),
Tony Hanania (b.1964), Leila Barakāt (b.1968), Najwā Barakāt (b.1960)] embraced Leftism in one way or
another in the war, they had mostly abandoned this ideology by the late 1970s. Ilyās Khūrī is a case in point
as his postwar novels makes clear.
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same time period. I shall argue that the classical Arabic literary topos of “stopping by
ruins” ignites the contemporary Lebanese novel’s aesthetic exploration of war memory,
yet at the same time these narratives stop short of a mere adaptation of this classical
literary motif. By appropriating the classical poetic tradition, the Lebanese wartime and
postwar novels “uncoercively rearrange the desires” of the traditionally wistful poet of
pre-Islamic times to suit a contemporary and much transformed wartime and postwar
reality (Spivak 2004: 523).
Ruins in the Lebanese wartime novel open windows onto a labyrinthine past by
actively displacing nostalgia for a bygone Golden Age prior to war. Ghādah Sammān’s
(b.1942) Kawābīs Bayrūt 16 (translated as Beirut Nightmares 17 ) is a case in point.
Although it was written in 1977 during the birth pangs of civil war and in the very
shadow of the war’s most infamous war ruin (the Holiday Inn) Sammān’s protagonist
refuses to weep for the city’s fall from grace, but celebrates ruination as a transformative
point of access to a renewed future delineated by the remains of an imploding and
decaying world order. In fact, vestiges of the past in this novel serve as trenchant
reminders of the nation’s internal ruination that ultimately nurtured war, thus disabusing
the reader of any notion of a glistering pre-war past. The novel argues that issues such as
inter-sectarian tension, economic disparity, and desiccated perceptions of women all ate
away at a sense of community that lurked beneath an always already present death mask.
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Hereafter referred to as Beirut Nightmares

17

Translated by Nancy N. Roberts (London: Quartet Books, 1997).
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On the other hand, Ḥasan Dāwūd’s (b.1950) Bināyat Mathilde18 (translated as The

House of Mathilde), published only five years later (shortly after Israel’s second invasion
of South Lebanon in 1982), invites its readers to weep at the dilapidated remains of a
fictional apartment building in central Beirut that once housed a pre-war lifestyle and its
concomitant memories. Through the novel’s depiction of the building inhabitants’ daily
practices, Dāwūd exposes the sedimentation of internal borders and boundaries that
stoked the embers of sectarian warfare. Given that the narrative is presented through the
reminiscences of a southern Lebanese narrator looking back on his boyhood in the
building before it was destroyed, the novel simultaneously raises important questions
about the way war is selectively remembered and recorded as after-image. Although
Dāwūd’s novel appears to commemorate the aṭlāl of a halcyon past, I shall argue that a
closer reading of the protagonist’s memories betrays the subtle signs of tension that
infiltrate the social dynamics of the apartment prior to war. It is no wonder then that the
apartment building, along with the nation, eventually implodes into ruins at the novel’s
end.
The postwar tension surrounding the impulse to recover or reassemble the past
and the individual’s incapacity to recreate it is embodied in Ilyās Khūrī’s postwar novel
Yālū. The latter picks up where House of Mathilde and Beirut Nightmares effectively
end—by revisiting the larger question begged by both wartime novels: whether the
euphoric vision of a future emboldened by the ruins of war is sustainable. Khūrī provides
a sobering return to the site of war by wading through the ruined memories of Yālū, a
convicted ex-militia member. In the case of Yālū, ruins take on a metaphorical twist as
the eponymous narrator, rather than a destroyed edifice, becomes the object of ruination
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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thus begging the question of what remains of memory in the postwar period. The
eponymous narrator weaves and reworks the lives and memories of others through
disjointed narratives that transform the past into the present. The challenge of
distinguishing teller from tale, truth (al-ḥaqīqa) from lies, and distorted memory from
actual experience, is a recurrent theme of contemporary Lebanese postwar literature and
especially Khūrī’s fiction. This “afterwardness” of memory raises questions about the
afterlife of memory in a new terrain populated by a ‘postmemory’ generation (Bollas
1995:145). Such temporal re-imaginings of the past that are funneled through the guise of
‘memory’ elicit diverse and multifarious readings, often competing for the ‘right to
memory.’ Khūrī’s use of narrative emplotment—a cobbling together of discordant events,
factors and interactions—into a linear palatable narrative can also be a reflection of his
self-criticism. Does fiction clarify or muddy our understanding and attempted
memorialization of the past? Khūrī thus invites us into this ‘gray zone’ of memory where
victims are culprits, memory is fiction, and the truth is a lie. Reflecting back on the civil
war years, Khūrī seems to suggest, all we can really encounter is memory in ruins as the
title of this dissertation suggests. Nevertheless, the powerful impulse to (re)narrate the
past offers us the possibility of re-imagining and reconstructing a future inspired by some
form of hope as Yālū’s humanist embrace at the novel’s end ultimately suggests.
Finally, while there is a large body of literature at hand, the novelists I have
selected overlap in interesting ways. All three novelists are intimately connected with the
Lebanese civil war in a number of ways, not least through their journalistic
backgrounds19 and marked Leftist leanings. All three authors enfolded the war in creative
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Ḥasan Dāwūd worked for three Arabic-language newspapers, al-Safīr, al-Ḥayāt, and al-Mustaqbal for
about a decade each since 1979 and is currently the editor of al-Nawafid, the cultural supplement of the

!

!

33!

ways by allowing the violence to erode the boundaries of autobiography and fiction in a
fluvial manner and releasing a deluge of meditations on what it meant to survive or
rather, exist in war. Thus their drive to write in the din of the destruction was driven by
what Susan Suleiman calls “the autobiographical imperative” (2006). Moreover, all three
novels’ treatment of memory and its iterations open contemplative windows onto a
prewar or wartime past. Beyond a common aestheticization of ruins, of course, each of
the novels under study bears its own idiosyncratic thematic differences.

Reinventing Aṭlāl in Modern Lebanese Literature
Ruins opened up a space of contemplation for many a pre-Islamic poet and contemporary
Arab novelist whose memory was stirred by an encounter with an entirely new set of
war-related ruins. To understand how wartime and postwar novelists rework the classical
Arabic tradition of contemplating ruins or al wuqūf ‘ala al-aṭlāl in their contemporary
representation of war memory, it is important to note the nexus between space, site and
memory.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Beirut-based daily al- Mustaqbal. Ghada Sammān also worked briefly as a journalist for al-Usbū’ al ‘Arabī
[the Arab Week] and al-Hawādith among other Arab newsmagazine before founding her own publishing
house named after herself. Her novel Beirut Nightmares bears the traces of her journalistic sentiment.
Finally, Ilyās Khūrī’s engagement with the Lebanese civil war even bears its physical mark on his being,
for during the early rounds of fighting in 1975-1976, Khūrī fought on the side of the Palestinian resistance
fighters (fīda’īyīn) before his injuries and a growing disenchantment with the muddying allegiances of the
war resulted in his disengagement with the war and a retreat into the realm of writing. From 1975 to 1979
he was editor of Shū'ūn Filastīn (Palestinian affairs), collaborating with Maḥmūd Darwīsh, and from 1981
to 1982 editorial director of Al-Karmel. From 1983 to 1990 he was editorial director of the cultural section
of Al-Safīr. He has been editor of Al-Mulhaq, the cultural supplement of Al-Nahār, since its reappearance
after the end of the civil war.
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In the introduction I briefly noted the nexus between the aṭlāl motif 20 and

contemporary memory practices. What is striking is the understudied migration of the
classical Arabic ruins motif beyond the poetic matrix of the qaṣīdah or Arabic ode. The
qaṣīdah, a metered poem in monorhyme, usually of fifteen to eighty lines, has been an
enduring Arabic poetic form for over one thousand years and contains motifs that writers
up to the present continually plumb and rework into new spatial imaginaries. Typically,
the qaṣīdah enfolds three thematic units: the nasīb or erotic prelude, followed by the raḥīl
or chase and the fakhr or boast, which seals the poet’s mental journeying (S. Stetkevych
1993: 3). Significantly, it is the opening section known as the nasīb or erotic prelude, that
includes the aṭlāl motif, which sets the parameters of memory that the modern novelists
in turn enfold into their commemorative narratives.
In the nasīb, the ancient Arab poet stands before a ruined encampment as he
enjoins his mute riding companions to share in his commemoration of those who lived
there. Traces or ṭulūl of the departed tribe’s ephemeral presence—an evanescence of
charred firewood, blackened hearthstones, shards of pottery, shreds of wool, camel dung,
tent pegs and weed grown paths—are etched in the blank terrain before the poet’s wistful
gaze.

Jaroslav Stetkevych paints an elaborate picture of the complex forms of

remembrance embedded in this powerful driving motif:
In the first section of the qaṣīdah the poet halts, stands and remembers. It is in his
remembrance, however, that introduces all the ultimately important things in their
‘occurrence in succession,’ or rather in their presence in his mind in that order. The
poet’s first, supposedly visually concretized but in a true sense still mental, image is that
of the ruinous remains of habitation, which, as talla, a word of implicitly archaizing
overtones, presents a frame of time of the utmost remoteness, where there is only an
evanescence of objects. As such it is coupled with the psychological frame of some great
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Several studies have already explored the ruins topos. See Stefan Sperl’s Mannerism in Arabic Poetry
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989] and Andras Hamori’s On the Art of Medieval Arabic
Literature [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974].

!

!

35!
personal loss. There follows an image, still more the creation of the remembering mind
than of direct visual apprehension, of the emerging reality of desolation and emptiness, in
which the airy figment of the ṭalal becomes the personal lost “circle” of perfection, the
abode as dār. Also the dār as circle of erstwhile habitation changes into, or is placed
within, the seasonally more specific lyrical quadrature of the lost springtime of rabī’ the
pasture ground that once was green; and then lost loves appear in the realm that hesitates
between dream and reverie only to disappear again there where those other memories or
wishes, of the past lie buried. These are the things that happen at various levels of
remembrance as the qaṣīdah opens.21 (J. Stetkevych 1993: 26-27)

To bring words to effect, take the following aṭlāl scene that begins the
Mu’allaqa22 of Imruʾ al-Qays, the earliest of the qasīdists, who is thought to have died
around 550. Standing before the ruins-traces of his beloved’s former encampment in a
spot as impermanent as the shifting desert sands, the poet’s memory is curiously
grounded by its poetic weight. All that is needed is the faintest of signs; a remnant of a
former life-world, and remembrance ignites like a fuse inspiring a phantasmagoria of
recollections that cascade into sinuous verse:
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warring tribe. He regenerates after a harrowing journey
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My translation.

Susan Stetkevych connects the nasīb’s ritualized performance of commemoration with the poet’s
separation from society, and in particular with his distance from “his past as lived in these [nowabandoned] dwellings” (18). Although Stetkevych, following Victor Turner’s view of ritual, sees the nasīb
as a moment of separation from the social group, she also notes that the qaṣīda as a whole encapsulates a
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camel and rides forth, the wound of loss endured but not entirely purged. The ritualistic
standing before ruins thus “engenders a space and mood of unparalleled melancholy”
(Anton 2008: 216).
One of the predominant rhetorical modes in the aṭlāl motif is antithesis, and we
shall see it dramatically at work in the vicissitudes of memory embedded in the Lebanese
wartime poem and novel, where the friction between opposing states of emptiness and
replenishment sparked by an encounter with ruins touches off ‘counter-memories’ to
resist their present state of desolation. In pre-Islamic poetry the aṭlāl scene suggests at
once permanence and evanescence, destruction and restoration. For example, what is
noteworthy in Imruʾ al-Qays’s Muʿallaqa is that he locates the aṭlāl on an edge, or
margin, a barzakh of “undulating sands” running between depletion and replenishment.
Right from the start, then, contrary modes of being are suggested by the very toponyms:
the eviscerated and the life-bearing woven into the sand dunes, just as the opposing winds
of the south and north winds erode but cannot completely efface the ruined encampment.
Having returned to the deserted encampment where he and his beloved used to tryst, the
poet recalls their love in a landscape where nature has reasserted itself, effacing the signs
of habitation from the places he carefully names. The blurring or erasure of life’s outlines
in the aṭlāl motif is what provokes the poet’s riposte, which consists of both a ribald
recollection of sexual conquests and a chivalrous account of the stages or stations of love.
The desolation of the campsite thus evokes in Imruʾ al-Qays a counter-memory of sexual
prowess, set forth in a series of vignettes of plenitude; the return to an Edenic idyll is
contrasted with the barren ruin-traces.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
ritualistic rite of passage that enacts social separation (the nasīb) – liminality (the raḥīl) – and social
aggregation (the fakhr) (8).
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How to fully grasp the commemorative poetics of the aṭlāl?

Loss and

reminiscence are undoubtedly embedded in the Bedouin’s seasonal migrations, yet one
cannot help wondering whether the aṭlāl did not also express a larger, more complex
vision of memory and erasure. Standing before an entirely new set of fictional ruins, the
characters in the Lebanese wartime and postwar novel have access to a similar set of
polarized counter memories. Hence, the aṭlāl, the ruined abode haunted by the phantom
of absent-presences, undoubtedly served as the memory trace of those ephemeral
moments suspended between gain and loss, homecoming and dispersion. It is precisely
this cadence of the aṭlāl that the Lebanese novels rework into their individual
explorations of war memory. It follows then that the aṭlāl should perhaps be read not
only in terms of personal loss, but as a kind of communal memory text, a reminder of the
ever-present dangers of diminishment, fragmentation, even dissolution.
It is against this background that I will now turn to the modern Lebanese
novelists who halted, paused and remembered a moment of significant historical
destruction. Starting with Ḥasan Dāwūd’s The House of Mathilde allows me explore the
protagonist’s lamentation over the ruined nation that is shortly undercut by Ghādāh
Sammān’s Beirut Nightmares’ unbridled celebration of ruination. Whereas Khūrī’s
postwar novel Yālū, picks up the threads of dialogue inherent in both wartime novels
through his protagonist’s debate with his war-riddled past, thus creating a fluvial dialogic
interchange between all three novels.

Ruins and Nostalgia: The Lost Dār of Memory in Ḥasan Dāwūd’s House of Mathilde
(Bināyat Mathilde)
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Published in 1983, Ḥasan Dāwūd’s first novel, House of Mathilde26, traces the build up to
the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990) through the demographic changes and shifting
alliances of a slew of characters that enter and exit a single Beirut apartment building. No
less than fifteen families populate the novel, offering the reader a mosaic snapshot of
Lebanon’s ethnic and sectarian groups: Christian, Muslim Sunni, Muslim Shī’ī (the sect
the narrator belongs to), Armenian, French and Russian. Structurally, it is divided into
three sections that correspond to the gradual outbreak of war in 1975. Its opening section
takes us back to the pre-war days of the building up until the arrival of the narrator’s
family from southern Lebanon. No overt mention is made for the reason behind their
arrival (which is clearly tied to the tension mounting in southern Lebanon as a result of
ongoing Israeli air strikes), but the gradual segregation of the building’s inhabitants and
the growing neighborly tension create a mounting sense of foreboding. This tension
grows in tandem with the gradual displacement of the building’s ‘vanguard’ tenants (the
al-Kilanis, the Shibanis, Madame Khayyat and the token French family) by its new(er)
arrivals (the ‘peripheral’ tenants’) in the novel’s second section.

These “new”

inhabitants, including the narrator’s family, hail from southern Lebanon and along with
their forced migration to the city they bring their idiosyncratic rural cultural practices27
that sit uneasily with the urbane ways of the Beiruti tenants. In the third and last section
of the novel, we are brought back to the ruins of the narrative present where we meet our
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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According to the author, The House of Mathilde is a fictional account of a real apartment building he and
his family lived in during the drum up to the Lebanese civil war.

27

The mapping of displaced southerners to the Beirut has been explored in pre-war novels such as Tawfīq
Yūsuf ʿAwwād’s Țawāḥin Bayrūt [prosaically translated as Death in Beirut] that charts a southern
Lebanese female protagonist’s gradual seduction (and eventual disenchantment) by Beirut’s siren call, but
Dāwūd treats this theme differently. Whereas ʿAwwād makes explicit and frequent use of external causes
to indicate the impending doom that would befall Beirut, Dāwūd’s reasoning remains implicit and is
relegated to the private sphere of the building as the nation microcosm.
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immigrant narrator as he stands in the bowels of his destroyed apartment building that he
likens to a “hollowed-out aubergine” (Dawūd 1983: 173). We only discover at the
novel’s end that the actual explosion that destroyed the apartment building was not in fact
caused by bombardment or shelling, but from a locally engineered explosion. Entwined
in the ruins of the exploded building are the remains of Mathilde, the building’s
namesake, whose reclusive nature and violent death at the hands of her fellow tenant,
betrays a haunting undercurrent that eventually leads to the building’s, and by extension
the nation’s, implosion.
House of Mathilde burgeons out of a pivotal “standing by the ruins” scene that
propels the narrative forward into a three-part testimony on war and memory. The
narrator returns after a long spell to a dilapidated apartment block that is devoid of all
tenants except his forlorn aunt. The ruins motif allows him to mediate his testimony of
the building’s internal ruination through the act of beholding the traces of his former
dwelling (abode) or manzil.

Like the Jāhilī poet, ruins engender and infuse the

imagination of the reminiscent spectator-narrator with a host of recollections that take
him on a labyrinthine journey through his past. But this seeming likeness to the ancient
bard’s structure of feeling is shortly undercut, as I shall explain shortly. As the
extradiegetic narrator stands in the midst of his ruined Beirut apartment building, he
deceptively appears to conjure images of a projected past much in the same spirit as the
pre-Islamic poet Labīd ibn Rabīʿa (C. 600 CE), to reanimate the stark reality of present
desolation. Mute ruins inspired the ancient bard Labīd to begin his lament with the
following image:
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former dwelling he tries to revivify the hustle and bustle of life that swarmed the
apartment building before it fell apart at the seams, physically and metaphorically. The
dilapidated building, as his portal unto the past, becomes his site of memory, the modern
ṭulūl of a conflicted past. From his vantage point on his aunt’s fifth floor balcony, he
returns to witness the last days of the building that he had inhabited as a child. As an
adult, he beholds the building’s remains from a temporal and emotional remove:
There was no one in the building, or so I thought; I felt the emptiness as I stood on my
aunt’s rear balcony. The other balconies were empty, and the fine white tiles with which
Madame Laure had paved her cement balcony looked dusty and old. The wind had piled
leaves, dirt and fine sand in its corners and edges. Madame Laure’s door was closed. I
knew I would not hear the sound of her frying pan suddenly sizzling and then dying
down. I would not see her clean kitchen apron. My aunt would not wait patiently for the
stream of questions the Armenian woman used to ask her. (4)

The narrator’s eulogy of the building is curiously poised between the reality of a
tangible loss evoked by its ruins and a realization that its inhabitants socially conditioned
this loss. As he stands before the aṭlāl of his past casting his mind back to the everyday
life it once enclosed, his reverie initially appears to be tinged with nostalgia:
No one stood at the large windows that lighted the stairs and separated the floors. No one
opened their door. It seemed to me that the doors had been locked for a long time. They
were imposing and silent, and the big iron padlocks that dangled from them suggested
that the old furniture within had long been shrouded in darkness. Anyone who had
known Mathilde could imagine the thick dust that covered the sofas, beds, and wooden
tables. (3)

This repetitive evocation of departure and absented loved ones creates a fleeting
sense of melancholy that is quickly thwarted by a negative countermemory of the reasons
behind its inhabitability. The reader is informed that the dismemberment that occurred
within the building’s walls was an inevitable result of the cauldron of tension that gave
rise to it. Thus even the ṭulūl of memory that normally inspire nostalgic remembrance of
!
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times lost become desolate reminders of the building’s general state of stagnation and
disarray:
The dim grey steps were soft and hollowed out from the hard tramping of so many feet.
The black handrail was scratched and its corners were no longer sharp; the angles
indistinct. Its surface looked wet, as though the sweat of all the palms that had brushed it
had sunk into it. The iron railing was no longer as steady as it had been. The edges of
the stones were worn, and some had fallen out of place, especially the upper steps. Not
only the steps, but the small balconies, which were cut from the same stone as the stairs,
and surrounded by the same black railing, looked fragile in the sunny winter light. (5)

In this sense, the narrator displays a form of “resistant nostalgia” that Svetlana
Boym (1998) characterized as “the longing for a home that no longer exists or has never
existed” (241). Boym argues that there are two types of nostalgia, depending on whether
the stress is laid on the nostos – which implies the desire to return and to reclaim
mythical home – or algia –is enthralled by the longing and distance, and not by the
referent itself. This ironic nostalgia is fragmentary in that it accepts (if it does not enjoy)
the paradoxes of displacement.
The narrator’s growing sense of estrangement as he stands before the ruins of his
own past and the leitmotif that “the house was no longer habitable” evokes a famous
verse by the ʿAbbāsid poet Abū Tammām (805-845) whose poetry opens up the question
of Pre-Islamic place and memory for deeper inspection. The apartment’s ruination and
its correlation to the narrator’s inner feeling of alienation in the present bears a striking
resemblance to Abū Tammām’s internalization of ruins whereby the once familiar diyār
or primordial dwelling places of the pre-Islamic qaṣīdah, whose once sweet waters now
have the bitter taste of melancholy becomes an image of the urbane poet’s fractured self.
In his reconfiguration of the ancient aṭlāl or ruins motif, Abū Tammām, who was
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amongst the first to expand its archetypal symbolism beyond the ‘abandoned abode,’
embraces ruins to reflect the tortured inner realm of the self left to grapple with
meaningless ruins in a much transformed present. The following verse “summarizes an
entire poetic tradition” embodied in the elegiac stance of pre-modern Arab poets before
the (real, or imagined) aṭlāl (ruins) of Pre-Islamic diyāru (abodes, deserted habitations
and encampments) (Vázquez 2003: 127). Thus, in the following panegyric to Abū Sai’d
Al-Thaghrī translated by Suzanne P. S28, the self in-and-of-itself becomes a ruined abode
in the poetry of Abū Tammām29

Consider also Abū Tammām’s interpretation of the ruins motif in the following
panegyric to al-Wāthiq Billāh30 (d.847):
I swear by the diyār they are indeed sorrows
And they speak despite their foreignness
So tie your gaunt mount to the worn out traces of the abode

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
28

See Husayn b. Ahmad al-Zawzanī, Sharh al-Muallaqāt al-Sab’ (Beirut: Dār al-Jīl, n.d), 7-10. Translated
by Suzanne Stetkevych in her The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 249-50.

29

For a full-length study of Abū Tammām’s innovative poerty and major panegyric qasīdas, see S.
Stetkevych Abu Tammam, see part 2, p. 109-235.

30

The verse is translated by Habīb b. Aws Abū Tammām in Dīwān Abī Tammām, ed. Muhyīal-DīnSubhī
(Beirut, Dār Sādir, 1997), 2:167-8.
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And let them share the sorrows of longing.
Do not forbid me a stand with which I cured
The ailments of separation, for it is indeed a compulsion.

Abū Tammām’s verse conveys the pathos associated with the act of returning to
an abstracted sense of place after a long hiatus whereby ruins are indeed sorrows.
Similarly, the narrator’s revisiting of his old haunt goes beyond a mere nostalgic nod at a
past but also a historical moment rife with sectarian tension. While the narrator initially
inhabits the modalities of remembrance prescribed by the ruins motif of the classical
poetic tradition, he also adds a dark twist to his act of returning and remembering by
infusing personal remembrance with a larger critique of the festering ills of a society at
the brink of war. Rather than a story woven around amorous trysts and brave warring
tribes, the novel records the collective fall from grace of a group of tenants (Armenian,
Russian, Christian, and Shī’ī) that hopelessly cling to their obstinate ways despite the
changing tide of war. The novel’s refrain, “the building was no longer habitable” thwarts
the nostalgic reverie of its act of return to half-ruins and infuses it with a new pathos that
is more similar in affect to the ruins of Abū Tammām’s poetry.

Housing Memory
As poetic image, the ruined abode or dār, which is the archetypal site of return of the
classical nasīb, acts as a repository of “motionless memories” (Bachelard 1983: 8) that lie
dormant until prodded. I shall argue, that more than a temporal window onto past
experiences, the ruined building as the lost dār of memory in House of Mathilde acquires
a phenomenological space of interiority in the novel, which if we agree with Gaston
Bachelard’s (1994) reading of the poetics of space, invites us into the “spaces of
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intimacy” of the narrator’s consciousness (8-9).
In his “topological” analysis of the house, Bachelard argues that the “roundness of
the inner space” of memory is evoked through the domestic spaces of the house as places
of retreat and belonging (14). According to Bachelard, “the domestic interior of a house
garners a sense of intimacy, secrecy, security, whether real or imagined —its corners,
corridors, cellar, rooms is far less important than what it is poetically endowed with.
Thus, a house may be haunted, homelike, prisonlike, or magical” (78).31 In a similar
vein, the ruined dār morphs across literary space and time as with the reinvented diyār of
al-Mutanabbī and Abū Tammām, which are haunted by a past that colors both poets’
perceptions of their present.
Bachelard emphasizes the importance of the relationship between place and
memory by asserting that physical space is necessary for memory to function, for without
it, memory has no depth or duration:

Space is everything…we are unable to relive duration that has been destroyed. We can
only think of it, in the line of an abstract time that is deprived of all thickness. The finest
specimens of fossilized duration concretized as a result of long sojourn, are to be found in
and through space. The unconscious abides. Memories are motionless, and the more
securely they are fixed in space, the sounder they are. (9; my emphasis).

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The general topic of the place-name nexus has produced a large, and ever-increasing literature such as
the classic Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon Press, 1994), who
in fact credits Proust as an inspiration. A common influence on both Proust and Bachelard is Henry
Bergson, whose Time and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of Consciousness (Minneola Dover
Publications, 2001 [1881]) and Matter and Memory New York Zone Books, 1988 [1896]) inspired
subsequent discussion of time, space and perception. Edward Said’s Orientalism (New York: Vintage
1979), explicates Bachelard’s point succinctly: “The French philosopher Gaston Bachelard once wrote an
analysis of what he called the poetics of space. The Inside of a house he said, acquires a sense of intimacy,
secrecy, security, real or imagined, because of the experiences that come to seem appropriate for it. The
objective space of a house – its corners, corridors, cellars, rooms – is far less important than what poetically
it is endowed with, which is usually a quality with an imaginative or figurative value we can name and feel
thus a house may be haunted, or homelike or prisonlike, or magical. So space acquires emotional and even
rational sense by a kind of poetic process whereby the vacant or anonymous reaches of distance are
converted into meaning for us here. The same process occurs when we deal with time” (54-5).
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The same ﱢprocess occurs when we encounter space in the nasīb: the poet of the

nasīb uses his space, especially the many versions of the diyār (houses), as a resting place
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memory as if for the first time after a long absence” (Dāwūd 1983: 8). It is to these
interior spaces of memory that I shall now turn.

(Un)homely Spaces of Reflection
The novel’s “spaces of intimacy” are clustered around the interior spaces of an apartment
block that the narrator and his family occupied throughout Lebanon’s volatile transition
into civil war in 1975 (Bachelard 1994: 36). Whereas the archetypal house as the image
of stability holds and fixes memory in place through a process of habitual experience,
unlike the stability of Bachelard’s homely space it is the very process of habitation that
renders the narrator’s building “no longer habitable” (14). Ironically then, it is not the war
that destroys the building thus leading to its inhabitability, but the years of cohabitation
that ultimately render it unlivable. The narrator’s former dwelling is neither Bachelard’s
“space of delight” nor the long lost idyll of the qaṣīdah. The past it enfolds is rife with
sectarian tensions that lead us to a deeper understanding of the war through the narrator’s
act of return to this “resting place of memories” (9). By thwarting a direct engagement
with the events of war and focusing instead on the daily wars waged within the private
chambers of one apartment block, Dāwūd places the onus on social triggers as the
underlying predicator of war.
According to Lefèbvre (1991) space is political to the extent that it is produced
through a recurring series of negotiations and appropriations:
Does it make sense to speak of a “reading” of space? Yes and no. Yes inasmuch as it is
possible to envisage a “reader” who deciphers or decodes and a “speaker” who expresses
himself by translating his progression into a discourse. But no, in that social space can in
no way compared to a blank page upon which a specific message has been inscribed.
Both natural and urban spaces are, if anything, “overinscribed”: everything therein
resembles a rough draft, jumbled and self-contradictory. Rather than signs, what one
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encounters here are directions – multifarious and overlapping instructions. If there is
indeed text, inscription or writing to be found here, it is in a context of conventions,
intentions and order (in the sense of social order versus social disorder). That space
signifies is incontestable. But what it signifies is does and don’ts – and this brings us
back to power. Power’s message is invariably confused – deliberately so; dissimulation
is necessarily part of any message from power. (142)

Michel de Certeau (1984) extends Lefèbvre’s work by drawing a close relation between
actual spaces and narrative, showing how stories mediate the transformation of static
places into dynamic places (118). By studying the literary spaces of Dāwūd’s novel one
can espy the divisive ideologies that tore the nation asunder as space in is produced by
the very conflicts over its (mis)use

Space and the Neighbor
At the outset of the novel, the narrator announces that “no one who had left the building
ever came back to live in it. It was good only for the old tenants to gather on one of its
balconies when they visited” (6). The building’s original owners and oldest tenants, the
al-Kilanis, exhibit a draconian hoarding of space embodied by the daily crowding of the
entire family on one balcony while the adjacent balconies remain markedly empty:
The al-Kilanis were always seen either on the balcony where they sat in rows, as if they
were sitting in a long car, or at the door as if one of them was getting ready to leave. No
one ever saw Abu Ibrahim the father. Once I saw him from behind; I was unable to
imagine what his face looked like. (18

The al-Kilanis are also keen not to change anything in the arrangement and
placement of their furniture such that their flat is the only one in the building whose
interior the narrator could still visualize decades later. Moreover, we are told, the alKilanis deliberately “paid no attention to those parts that showed the building’s age.
Perhaps they knew they were no longer in a new building, though they changed none of
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their habits”(36). This aversion to intimacy and a hard-lined resistance to change is
violently undone in the novel’s closing scene of debris and destruction in which the
gutted out apartment lies in ruins after an explosion. The naked exposure of the alKilani’s flat reveals an interior that fails to impress the “staring pedestrians” who catch a
glimpse of its “bare walls stained with dirty handprints, and marked with childish words
and phrases scrawled in crayon” (114). In stark contrast to the barrenness of the alKilani’s flat, the private spaces of the novel’s most reclusive character, Mathilde, is
cluttered with haphazard furniture where she bides most of her time in seclusion while
she spies through the cracks in her shutters at a world she deliberately shuns. In her selfimposed isolation, she would “pretend that her world extended no further than the closed
door of her apartment; that her neighbor’s apartments were distant, separate houses which
had no connection with her” (126).
With the arrival of the narrator’s family from Southern Lebanon, the building’s
spatial tectonics begin to shift as living quarters are renegotiated and power relations are
reversed in tandem with the shifting demographics imposed by their forced migration to
the city. The partitioning of domestic spaces in the apartment leads to the creation of
imagined boundaries and borders that in a sense becomes a microcosm of the nation’s
arbitrary sectarian divisions and physical partitioning such as the Green Line that
separated Christian East from Muslim West Beirut. The ruined building thus functions as
a synecdoche of the socio-cultural tension that permeated throughout wartime Lebanon.
Through the portal of the ruined building trope as the aṭlāl of memory we are led into the
many crevices of the narrator’s past and by extension the life-worlds of the various
characters that are all funneled through his shifty recollections.
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Spatial perspective even plays into the way we perceive the apartment: its veneer

of ‘newness’ can only be maintained from a distance. It glistering ‘western interior’
replete with glinting faucets is periodically contrasted with its general state of disarray.
Yet this veneer of prosperity, which will be revisited in detail in Ghādah Sammān’s
Beirut Nightmares, is only capable of temporary appeasement, for those living within its
walls “knew very well that weakness and exhaustion was seeping into the building”
(165). The narrator gives us a sense of this image:
The dilapidated house looked very different now. The border between the garden and the
empty lot had disappeared. As time went on there was no sign of even the cactus root
and the small tree stump, and even the tin pots seemed to be disintegrating. Nothing to
speak of was left of the garden, even though Madame Laure was still able, without great
effort, to redraw in her mind the lines that separated the garden from the empty lot. (111)

Throughout the bulk of the narrative there is rarely any direct engagement with
the war. In fact, war only sneaks into the novel in the third and conclusive section of the
novel. The reader is made privy to the outbreak of violence through the blurring of
boundaries as certain spaces are hastily renegotiated when a barrage of shelling forces
certain tenants to suddenly become uncomfortable bedfellows. Moreover, as the borders
become more porous the micropolitics governing each social sphere begins to show. It is
precisely in this ‘gray zone’ of spatial practice between concrete quotidian life and wardriven ideologies that Dāwūd settles his gaze.
The lack of belonging or unheimlichkeit32 created by the building’s growing
divisions is apparent from the very outset. A mounting intolerance for the ‘other’ grows
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Heidegger defines the uncanny as unsettlement, rootlessness, nothing and nowhere, being ‘not-at-home’.
Unheimlichkeit is, therefore, a specific attunement of Dasein, encountered in anxiety, which is a kind of
fear, that does not have a particular point of reference, and which shatters the very fundaments of existence.
“Everyday familiarity collapses.”
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with the second set of ‘squatters’33 and the internal borderlines deepen so much that they
lead to the eventual compartmentalization of the apartment as a whole as the war tide
swells. Doors and shutters slam shut and children and neighbors remain cloistered in
their separate chambers: “They were each moving in their own narrow spaces. Mathilde
kept to the kitchen, her bedroom and the balcony between them, and the rest went no
farther than the bathroom. The middle of the flat was empty, and nobody dared cross it”
(147). The immigrant narrator and his family falteringly attempt to enliven the
apartment’s atmosphere with their ‘rural practices’ that entail a more lax attitude towards
‘public space’ such that the narrator’s mother:
Tried so many times to change the rooms around. She said she could not relax in the
flat…my mother longed for the days of Wasila and Umm Habib. She said that back then
we were one family, and the flat was one flat, so much so that no one knew in which
room they would end up sleeping. (31)

Other spaces in the novel are temporary, but have a lasting impact, such Dāwūd’s
more heavy handed allusion to the French Mandate of Lebanon and its lingering effects
on the country through the guise of the “French family”, whom, we are told:
Didn’t stay long. They had come for a fixed period and they knew it. Their furniture was
temporary, and they never put even a single-potted plant on their kitchen balcony. When
they left the building they took away only their clothes; they left the refrigerator and
other household things behind, as they had agreed with the landlord. (156)

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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During the war waves of displaced villagers from South Lebanon and the Shūf Mountains sought refuge
in Beirut. Although a few thousand of the displaced from South Lebanon had arrived in Beirut prior to
1975, their number swelled during the war and continued in its aftermath. As a result of the recurrent
Israeli attacks on South Lebanon in 1969, 1975, 1993, 1996 and 2006, waves of displaced villagers
continued to arrive in the city. Furthermore, the Israeli occupation of South Lebanon from 1978 until 2000
prevented the displaced from returning to their villages. It is estimated that half the Lebanese population
was temporarily or permanently forced to evacuate their homes during the sixteen years of war (Charif
1994; Faour 1991; Peleikis 2001. For an ethnographic account of the displaced see Aseel Sawalha’s chapter
on “Placing the War-Displaced” in Reconstructing Beirut.
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Dāwūd’s novel suggests that the disdainful attitude towards “newcomers” (the

immigrants and refugees from the south) is a primary source of contention that
undergirds the unhomely character of the apartment and society as a whole. The original
inhabitants’ lack of receptivity to the newcomers’ (squatters, refugees, bakers, a milkman
and watchman move into the building) ‘incursion’ into their pre-established spaces is
reminiscent of Ziād Rahbānī’s song lyrics: Kān fī ‘indnā bayt shiʿr ejū al-muhājarīn
aʿadū fī (“Once we had a line of poetry, the displaced came and occupied it”). His poetic
punning on the usage of the word ‘house’ as both lines of poetry and dwelling space aptly
summarizes the attitude that Dāwūd’s characters display towards the displaced in lieu of
the war. Mathilde is a case in point:
She appeared to be least flexible towards newcomers, and, as a result of their neighbor’s
more tolerant attitude, began to close doors and stop all visiting. Madame Khayyat was
rarely seen any more, and no one had a clear idea of when she was staying in the
mountain and when she was staying in the building. (47)

As the ‘new’ tenants proliferate, she feels “embarrassed” when she passes the
doorway of her southern neighbors, which was “always half open” (120). The spatial
trope of the half open bedroom door, while seemingly innocuous carries with it serious
ramifications. Situated in a position to partially view a scene unfolding before her,
Mathilde catches sight of her neighbor with his “zipper half open”, which manifests in an
outward expression of disgust, but an inward piquing of interest and curiosity. “The door
is an entire cosmos of the half-open,” suggests Bachelard, for it accumulates “desires and
temptations: the temptation to open up the ultimate depths of being, and the desire to
conquer all reticent beings” (224). Opened up by one, the door leads to curiosity, an
attestation to the power of temptation. But its liminality, when “barely ajar,” argues
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Bachelard prepares for a new beginning, for it tempts to be pushed by the protagonist,
like “many doors ... of hesitation” (222). Mathilde’s sighting of her southern neighbor
whets her curiosity to the extent that she takes in a young tenant from South Lebanon to
share her domestic space, a move that ultimately ends in her own demise. In Bachelard’s
apt conclusion:
How concrete everything becomes in the world of the spirit when an object, a mere door,
can give images of hesitation, temptation, desire, security, welcome and spirit. If one
were to give an account of all the doors one has closed and opened, of all the doors one
would like to re- open, one would have to tell the story of one’s entire life. (224)

Shifting Tides
The gradual infiltration of predominantly (Shī’ī) southern refugees into a Christian and
western oriented space begins to shift the apartment’s spatial tectonics and undo certain
imposed boundaries. The narrator’s southern family moves around the apartment
unhindered such that “no one knew in which room they would end up sleeping” thus
disturbing borders and imposing communal practices on their hermetic neighbors (31).
They even bring the “smells of the country” into the apartment and organize
unprecedented weddings on rooftops despite the general tide of disapproval (32). The
apartment is contrasted with the idyllic space of the village and its free flow of
movement, for according to the narrator “in those days – my mother said – it was as if we
were still back in the village. Abu Habib was always joking, and his wife was goodhearted and she joked along with him” (30). The village house becomes Bachelard’s
“unforgettable house” that is starkly contrasted with the unhomely environment of the
narrator’s Beirut apartment where he is made to (un)comfortably settle (15).
As the war tide swells, exclusionary sentiments begin to seep into the narrator’s
!
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family, contaminating their communal practices and replacing them with a budding
penchant for seclusion in what S. Peirce calls the ‘habit-taking’ processes by which
people align themselves with forces that are already there. The following lament by the
narrator’s mother sums this up: “Now, on the other hand, no one could stand one another.
She said that my aunt now wished to live like the Armenian, Christian and foreign tenants
in the building, and was ashamed if any of them came to visit us in our flat” (32). Tension
amongst the inhabitants reaches a boiling point in the third and final chapter when it
finally bursts into paroxysm with the start of the war.

War tide
As more tenants flee the building, a swelling number of ‘war vestiges’ begin to arrive in
droves: squatters and refugees take over space that very soon becomes a great bone of
contention. With the increasing ferocity of bombardments, certain boundaries blur and
doors unlock. The most unexpected border crossing occurs when the snobbish widower
Mathilde’s fear of the war propels her to open her door to a young student tenant from
south Lebanon. At first her prejudice against the narrator’s family’s sect and class propel
her to “detect something in his accent that linked him to the people from the South who
had come into the building and the street during the war” (127). But she rationalizes her
decision by sublimating her fear into a fascination with this ‘other’ who “unlike the rest
was educated; the sort of educated person she had not encountered before” (129).
Despite her fascination, Mathilde subdivides her apartment and their living quarters much
in the same fashion as the city itself was being partitioned during the war, even allowing
an “empty space between them that neither dared to cross” akin to Lebanon’s infamous
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Green Line (148).
An intense shelling, however, propels Mathilde and her southern tenant to huddle
together for protection in an intimate scene that momentarily seeks to dissolve former
divisions. But this physical proximity dissipates as fast as the “brief, hesitant smile” she
flashes him (149). Her latent fear of the ‘other’ resurfaces as her imagination runs amuck
with visions of the young student’s gaze, which she describes as “confused and wet” in
her presence (149). The young southern tenant, on the other hand, capitalizes on this shift
in power relations through his free movements around the apartment and disregard of
public space when he lounges around her living quarters in his pajamas. Suddenly
Mathilde’s perspective of him shifts from a “venerable” person from the south to a “thin
hollowed out elderly man from the south” (150). Without any warning, the novel draws
to a close with a passing mention of Mathilde’s murder at the hands of her boarder two
hours after an actual bombardment destroyed the building itself. Mathilde’s ruined body
is found amongst the ruins of the apartment block.
The ruins-motif offers the narrator the opportunity to lament the building’s
demise and to weave a narrative that is equally a reflection of the wiles of his own
memory as it is an exploration of the social conditions that led to war. Yet, the narrator’s
ultimate act of return to the ṭulūl of his past is also an act of undoing this destruction
through an act of memory. The following novel by Ghādah Sammān offers a more
sobering return to war as it is lived daily.
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Ruins as Renewal in Ghādah Sammān’s Beirut Nightmares (Kawābīs Bayrūt)
I’ll bet this is the last jasmine season Hamra Street will ever see. Beirut’s dolce vita days
are over. Its golden veneer is wearing thing and it wont be long before it shows its true
colors.
(Ghādah Sammān, Beirut Nightmares)

Unlike Dāwūd’s melancholic narrator who stands before his apartment ruin and looks
wistfully back on its pre-war days, Beirut Nightmares celebrates ruins in the war-torn
present as metaphorical agents of positive change. The narrative ultimately shows how
the debased present, “as the city is being transformed into a witch’s cauldron”, is a
consequence of festering and imploding relics of a pre-war existence (36). Thus, instead
of mourning a Golden Age prior to war, Sammān’s narrator equates ruination with the
kindling of a new world order predicated on a vigorous drive for survival.
Interestingly, as the narrator stands before symbolic ruin-traces of her former lifeworld, the ruins she encounters elicit none of the communal reintegration that inspired the
pre-Islamic poet, but rather evoke a newfound sense of individuality and insularity. Thus,
ruin-traces in Beirut Nightmares seldom function as they do in House of Mathilde – the
literal and figurative body parts that litter the narrative and perfuse everyday life during
war—only serve to empower the narrator to cut her bonds to memory and to her beloved.
One could even argue that Beirut Nightmares celebrates ruins in the wartime present and
questions why reflecting on the past should be morally uplifting. Towards the novel’s end
the reader even understands that memory itself is a burden that the narrator learns to
exorcise as she practices the delicate art of forgetting.
Thus, as the city implodes into ruins, the narrator accordingly begins sifting
through the rubble of her own past, selectively discarding and preserving aspects of it that
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resonate with her new discourse of “civil war logic” (114), which is guided by her
realization that “that the inkpot was not only greater than the hand grenade and that it was
time for me to learn a new alphabet” (44). Her delicate balancing act between memory
and forgetfulness recalls Darwīsh’s Dhākira li-l-Nisyān [Memory for Forgetfulness],
written during the Israeli siege of Beirut in 1982, which prompts the author to yearn for a
new kind of language: “I want to find a language that transforms language itself into steel
for the spirit – a language to use against these sparkling silver insects, these jets. I want to
sing. I want a language that I can lean on and that can lean on me” (52).

Dancing Amongst the Ruins
Ruins defined as traces of violence are scattered throughout Beirut Nightmares. In
one of her nightmares the narrator envisions Beirut overrun with human remains some
even ‘living dead’: “Everything in Beirut was black and grey […] rubble was strewn
everywhere, as far as the eye could see – shards of splintered glass, the fragmented
remains of doors, ruins that had once been homes and the tattered remains of cherished
memories” (325). This vision recalls once more an image from Dhākira in which
Darwīsh laments:
Is it a city or a refugee camp of Arab streets laid out with no plan? Or is it something else
altogether? A condition, a thought, a change in state, a flower born from a text, or a
young woman who unsettles the imagination. Is it for this reason that no one has been
able to compose a song for Beirut? How easy she seems! Yet how she resists the joining
together of words, even those with similar meter and rhyme: Beirut, yaqoot, taboot –
“Beirut, sapphire, coffin!” (91)

Sammān’s narrator’s imaginative turn(s) to the pre-war past in her daily memoirs
departs from the classical ode in numerous ways, most notably in her reluctance to
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elegize the nation’s descent into war or the inhabitants of her own building whom she
abandons without a trace of regret. Like Darwīsh’s inability to find the appropriate words
to lament the city, Sammān’s narrator contends that Beirut:
[Had] worn a lovely, alluring veil. Now, however, her disguise had been burned away by
the war and all her infirmities lay open to public gaze. She’d known to deck herself out in
the most bewitching, brightly colored finery. But beneath it she’d concealed cancerous
growths, which, once her condition was beyond repair, could be treated only by
cauterization with a red-hot iron. (325)

Memory functions in a paradoxical fashion in this narrative: it is both burdensome
and necessary. Whereas Ḥasan Dāwūd’s novel places the onus on exploring the social
tensions that stoked the embers of a civil war, Ghādah Sammān’s 1976 novel Beirut
Nightmares is set during Lebanon’s infamous “Hotels War” that catalyzed ‘identity
checkpoint’ warfare and crystalized the infamous “Green Line” that cleaved East from
West Beirut (“West Beirut” was Muslim in majority, and “East Beirut”, Christian).34
Beirut Nightmares transmutes this topography of war unto fictional terrain through its
female narrator’s memoirs of surviving two weeks trapped between Beirut’s iconic war
relics: the Holiday Inn and Phoenicia Hotel. In fact the narrator’s apartment is even
located at a “golden mean” between the two fighting factions just under the burning
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With ‘round’ after escalating ‘round’, the fighting eventually slid into outright civil war in 1975, and into
those characteristic forms of contemporary inter-communal combat of which Lebanon was a pioneer: the
‘identity card killing’ in which militiamen of one community would seize any non-combatants on whom
they chanced, check their papers to determine which ‘side’ they belonged to; the dreaded ‘flying
roadblocks’, suddenly sprung from nowhere, at which these kidnap/killings typically occurred; the snipers
in one quarter who picked off anything that moved in the adjoining ‘enemy’ one; the massive, cross-city
artillery bombardments whose first, and deadliest, salvos always took their victims totally unawares in the
public places where they happened to be, out shopping, driving to work, reading a newspaper on a terrace,
strolling on the sea-front Corniche, or reclining on a beach.
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fumes of the infamous Holiday Inn.35
Beirut Nightmares is presented as 206 ‘nightmares’, in which the female narrator
chronicles her survival throughout her virtual imprisonment in an apartment block facing
the doomed Holiday Inn as she is restlessly trapped along with her uncongenial male
cousin, uncle and cook. Reveries morph into nightmares that in turn morph into mundane
logs as she records the implosion of a pre-war lifestyle that burns along with the Holiday
Inn.
Like Khūrī’s protagonist Yālū who identifies himself as “a child of war”, the
female protagonist in Beirut Nightmares proclaims herself a “daughter of this war”, but
unlike Yālū who eventually exchanges his wartime ethos for a humanist embrace,
Sammān’s narrator, initially rejects wartime violence only to internalize it by the novel’s
end. This is brought to graphic effect in a climactic scene in which she pulls the trigger
on a suspect, which turns out to be dog (355). Composing a narrative about violence
during times of duress forces the narrator to confront her own role as a writer in one of
several metaliterary asides. Her dilemma is palpable:
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The Holiday Inn is one of Beirut’s silently persistent urban ghosts as I will explore in more detail in
Chapter Five. Located at the edge of the Green Line, in October 1975, the building fell into the hands of the
“Phalangists”—what followed during the next year was a raging battle between the Phalangists and the
“United Forces”, a union of numerous pan-Arab militias with the objective of defending the Palestinian
presence in Lebanon. Both groups were fighting for the occupation of the highest building with a panoptic
view of the underlying city in the Hotels District. This zone and the center of the city were the locations of
the first battles in the civil war. Both sides successively occupied the Holiday Inn, and the national army
who took control of the district before losing it again periodically interrupted the occupation. Many hotels,
including the Phoenicia Hotel, the Hilton, the Normandy, the St-George, and the Holiday Inn, were the
scenes of battles between both sides. For one side, the Maronites, the process carried more than a hint of
eventual partition, and reversion of ‘Christian Lebanon’ to its reduced dimension of old, which was
anathema to the other. The principal battleground was the capital. Sammān’s narrator’s evolving
relationship to the sniper-infested hotel sets the momentum for her affective relationship to the ruins of the
city and by extension the memory of its so-called halcyon past. At first she cowers in fear of its sniper
before a growing sense of bravado generated by her two-week incarceration in her apartment transmutes
fear into brash survival and finally into outright rejection of the nostalgia associated with ‘ruined Beirut.’
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Why didn’t I learn to take up arms—not just the pen—for the sake of what I believed in?
Whenever some explosion went off, the scratching sound made by my pen on the paper
seemed so faint...It was as if the sound of bullets flying through the air had rendered
language ineffectual, or had created some sort of insulating wall, increasing each person’s
awareness of his individuality and isolation, an isolation which each of us had fallen into
his own personal well...I fell into my well, into that inner place where nightmares are. (9)

As if to underscore how her new sense of survival contrasts with haplessly nostalgic
sentiments that foster yearning for an illusory past that never was she pens the following
lines in her diary:
It seemed I was living in a verse of poetry. My pillow was stuffed with myths and fairy
tales and my blanket was made of tomes of philosophical treatises. All my revolutions
took place and all my slain met their end in fields strewn with letters of the alphabet and
bombshells made of words…Here I was living on a battlefield and seeking to protect my
body by reciting verses from al-Mutanabbī as if they were some kind of incantation that
would shield me from harm!” (6)

It is not insignificant that she invokes al-Mutanabbī (d.965), one of the greatest
poets of the ʿAbbāsid era who “expressed the Zeitgeist—the anguish of the homeless
individual personifying the lost empire in textured language powered by a unity of
intellect and emotion” (quoted in Alcalay 1993: 159). The tension to which Sammān’s
narrator subscribes is also one of homeless (un)belonging albeit within an entirely
different framework—for the irretrievability of her past is not a cause for mourning, but
for rejuvenation. When at the novel’s end her insufferable cousin Amin refuses to leave
their besieged apartment building for fear of looters, the narrator soberly replies: “You’ll
be a homeless refugee even if you stay here. There’s no such thing as stability in a
homeland which has itself become homeless” (356). This impossible return to a
homeland that has been transformed beyond recognition places the narrator in that liminal
space between belonging and (un)belonging, writing and not writing, remembering and
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forgetting. Grappling with these larger questions becomes the thread that unites her
discordant memoirs.
Beirut Nightmares begs the important question that House of Mathilde implies but
stops short of answering: what if the siren calls of nostalgia cloud our judgment of the
past? Nostalgia, this novel seems to argue in line with Svetlana Boym (2001), is a futile
projection of desire onto an invented world. While “restorative nostalgia” focuses its
desire on nostos, or a home that might be recovered, or a past that can be restored,
“reflective nostalgia” places the accent on algia, longing itself, and the multiple forms of
creativity it spurs (13). The narrator yearns not for a return to the past, but “sideways in
search of the ‘off,’ the chance encounter, the freedom that comes from alternative
genealogies” such as the one offered by standing before several decisive ruins-traces of
her past (Hirsch et. al 2011:17).
Through the narrator’s quest to rid herself of the burden of memory she is made to
confront the traces of a past that bring her to a critical reckoning with memory. Three
instances of standing before ruins express the shifting valences of memory in the novel.
When the protagonist’s uncle ʿAmm Fu’ād’ oddly enough dies of natural causes in the
midst of a surrounding orgy of violence, the protagonist is given an unprecedented
chance to stand before the ruins of a desiccating male-oriented world order she has come
to despise. ʿAmm Fu’ād is not the only embodiment of this world order, his son Amīn is
another figure whose blind mimesis of his father had turned him into a “love of
mammon” as he “continued to live in the golden world of the ideals he’d been raised on
since he was a child” (125). Consequently, Amīn “didn’t notice that times had changed”,
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whereas the narrator, “on the other hand, seemed to belong to another species” thus
enhancing her feelings of ‘otherness’ and alienation (75).
When the narrator encounters her uncle’s corpse tidily decked out in Ottoman
regalia and surrounded by his beloved objets d’art “as if waiting for a distinguished
visitor” (213), she calmly takes a seat before his remains and starts bearing her soul to the
person whose live company she had at best “occasionally endured” (124). But upon dying
he becomes the perfect witness who listens with “serene detachment” to her writerly
anxieties. At first she justifies her position on writing a memoir of war by saying, “I’m a
writer, which means that the pen—rather than the gun is really the only tool I know how
to use to bring about change”, but shortly undercuts her statement with a follow up
thought: “I’m convinced that violence is the only choice we have left, at the same time I
refuse to try to justify it to anyone on philosophical grounds” (216). Her “dialogue” with
the ruins of Amm Fu’ād ends when she chooses life over “martyrdom” which she equates
with a “culture of death” and realizes once and for all:
How alone you are indeed…And civil war will remind you of this fact with unsurpassed
eloquence. Like a masterfully crafted mirror, it reveals to those who are to gaze into it the
flimsiness of what we call the ‘bond of human fellowship’…civil war offers a rare
opportunity to the artist who goes through it and survives, since he comes out alive not
just once but twice! (168)

Unlike the classical poet whose conjuring of past joys eases his mediation into a
harsh environment, the narrator’s musing over ruins only serves to increase her alienation
and trump her trust in human bondage. It does not however, sever her need to write, to
compose a memoir of her survival, which leads her to stand before another decisive
ruinous threshold: her burning bookshelf.

!

!

65!
The irony of Beirut Nightmares is that the narrator discovers and condemns the

literature of memory via a literature of memory itself as she continues to pen her memoirs
of survival in her metajournal also coincidentally entitled Beirut Nightmares. This
attempt to acquire consciousness of her wartime role through literature is at the same time
an experimental redemption of literature. If her narrative can grasp the past, then it may
be possible to ascribe value to literature as a means of linking subjectivity and
experience, memory and commemoration, which is tantamount to psychological survival
during wartime alienation. She records this in her diary:
With every word I penned in my diary I wondered: Do you suppose I’ll live to see these
words in print? Or will I be incarcerated along with them beneath the ruins of this house?
In that case, no one would ever hear the cries of distress that I’d uttered as I lived through
nightmares, as fragile and isolated as a lone tear on an orphan’s cheek. (136)

The novel points to this tension when the narrator’s bookshelf burns and she is
faced with her biggest loss yet: the loss of her “loved ones”. A stray grenade sets her
bookshelf ablaze and as each book is reduced to ashes, she is made to face her greatest
moment of mourning and yearning in the narrative. Thus, the second time the protagonist
stands before ruins, she implicitly gestures to the pre-Islamic poet who dramatizes the
link between ruins and memory by anointing his forehead with the ashes or ṭulūl of his
absent beloved’s campsite. Similarly, the narrator stands before the ashes of her beloved
bookshelf and weeps for that which she held dearest to her heart even imploring the
reader, along with Imruʾ al-Qays “Qifā Nabkī” (Halt, let us weep) over the ruins of
literature, her beloved. To bring her mourning to graphic effect she draws an analogy to
“the way a fighter loves his weapon and knew them with the same intimacy” and her
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“loved ones” (139). As she stands before her crumbling books, she dramatically anoints
her forehead with their ashes.

Exorcising Ruins
The most transformative standing-by-the-ruins moment of the novel culminates in its
closing scene. After being liberated from her virtual house arrest, the narrator walks
defiantly to the sea and stands at a decisive threshold poised between remembering and
forgetting her past. It is an elegiac moment as she stands before the last ruin to which she
must bid farewell: her beloved boyfriend Yūsif’s apparition. Early in the narrative we
learn that Yūsif was killed at an “identity checkpoint” for having the wrong confessional
stripes and murdered in cold blood before his fiancé, the narrator. His memory returns to
incessantly haunt her written memoirs: his apparition sometimes appears before her
riddled with bullets sometimes riddled with glass. As if to elegize his death, her lips
rehearse mournful songs of Fayrūz, or verses of lamentation for Andalusia—sad lyrics of
the past that recall the loss of her boyfriend. In a deliberate attempt to break with this
burdensome past, the haunting memory of Yūsif becomes a parasite, leeching itself to her
body, compromising her independence by suturing her to the past. But the sloughing of
his burdensome memory entails another act of violence. Returning to the sea, she quite
literally assassinates those memories—shooting them with a pistol repeating the lines “I
remembered, then I forgot…I remembered, then I forgot” before casting them
unceremoniously into the dark waters. With this gesture, the ruins of a burdensome past
and a beloved’s memory dissipate in the morning mist as a new beginning delineated by
“point zero” unfurls itself on the horizon.
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Faced with a pivotal decision to discard her revolver, she rationalizes her choice

to hold on to it because “alas, such contraptions become a necessity when one is left with
no solutions to the dilemma at hand” (376). Nestling the weapon in an unmistakably fetal
position near her manuscript, she seals the envelope containing the only aspect of her past
she refuses to discard: her memoirs. The narrator’s newly forged persona emerges
triumphant in her solitude: armed with both pen and bullet she sees her “new” self
stepping onto a rainbow across the sky: “I saw myself stepping onto it with a long
journey before me” (Sammān 1997: 377). If the nation has imploded into ruins, this
novel seems to suggest along with Saree Makdisi that, “it becomes essential to conceive
of history not as an end in itself but as the foundation of a present more adequate to the
challenges of facing contemporary Beirut and Lebanon” (U. Makdisi et al 2006: 213).
Like the qaṣīdah poet, Sammān’s narrator cuts her bonds to the past and to
memory by taking zero to be her new starting point. Hence, ruins in this novel are a
source of renewal—by discarding the ruins of her past the narrator is able to confront an
alternative present in which she embraces the here and now of a completely transformed
reality. By ‘transformed reality’ I am not referring to the hackneyed argument that a ‘new
aesthetic sensibility’ grew in tandem with the war in Lebanon in which none of the
‘stable’ forms appropriate to prewar reality could contain the vertiginous realities of
wartime thus leading novelists to embrace a postmodern approach to writing (U. Makdisi
et al 2006: 216). Rather, this chapter has so far shown how wartime novels implicitly
adapt and rework the poetics of memory embedded in a much more traditional Arabic
memory literature embedded in the aṭlāl motif.
miriam cooke (1987) coined the term ‘Beirut Decentrists’ to refer to women
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during wartime who “began to write about their particular experiences as women, and to
recognize through articulation their previous oppression and marginalization” (11).
Cooke suggests that this led to them questioning “the selfness of the ‘center’, that,
intensified, [...] became the first step in the deconstruction of a dominant discourse” (11).
Thus, these women’s work, by being ‘decentrist’, resists this now-obsolete
‘centeredness’(12). For cooke, what joins these women writers is not only their subject
matter, but also their position: “voices in myriad forms [that] express similar themes –
from Beirut but outside the expected, now dead, center.” But, while Beirut Nightmares
does indeed embrace a new beginning predicated on the ruins of a crumbling center, it is
not exclusionary to the ‘Decentrists’, for other writers (including the South Lebanese
Poets I analyze in Chapter Four) are equally concerned with the nexus between ruins,
memory, and the narration of pain. Ilyās Khūrī’s oeuvre is one such example—especially
his postwar novel Yālū, which picks up the pieces of Sammān’s novel as it turns back
over a decade later to look at the remains of war memory with the critical edge distance
afforded Post-Tā'if writers. Like the Beirut Decentrists, Ilyās Khūrī’s work interrogates
the vicissitudes of memory, of temporality, of literature’s relationship to memory and
history itself in times of war and its aftermath. But instead of a pre-war past, the
protagonist in Khūrī’s novel is made to face a postwar present in which the difficulty or
near impossibility of making sense of war ruins long after the guns fell silent presents his
protagonist with the daunting task of trying to narrate the unnarratable or represent the
unrepresentable.

Ruins of Postwar Literature: Collecting the Pieces in Ilyās Khūrī’s Yālū
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“Yālū’s story, sir, has a name—war.”
(Khūrī, Yālū)

The hopeful vision provided by the ruins topos in Beirut Nightmares proves
unsustainable in Ilyās Khūrī’s postwar novel Yālū. In this novel, the ruins motif morphs
into a trenchant critique of the nation’s inability to make sense of its lingering war ruins
in the postwar present by positing its protagonist, an ill-fated veteran of the Lebanese
civil war, as a ‘human ruin’ with whom the nation must (and cannot) reckon. Although it
was written in a period of relative ‘calm’ (2002), Khūrī’s novel proves that the question
of the civil war and its memory was still on everyone’s mind. The figure of Yālū can be
read as a human allegory of the imperfect way in which the past is remembered. Khūrī
thus lays bare the fragility of testimony by presenting us with the metaphorical ruins of
his protagonist’s memory as he struggles to reconstruct his ‘life-story’, which is
inextricably bound with the Lebanese civil war. At the heart of the text lies a certain
impossibility—existential, lyrical, political—to voice, to be accounted for, or to testify for
oneself in the aftermath of a traumatic event (Derrida 2001: 88-96). In fact, the text itself
appears to be subject to the torque of memory: it is twisted, disfigured, marked by aporia,
silences, and slippages, as if the narrator were still writhing from the pain of his turbulent
past. The narrative then traces the transformation of the gentle calligrapher Yālū who
gradually segues over the course of the novel and the civil war into a militia thug, rapist,
extortionist, and arms dealer.
Set in the immediate aftermath of the Lebanese civil war—22 February 199336 to
be precise—the narrative flits between a first person and third person point of view of the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Two years after the Tā’if Accord was signed under the formula lā ghālib la maghlūb (no victor, no
vanquished) marked the country’s transition from a state of war to a state of peace. Shortly after that, a law
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protagonist, Daniel, nicknamed Yālū as he tries to re-member his life story under
immanent threat of torture. Instead of an effaced campsite, the novel opens in medias res
with the protagonist standing before his interrogator in a dingy cell in post-war Beirut as
he faces multiple charges relating to rape, theft and attempted bomb plotting. Confronted
with a blank piece of paper, a miasmic prison cell, and the intimidating order from his
interrogator “not to write riddles”, but to “write things as they happened” so that anyone
who reads his confession would “understand everything”, Yālū suddenly realizes that he
did not remember his story in words “but as a sepia photograph” (Khūrī 2008: 117). It is
not surprising thus, that the opening statement of the novel, “Yālū did not understand
what was happening” becomes the leitmotif of the novel (9). The blank sheet on which he
is forced to write his confessions has the effect of stirring his memory of a bygone
beloved. Instead of the archetypal chaste maiden of the pre-Islamic poems, we discover
that Yālū’s beloved, Shirīn, is the same woman who denounced him to the police. His
‘beloved’, however, serves as a mere pretext for Yālū’s flashbacks, which are subtly but
markedly inflected by the morbid realities of war. Khūrī, himself a former participant in
the Lebanese civil war and an outspoken critic of the government, funnels many strands
of the nation’s past into his protagonist’s memories: the protracted civil war, the sectarian
strife that exacerbated it, and the competing war memories that emerged in the post-war
era. The novel’s architecture then is not dissimilar to a long Arabic ode with Yālū
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
of general amnesty that pardoned all “crimes against humanity and those, which seriously infringe human
dignity” was passed in 1991 (Haugbolle, 2005). The majority of the Lebanese warlords were pardoned and
none were compelled to assume their role and responsibility during the civil war. This violent period in
history conveniently became “la guerre des autres” (The war of the others). Consequently, those that
destroyed their own country were now responsible for its reconstruction; those who killed now ruled. By its
own logic, the war had to be forgotten to be able to move on, thus installing a “state-sponsored amnesia”.
The idea that the Lebanese civil war was fought by “others”, or as it is known in Arabic as harb-al-akharīn
was first coined by former diplomat and journalist Ghassān Tueinī (1985:24) in his book Une Guerre Pour
Les Autres.
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standing before a blank sheet serving as the modern aṭlāl and his flashbacks serving the
role of intersecting journeys.
Yālū’s fluctuating confessions, as they start, stop, sputter, fold in on each other
and splinter, force the reader to confront the problematic of testimony and the epistemic
violence of trying to forge a singular narrative out of the ruins of a fragmented past that
refuses closure.37 Through the protagonist’s competing and often contradictory narratives
of his involvement in the civil war, Khūrī addresses the porous nature of individual and
collective memory, as Yālū’s memory resonates backwards and forwards, splices and
spills into other memories of characters in his past, thus blurring the distinction between
memory and fiction. Paul Ricoeur (1984) refers to this as an inversion of the natural
order of time as “reading the end in the beginning and the beginning in the end, we also
learn to read time backwards, as the recapitulation of the initial conditions of a course of
action in its terminal consequences” (67-68). Yālū’s accounts inevitably subscribe to the
notion that “every act of memory carries with it a dimension of betrayal, forgetting and
absence” (Huyssen 2003: 4).

Yālūs ‘Gray Zone’ of Complicity

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Although the Tā'if Accord that ended the civil war successfully laid the foundation for an eventual peace,
Tā'if also ushered in an uncomfortable return to the political status quo ante bellum, leaving the social
grievances responsible for the outbreak of war largely unresolved. It reinstated a modified system of
traditional sectarian elites. The logic of amnesty, which declared that only civil war crimes against
prominent members of society, are punishable by law, effectively recognized a horrible truth that many
implicitly understood: that during civil war, the citizen is relegated to the status of homo sacer—a bare life,
separated from its political form and therefore also from legal protection, which may be summarily
disposed of. Those so-called human rights, said to inhere in the human as an ethical form, were all too
clearly revealed as protections guaranteed only by the state, so that in the event of the state’s collapse, the
bare-life that had formerly been covered as a citizen became perilously exposed.
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A barzakh38 is something that separates two things while never going to one side, as for
example the line that separates shadow from sunlight. Dreaming is journeying on that
thin line […] There is nothing in existence but barzakhs, since a barzakh is the
arrangement of one thing between two things… and existence has no edges.
(Ibn al Arabī39, Futûhât)

Like the ṭulūl of the pre-Islamic poem, Yālū is a narrative composed of debris, fragments
of semantic places. In fact, the eponymous narrator is even composed of many fragments:
he is both the embodiment of absent-presence, as the namesake of a Palestinian village
that no longer exists, having been destroyed by Israel in 196740, the grandson of “a
people whose story had been rubbed out”41 and a ‘living ruin’ of suppressed minority
memories that find life through his narrative confessions. (87)
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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In the Qur’ān (23:100) a barzakh is found in the sense of a limit or barrier.

39

James Morris sheds some light through his reading of Ibn al Arabī’s notion of a barzakh: “Like almost all
chapters of the Futûhât, chapter 63 opens with a short and highly allusive metaphysical-didactic poem
summarizing virtually all the themes treated in the rest of the chapter; the remainder of this eschatological
chapter, quite typically, is an extended and (at first glance) apparently somewhat disordered commentary
on the topics suggested by those opening verses. In this case, Ibn 'Arabî begins his exposition with [I.] an
explanation--at once linguistic, symbolic and philosophic--of the basic notion of a barzakh, or "limit"
between two metaphysical realms: here, the domains of purely physical and purely intelligible/noetic being,
and the mysterious eschatological realm of Imagination that lies between them. The exposition then moves
from the ontological-theological mode of discourse to [II.] an openly epistemological.” See Spiritual
Imagination and the "Liminal" World: Ibn 'Arabi on the Barzakh, in POSTDATA (Madrid), vol. 15, no. 2
(1995), pp. 42-49 and 104-109.

40

“Yālū” was a Palestinian Arab village located 13 kilometers southeast of Ramla. Identified by Edward
Robinson as the ancient Canaanite city of Aijalon, after the 1948 Arab-Israeli war, Jordan formally annexed
“Yālū”. During the 1967 war, Israel Defense Forces (IDF) expelled all the inhabitants of “Yālū”, the
village was destroyed, and the area was occupied by Israel. Perhaps more sinisterly, a recreational space
named “Canada Park” was built atop the ruins of “Yālū”. See "Palestinian Emigration and Israeli Land
Expropriation in the Occupied Territories". Journal of Palestine Studies (University of California Press on
behalf of the Institute for Palestine Studies 3 (1): 106–118. Autumn, 1973. Also see Benvenisti, Meron and
Maxine Kaufman-Lacusta (2002). Sacred Landscape: The Buried History of the Holy Land Since 1948.
University of California Press.

41

The hazy origins of Yālū’s grandfather’s life take on different twists and turns until it becomes apparent
that despite his fervent attachment to his Syriac roots, he was in fact raised as a Muslim by a Kurd in Ain
Ward and is a polyglot capable of speaking Arabic Syriac and Kurdish.
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Yālū is told from a rather unconventional standpoint. The anti-hero is an ex-

militia fighter, whose personal history involves an intimate engagement with pre and
post-war Lebanon. Born to a minority community, Yālū takes up a peaceful vocation of
woodworking and calligraphy incommensurable with the tragic series of events that
would eventually form his ‘life story.’ Raised by a Syriac grandfather (Hābīl Jibrāīl
Abyad or al-Kūhnū Afrām) he grows up a “stray-dog” on the socio-economic margins of
Lebanese society becoming a ‘son of war’ when he trades his calligraphic sentiments for
militia membership in 1979 where he spends his youth prowling the streets of Beirut in
search of “the secrets of life.” (Khūrī 2008: 159).
Khūrī problematizes the notion of ‘collective memory’ through a deconstructive
approach to ‘national’ memory. At the beginning, Yālū buys into the grand narrative of
national belonging and resistance when he “believed he was fighting for the existence of
a people” (135). Yālū is seduced by the war “which was gave [him] a feeling of
heroism”, but ten years on he realizes “war itself was tedious” and feeling “depressed
about everything” he flees the war because “[He] longer understood it” (135). Khūrī
interpellates his readers along with Yālū into the seductive narrative of nationalism only
to unravel it at the seams as his dream is shattered with a sub-narrative of exclusion.
Painting topography of the civil war’s spatio-political terrain à la identitarian
checkpoints, Yālū soon learns he is part of the marginal actors (his kin folk the “Syriac
guys who had come from Syria”) who had joined the war so they could attain Lebanese
citizenship, but lived in fear of the wrong ‘checkpoint’ because their dialect was not
“Lebanese”. Like Sammān’s narrator, Khūrī parodies the idea of “martyrdom” through
the death of Yālū’s comrade, a fellow Syriac named Alexi. The latter dies a mysterious
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death as the “mill of the civil war kept turning” and his death continues to haunt Yālū’s
memories as that spectral reminder of his umbilical connection to the war: “Wrapped in
the darkness of the buildings destroyed by the war…Alexei’s image would be burned into
Yālū’s memory” (124). As an afterthought to Alexei’s death, Yālū and his comrades
decide he should be dubbed a ‘martyr’ and so his gravestone reads: “Alexei, 1963-1988.
Martyr” above his exclusionary plot in the “Foreigners’ Cemetery” (131). In a scene
reminiscent of The Brothers Karamazov, Alexei’s dead body begins to rot although he is
even pronounced a saint at his funeral—but with a dash of the macabre—for as his body
is lowered to his final resting spot, the priest conducting the sermon takes fright at the
sight of “Alexei’s grinning skull” (132).
Fearing the war had turned him and his comrades into beings “worse than
animals” (127), Yālū steals a stash of money from the barracks and at his friend Tony
Àtīq’s behest they desert the civil war for Paris. In his post-war sobriety, Yālū begins to
sift through the ruins of a shattered national narrative that had inspired him to “defend
Lebanon” only to realize that he would remain a “stranger” whatever he did (237). “We
came from the darkness of history”, his grandfather had warned him “and we will stay in
the darkness, until the sun of justice rises” (135). The idea of war, as with the nation, was
“seductive” he tells us, but the after-taste is a bitter one that left him with a “profound
emptiness” such that he decided he “did not understand Lebanese politics or the language
of war” (128). But the language of war had already seeped into the marrow of his
thoughts. Despite Yālū’s attempt to escape, the war and its memory remains indelibly
etched in his mental theatre turning him into the penultimate ‘living relic’ of war.
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Once in Paris, Yālū finds himself penniless and begging in the Montparnasse

Métro. In a pathetic scene that encapsulates the collapse of all meaning in Yālū’s life, we
meet him hunkered over a placard carefully written in dainty Arabic script while “the
French words whose meaning he did not understand fell on him like whips” (57). An
arms dealer, Mīshāl Sallūm, whose career is made all the more lucrative by the civil war
in Lebanon, takes pity on Yālū and offers him a job guarding his villa back home. Yālū is
thus ferried back to a now post-war Lebanon (it is 1992) where he takes advantage of his
position as guardsman to commit adultery with his employer’s wife and to rape and
harass illicit lovers seeking refuge (from the same law that arraigned Yālū) in the
adjacent woods. His growing affection for one of his victims, Shirīn, seals his fate when
she frames him for robbery and reports him to the police, ultimately landing him in jail
where we meet him at the novel’s start—a transformed “guard dog” turned “stray dog” at
the mercy of his new captors.
This constant slippage in Yālū’s representation (a ‘night watchman’ turned
‘vagabond’, militia fighter turned deserter, provider turned thief, voyeur and eventually
rapist) fleshes out the ambiguous alliances that shaped the war itself, thus turning Yālū
into a ‘living ruin’; a memorial byproduct, the bodily remains, of a labyrinthine war of
‘epistemic murk’ (Taussig 1992: 123). The narrator’s shifting, amorphous, ambiguous
sensibility evokes the compromised nature of the drive to survive in the face of bare
power described by Primo Levi in Survival in Auschwitz when he speaks of the “gray
zone” of complicity that defines life in the Lager:
The hybrid class of the prisoner functionary constitutes its armature and at the same time
its most disquieting feature. It is a gray zone, poorly defined, where the two camps of
masters and servants both diverge and converge. This gray zone possesses an incredibly
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complicated internal structure and contains within itself enough to confuse our need to
judge. (Levi 1989: 42)

Yālū’s trial begins to take on a universal quality when the reader is offered the
interrogator’s seat as Khūrī challenges us to ‘judge’ Yālū, the ruinous flesh and blood, the
‘living ruin’ of a war that had imposed on its survivor this element of amorphous
complicity. Far from the traditional heroic or martyrological kind, Yālū’s penchant for
violence lands him in a series of unfortunate affairs, but the effects of war and his
victimization at the hands of the state slowly draws him into the victim’s seat. For at the
end of the Lebanese civil war, a statement was issued deeming it a war with no
“vanquished and no victor” (lā ghālib, lā maghlūb). In an ironic gesture to this form of
absolution, Khūrī argues, it is the war relic embodied by Yālū who ultimately carries the
albatross of ruined memories around his neck and is tried and punished for them.
Yālū ultimately subverts the aṭlāl motif’s associated values such as valor,
solidarity, masculinity and pride by invoking his classical predecessors in the following
line:
Had I been a hakawāti (or storyteller) I would have sat in the prison and told stories about
how he I fought like no other, and how I was bold and brave [. . .]
Had I been. But I wasn’t. (Khūrī, 2002: 177)

Khūrī’s work does not simply critique the idea of ‘war memory’ and the role of
testimony in narrating a nation’s past, rather his protagonist allows him to probe the
formal problems of the ‘war subject’ who is ambiguously situated in the interstices
between belonging and (un)belonging. The historical labyrinth of the Lebanese civil war
provides an imaginative space for rethinking the ways that binary relationships—such as
self/other and victim/perpetrator—can transform into more complicated configurations
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such that new figures come into view: the other of the other, the victim of the victim. Far
from the traditional heroic figure of the qaṣīdah, Yālū has both helped perpetrate the
nation’s wrongs and been a victim of them. His mixture of culpability and circumstance
is mirrored by the morally ambiguous figure that he cuts. He is “the larva that our
memory cannot succeed in burying, the unforgettable with whom we must reckon”
(Agamben 1999: 81).

Embattled Memories
As the chapters wax and wane, Yālū unfurls as a palimpsest of memories— claimed,
‘received’ and imagined—thus forming a rich tapestry of artifice and truth about “a war
that never lied because it never spoke”, and in the process calling into question the notion
of a collective memory of war (145). Rather than a ‘collective memory42’ of war, Yālū’s
rich textured multivocal memorial text emerges as a form of ‘collected memory43 ’
(Young 1993: xi); a bricolage44 of “the many discrete memories that are gathered into
common memorial spaces…as an aggregate collection of its’ members many, often
competing memories” (xi). By employing the term ‘collected memory’, I am building on
the arguments of writers as James Young and Paul Ricoeur, rather than Maurice
Halbwachs’s position that individual memories are fragments of an all-encompassing
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The philosopher and sociologist Maurice Halbwachs first coined the term ‘collective memory’.

43

James Young contends that societies cannot remember in any other way than through their constituents’
memories. He suggests therefore that we speak of ‘collected memory’ rather than ‘collective memory’.
See James Young’s The Texture of Memory: Holocaust Memorials and Meaning (New Haven: Yale UP,
1993) and Paul Ricoeur Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).

44

De Certeaue defines bricolage as “artisan-like inventiveness” in The Practice of Everyday Life
(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 1998)
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collective memory. Into Yālū’s tapestry of entangled memories, Khūrī weaves narratives
of Lebanese communities whose stories were left by the wayside of history such as that
of Yālū’s Syriac/Kurdish/Arab grandfather Hābīl Jibrāīl Abyad. In one of Yālū’s more
lucid confessions we are introduced to the ‘submerged narrative’ of his grandfather
“Abūna Afrām”. Born in Aīn Ward near Tūr Ābidīn45, in a “country with no name
because it was a country of a people who did not exist” he survives a massacre that “no
one remembers because it was a minor massacre incidental to a major one46”, to which
Yālū adds the foreboding: “woe unto a people butchered in a peripheral massacre,
because the butcher will not even find it necessary to wipe the blood from his knives”
(295). By invoking the narrative of his grandfather, Khūrī begs the larger question of the
suppression of a ‘peripheral’ minority that elides the (memory) archive in line with Anne
Stoler’s (2009) understanding that archives are not “sites of knowledge retrieval”, but
“the series of rules which determine in a culture the appearance and disappearance of
statements, their retention and their destruction, their paradoxical existence as events and
things” (Khūrī 2002: 48). As the grandson of a Syriac, Yālū is not spared the disparaging
comments of his interrogators who scorn his “Syriac signature” and dub him “temporarily
Lebanese” (155). Obsessed with finding that unifying ‘thread’ in his narrative that would
prevent him from losing his Lebanese citizenship (176), Yālū muses over the challenge of
recuperating the ruins of his memory into a convincingly linear narrative. He makes a
note to self:
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Tūr Ābidīn (Syriac for ‘mountain of the servants of God) is a hilly region of southeast Turkey on the
border with Syria.

46
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The Armenian Genocide.
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I must find a thread that ties the story together,’ thought Yālū, and the thread of blood that
stretches from 'Ayn Ward to Beirut sketched itself before him. ‘That is my thread, he
thought.... I am Daniel, scion of the slaughtered. My grandfather was born in blood and
drank blood on Sunday every mass he celebrated, and I have been intoxicated by blood. Is
that my fault? (184)

The spectral figure of Yālū’s grandfather continues to haunt his memories to the
extent that he is unable to differentiate between his own memories and those he
‘inherited’ from his grandfather, thus toying with the idea of ‘postmemory.’ 47 Yālū
expresses his own confusion over his overlapping memories: “Tossed here, isolated from
the world, Yālū was confused as to how he should organize his memory. He was
confused because things came to him all at once and the images intermingled in his head,
times overlapped in his consciousness, as if he were an old man” (Khūrī 2008: 145).
Discomfort grips Yālū when he wonders to himself: “What does it have to do with
me? Did I start the war myself? I’ll write that I was slaughtered. I, Daniel am the
descendant of the victims of the massacre” (176). By making the reader privy to Yālū’s
private thought processes as he struggles to parse his own memories, Khūrī not only asks
his readers to reflect on the vagaries of human memory; he also aims to extend that
reflection to include the ways in which marginal stories, and histories, are eclipsed and/or
spliced together to form a collective narrative that ultimately shrouds the nuances of its
individual constituents. Inside Yālū’s mental theatre where characters jostle for
prominence on the written page, his confessions transform into a virtual battleground for
competing memories such that Yālū felt “he had taken in too many stories and couldn’t
bear it any longer” (197). This reinforces Yālū’s status as ‘living ruin’ of suppressed
memories that find life through his narratives and ultimately his life story. By placing the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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A term coined by Marianne Hirsch (1997) to depict a peculiar form of vicarious memory that finds its
way into the fabric of the self via personal narratives of a generation that has lived the experience to the
‘postmemory’ generation that has not.
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omphalos on the (subaltern) individual’s memory of war, Khūrī is proposing, in line with
Rancière’s notion of literature’s democratizing force, that Khūrī’s unseemly memory
interlocutor is just as pertinent as any other for tapping into the pulse of the civil war that
always already produced such relics.

Writing as deception: Yālū’s Mute Memories
Ultimately, Yālū’s stories merge with his ‘recalled, ‘received’ and ‘fabricated’
memories/postmemories, yielding not one truth but many — or possibly many versions
of one truth and it is precisely in this kernel of doubt that the author plants his theory of
history’s constructedness. Yālū comes to this conclusion when he insinuates that the act
of remembering is a performance intimately connected to the artifice of writing and that
memory is “re-collection, re-presentation” (Huyssen 2003: 111). Putting theory to praxis,
Yālū ruminates, in a kind of Brechtian estrangement effect on his own writing process:
Had Yālū been a storyteller, he would have written that he had drowned in a well of
words, had embraced the night and his ink had become blacker than the night. Had he
been a novelist, he would have written his memories all in the same tone calling them
“'Ayn Ward”. He would have begun his story with the young man that his grandfather
once was […] (Khūrī, 2002: 177)

As his protagonist struggles to recuperate the metaphorical ruins of his own
memory, Khūrī promotes a deeper reflection on the wiles of human memory and the
vexing issue of how to archive historical trauma via the individual. Khūrī seeks less to
represent than to deconstruct the making of memory and in the process lays bare the
epistemic violence of trying to ‘transcribe’ memory into a linear story. His narrator’s
confessions—whether forced or voluntary, true or laced with self-aggrandizement,
redemptive or incriminating, betray a silencing of the individual behind the act of writing
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which is encapsulated by the aesthetic distancing between author and speaker in the
above quotation.
The double bind of bearing witness has prompted much discussion about the
“dark shadows” of language that lurks in the backwaters of testimony (Agamben 1999.
Memoirs of survivors express the paradoxical side of bearing witness as that which locks
the survivor in an incommunicable silence and a concomitant need to tell what seems
untellable (Laub and Felmann 1991; Agamben 1999; Levi 1989). The torture of pain, we
are told, is imprisoned within the skin in a state anterior to language (Scarry 1985) with
its own “memory knowledge” (Delbo 1990). The conundrum of capturing such pain in
testimony is best exemplified by Jean Amery’s (1980) empathic description of the “first
blow” which fractures a prisoner’s dignity and trust in the world. This form of “sense
memory” Charlotte Delbo contends, remains wrapped in the “impervious skin of
memory” (153). For Cathy Caruth, in her reading of Freud’s Beyond the Pleasure
Principle: “trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an
individual’s past, but rather in a way that its unassimilated nature—returns to haunt the
survivor later on.” However, in the case of Yālū, memories do permeate the membrane of
the protagonist’s thoughts, and they are most acutely felt in his expressions of physical
pain over his inability to translate them into writing. Through his agony as he grapples
with the process of writing his own ‘sense memory’ of growing up with war, Yālū, like
the narrator in Beirut Nightmares, meditates on the question of memory’s coming-intobeing as narrative by underscoring its fraught relationship to witnessing. As we shall see
in Chapter 5, Suha Bshāra’s problematic role as ‘living archive’ of Khiyām prison’s
memory bears a striking resemblance to Yālū’s role as ‘living ruin’ of the civil war. Yālū
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underscores this anxiety when he tells the reader: “How can I describe to you what
happened to Yālū? […] The truth, sir, the truth that only God knows, is that my memory
is distorted and I don’t know” (Khūrī 2008: 291).

Ruined Memories
In any case, there is...a unique plane of consistency or composition for the cephalopod and
the vertebrate; for the vertebrate to become an Octopus or Cuttlefish, all it would have to
do is fold itself in two fast enough to fuse the elements of the halves of its back together,
then bring its pelvis up to the nape of its neck and gather its limbs together into one of its
extremities, like ‘a clown who throws his head and shoulders back and walks on his head
and hands.
(Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus)

The journey, which burgeons out of the ruins motif in the classical ode, is also at the
heart of Yālū. Khūrī inhabits and manipulates the journey in a novel way. According to
the classical tradition, journeying always entails an arrival at the qaṣīdah’s end. The
wuqūf (halting) over the ruins of the past has to reenact itself in the renewed wuqūf
halting of arrival. Thus, after a long poetic journeying through the ruins of memory, the
poet emerges in a renewed present—“now in the fullest sense of the ‘now’ time, the poet
stands in the present and in the presence not of what was lost, but of what is found, but
not what is found again, but an unqualified ‘break’ with the past that comes about with
this new arrival” (J. Stetkevych 1993: 29). A magnificent poetic image and symbolic
emblem of this new wuqūf or halting is the finality of the hunt – and battle-horse—as it
stands statuesque in the Muʿallaqah of Imruʾ al-Qays.
Instead of emerging the victorious hunter at his journey’s end, Yālū is “cuttlefish in
the hands of his interrogators” and instead of likening himself to a stalwart animal as is
commonly done in the classical ode, Yālū likens himself to a squid, helplessly
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floundering in its own ink:
Yālū understood that this sea creature was the first to discover writing because it wrote
with its ink in self-defense and to resist death. It enemies were completely misled by the
ink in their faces, and the cuttlefish vanished from their sight in the dense black thicket that
the ink painted with the seawater48. (Khūrī 2008: 100)

In a pathetic scene encapsulating this reversal journey Yālū throws his confessions,
and with them years of recuperated war memoirs, at his interrogators. As a symbolic
gesture of hegemonic erasure they fall into acrid water where they are left to wither,
“water, ink, and a bleeding story” (307). Following a short official judicial summary of
his crime and punishment, the novel closes with the last thoughts of the sentenced
narrator as he comes to the sobering conclusion that: “No one is capable of writing his
life” (220). As the forlorn Yālū turns toward the window of his new prison residence, he
addresses a person that only he can see with the following lament over his ruined past: “I
try to remember the stories I wrote, but my memory fails me” (314). Yālū intimates to
the reader that he had wanted to write, to monumentalize his history by mining his
memory in order to “inventory the traces of his life” (Gramsci 1992: 25), but with his
confessions left to wither in murky waters, Yālū is left to bear witness to their ruins.
Khūrī ultimately places the onus on the mind where memories remain wrapped in a
mental ink of untranslatability. The only trace left of Yālū’s story is encased within his
mental theatre that has become a ‘living ruin’ of submerged memories, reminiscent of
Horst Hoheisel’s ‘anti-monument’—where visitors are invited “to…search for the
memorial in their own heads” (quoted in Young 200: 90). Unlike the classical poet whose
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Khūrī comments that lying is what writers of fiction do: ‘this is how the ancient Arabs defined metaphor,
al-kadhib, which is to lie48. See: Jaggi, M. (2009) Interview with Ilyās Khūrī and Bahaa Taher (video
interview). Available at: http://frontlineclub.com/events/2009/08/edinburgh-tasters-elias-Khūrī’-and-bahaataher.html, accessed January 14, 2010.
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conjuring of past joys serves to mediate his reintegration into a harsh and natural world
by intensifying its minimal pleasures, Yālū’s incarceration literally cordons him off from
the rest of society.
Surprisingly however, the narrative takes an odd turn, when Yālū awakens after
his tumultuous journeying through wartime memories to a renewal that is at odds with his
desolate future behind bars. Although he emerges the prey at the novel’s end, Yālū also
emerges as a different being altogether. In fact, he even reinvents himself, taking on a
new name “Daniel.” Even the name, the site of identity and the self become ruined and
effaced unattainable sites to which no return is possible. In a symbolic nod to his literary
predecessor, Abū Tammām, Yālū underscores his transformation by transforming the
ʿAbbāsid poet’s famous verse “You are not you, the dwelling is not the dwelling” into
“You are not you, the prison is not your prison.” From the relic of Yālū emerges Daniel
with new plans to write a narrative about “love.” The new Daniel thus begins the first
line of his narrative with a famous Arabic proverb that states: “He is called man because
he forgets.” Thus his mental journeying through the annals of memory expands his selfawareness such that he becomes aware not only of his past but also of his present
circumstances, and he begins to resist the police attempts to make him a scape- goat as he
becomes aware of his denied humanity through the ‘torture’ of memory.

Conclusion!
As we have already seen, in these novels, ruins – temporary as they may be – prompt
meditations on the role of the writer in commemorating loss. As characters meditate over
various ruins intimately connected with war, they open up questions of commemoration,
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collective memory, nationalism and the role of literature in mediating testimonies of
survival during and after a cataclysmic event. In Bināyat Mathilde, the narrator’s ruined
apartment initially sparks a nostalgic reverie of life prior to war. By returning to the site
of memory where his ruined apartment blocks lies, the narrator attempts to connect place
and memory and to elegize its demise. Beirut Nightmares, on the other hand, thoroughly
rejects the nostalgia of ruins and its associated pathos of yearning for times past by
introducing a gender component into her female narrator’s rebirth out of the ruins of a
former male world order. Ilyās Khūrī’s Yālū tarries over the ruins of post-war memory, as
its anti-hero becomes a ‘living ruin of war’ whose marginalization and exploitation at the
hands of the state and society trumps his ‘reintegration’ into a postwar society. The ruins
motif allows Khūrī to explore the suppression of memory in the postwar era and pose the
important question of what ‘remains’ of memory in its literal and figurative sense. What
drives all these novels then is not merely a meditation on war and memory, but rather a
restless series of experimentations with alternative forms and structures of remembering
predicated on the reworking of a classical trope to suit a wartime and postwar reality.
The land of South Lebanon also enfolds a bitter past rife with occupation and
war(s) that burgeoned out of a significant chapter of the Lebanese civil war. The events
comprising the remembered, recounted, not so distant past of the South has fashioned,
through cycles of war a body of poetic and material sites of memory that is inextricably
entangled with one another. How are life and war on this volatile margin materially,
poetically and discursively entangled? The following chapter traces the formation and
mobilization of South Lebanon as battlefield and the events that led to war spliced with
my own embodied experiences as I traveled through this ruinous heartland of war.
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As one moves from center to margin the valences of war and memory shift as the

subjects and objects of ruination become hitched to and directed against an external war
with Israel in South Lebanon. While the novels in this chapter centered around the ruined
capital city, Beirut, and its implications on the concomitant reordering of its inhabitants’
worldview, along the edges of the nation-state the narrative shatters into to myriad
voices, objects, times and spaces embodying a range of contradictory, ambiguous and
unexpected (as well as expected) perspectives, realities, and tropes. The margin of the
nation exists in a gray zone of violently contested systems of power, overlapping orders
of being. To be sure, the dominant strand of memory directs it grievances against the
Israeli occupation of the south, but is one strand amongst other strands. On edge, if there
is a unifying gathering narrative and movement it is one directed against the center: the
“song” of enduring state neglect and persistent/consistent/perpetual abandonment. But let
me begin with my own encounter with this borderland as we shuttle back over a
decade…
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CHAPTER THREE
GENEALOGY OF A WARSCAPE: SOUTH LEBANON AT THE EDGE OF
MEMORY
Those who speak today are not the ones who have gone.
The wretched of the earth are always the same.
(Zīād Raḥbānī, The Lebanese Resistance)
The earth has the face of massacre
And the sky rains gray
There remains no branch but pillaged
There remains no face but ravaged
(Marcel Khalifeh, Arḍ al-Janūb)

Figure 4: Political cartoon by Lebanese artist Stavro Jabra depicting Arnūn’s annexation by Israel
into its ‘buffer zone’ in 1999.
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This chapter takes the focus away from urban dominated narratives to delve into
Lebanon’s southern rural periphery and its ‘separate fate’ from the rest from the nation by
closely examining its poetic landscapes of memory. How do the memory agents of this
southern borderland interpolate ruins into their critique of its historical destruction? How
are ruins coalesced into the commemorative practices of this rural periphery?

The Dusty Road (Less) Taken
On a regular school day in 1999, I decided to take the road less taken. During lunch hour,
I snuck out of school to venture into a service49 with my twin sister and a couple of
friends. We were not usually wont to wander off school premises, nor our scripted
pedagogical agendas, but we had a pressing matter to attend. We were going to protest
Israel’s latest annexation of a village called Arnūn50 in South Lebanon, making it the
104th village to be placed under Israeli occupation (1978-2000). As we jumped into the
service our cabbie casually asked us where he could ferry this excited group of 17 year
olds. “To the Shrīṭ!” (Israeli occupied border strip of Lebanon) we replied in unison.
Clearly this was not the set ply route he was expecting. He turned around to have a better
look at us: “To the Shrīṭ?” he echoed sarcastically. There was no good reason for him to
believe us (nor to place himself in jeopardy), so he unceremoniously kicked us out. We
waited in good faith until another service drove by. Apparently this time we sounded
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Old Mercedes taxi cabs that ply set routes in Lebanon.

The village of Arnūn on the edge of the zone occupied by Israel was disputed between Israel, its proxy
local militia the SLA (South Lebanon Army, which I shall discuss in more detail in Chapter Five), and
Lebanon. In February, after being "annexed" by Israel and the SLA, the village was "liberated" by a mass
demonstration of Lebanese students. It was reoccupied by Israel in April. In May and June the SLA
withdrew from the Jezzine salient.
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more credible as we got underway to our destination, one that neither of us had ever
dared to consider until that fateful day.
Our service driver had struck a deal with us: he would take us as far as the village
gates and then it was up to us to find our feet. We agreed. As the car ambled slowly past
the usual signposts of familiarity, excitement gave way to a feeling of breathless anxiety.
What were we doing? What would our parents think? It was too late to turn back so we
continued with steadfast determination to an area we had only ever known through
hearsay. This was the occupied South and we had no business being there, apparently.
But we made it our business. I still remember the wide-eyed feeling of disbelief as our
car suddenly pulled the breaks and in the distance, a mirage-like scene of barbed wire
fencing unfurled before a small group of disoriented villagers came into focus. We
walked in silence to the scraggly looking fencing decorated with forbidding warning
signs that read “Danger Mines!” As I slowly took in the scene, I tried to fathom how that
small strip of earth separating us from the southern villagers sitting on the ‘other’ side of
occupied Lebanon, could crystalize into an actual boundary. One scene will never leave
me: the sight of a 104 year old man, pale, ethereal and waif-like sitting in his plastic chair
right in front of the barbed wire enclosing his freshly occupied village in which he had
vowed to die, but not under these conditions. This was the beginning of a long
intellectual and emotional journey south that started in earnest that fateful day I decided
to skip school. As expected, our absences were duly reported and our locations discerned
creating a great hullabaloo that crystalized into an unexpected wave of students pushing
south to the very same location.

!

!

90!
That same day we returned to ‘unoccupied’ Lebanon and to the safety of our

school, we frenetically printed fliers of the images we had captured of southerners
stalwartly yet silently protesting occupation. From that day forward I began collecting
newspaper clippings of this first encounter that I have since kept in a scrapbook, a textual
archive to counteract the inevitable sketchiness of memory.

Figure 5: A snippet from Lebanon’s English language newspaper, The Daily Star. Lebanese
students grasp bare handed at the barbed wire fencing enclosing Arnūn, tearing it down despite
the threat of mines.
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Figure 6: Village residents of Arnūn pose for the camera in silent protest against their village’s
annexation into the ‘occupied zone.’ Photo by author.

Eventually the village of Arnūn was released from its temporary captivity, but the impact
of my first foray to the edge of the ‘zone’ would remain indelibly etched in my mental
landscape. This transformative trip put me on the path of observation, inquiry and
experience as it engendered much of the material and memories I now have at hand to
work into this dissertation. But before we get ahead of ourselves let me give you a sense
of this southern borderland.

Invisible subjects: the wretched of the earth
Smoke will stir "no more, no more "the trees, now "evening closes "on the colors of the
village. "An end is come "to the workings of shadow. "The response of the
landscape "expects no answer.
(W.G. Sebald, Across the Land and the Water)

Once Galilee, now divided, the landscape of the South remains a crumpled, thorny stretch
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of crimson earth hugging a borderline where the highland plateau defining the southern
ridge of Lebanese territory tumbles into the lower rolling hills of the Israeli north. A
hardy Mediterranean maquis51, whose ravaged and meager appearance belies a nurturing
resilience (and conceals a resistance) (Pearson 2008), this landscape has thrived on cycles
of destruction for more than half a century now. This is Janūb lubnān, Jabal ʿāmil and
jalīl52, heartland of scarred memories and warfare. Unfurling along a militarized border
and mined frontline into rocky elevations peppered with deep and crooked gorges, the
borderland is dotted with villages whose homes coalesce along the main stretch of road,
perch on hilltops, and crouch in valleys. Tangles of thorns, wild pistachio, thyme, sage
and brambles carpet the rocky slopes along the borderline, and solitary figures, oak,
carob, juniper, hawthorn, fig and laurel trees stretch across the pastureland. Dovetailing
with those pastures and all along the border fence are minefields where the purple grasses
grow. Beyond them begin the phalanxes of cypresses along the final border. Yet, the
romantic, pastoral, rustic, rural, simple, wholesome, imagery inspired by this bucolic
countryside has been periodically undone. Not only is this place an oft forgotten margin
of a troubled and neglectful state, but coating its terrain, guerrillas/fighters have enfolded
the earth of South Lebanon in their project and practice: it is their haven and their
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Maquis (French) or macchia (Italian: macchia Mediterranea) is a shrubland biome in the Mediterranean
region, typically consisting of densely growing evergreen shrubs such as holm oak, tree heath, strawberry
tree, sage, juniper, buckthorn, spurge olive and myrtle. It is found throughout the Mediterranean Basin [...].
It is similar to the English heath in many aspects, but with taller shrubs, typically 2 – 4 m high as opposed
to 0.2 – 1 m for heath. [...] Although Maquis is by definition natural, its appearance in many places is due
to destruction of forest cover, mainly by frequent burning that prevents young trees from maturing. It tends
otherwise to grow in arid, rocky areas where only drought-resistant plants are likely to prosper. The word
comes from the plural of Italian macchia (English “thicket”). The extremely dense nature of maquis made it
ideal cover for bandits and guerrillas, who used it to shelter from the authorities. It is from this meaning
that the Second World War French resistance movement the Maquis, derived its name.
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weapon.53
The historical heart of the area that is present-day South Lebanon, stretching from
the inland and upland of Sidon along the coast and inland toward the highland plateaus,
mountains and ridges that geographically define the borderland today is historically
known as Jabal ʿāmil, after the Arab tribe from which locals claim descent. As the fetal
Lebanese state was conceived from the ruins of an historical Ottoman order, incubated
under French tutelage, formalized and finally recognized and instantiated, the sectarian
system that defines Lebanese politics today came into being. Although genealogically
linked to the millet system that defined religious communities in Ottoman times, the
sectarian political order that is still very much in place today in Lebanon (brought into
starker relief and burnished in the flames of the civil war) was created by the French
under the ascendance of the Maronites, their local clients, with the eventual cooptation of
the other sects represented by their respective zuʿamāʾ (plural for political leaders). The
Shīʿī were among the most populous, fragmented and poor of the constituencies that fell
within the borders of the new nation-state of Lebanon. Although they were formally
“represented” in government by their zuʿamā. the overwhelming majority of the
population continued to live in abject poverty, submission, dependence; they were
socially, politically and economically bound to an oppressive and neglectful order. At this
time, when Lebanon was created and defined as a nation state the Shīʿī of South
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Like the Crusader-built Beaufort Castle and the Crusader ruin at Blatt.
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Lebanon54 found themselves doubly marginalized and bound as brand new citizens and
subjects of the modern French-inspired nation state La République du Liban.
The beginning of warfare in the borderland that followed on the heels of its
creation as remote state margin and warfront crystallized and catalyzed an unexpected
process: namely the transformation, mobilization and militarization of the Lebanese
Shīʻa, historically populous, poor and powerless, into a political force to be reckoned
with within the Lebanese theatre and throughout the larger Middle East. The creation and
consolidation of the Shīʿa’s political class, social movement and national and regional
power has been studied extensively. Their transformation is key to grasping the
specificity of the Southern landscape in social, class and national political terms, for
along the southern marches something new was born in the literature and the cultural
geography of the nation.

Border Struggles
The southern borderland was drawn and defined on the ground beginning in 1923 by the
Great Allied Powers of France and Britain, who created and administered Lebanon and
Palestine respectively in the wake of the First World War. The area that came to be
Lebanon’s southern frontier was historically the hinterland of Palestine’s coastal cities
and its market towns burgeoned as vital nodes linking Damascus and the Syrian interior
to the coast. Networks of trade, governance and kinship extended throughout the entire
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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It must be added here: the South is by no means only populated by the Shi’a although I have taken up
their historical narrative thread here because they are the most populous sect in the area and now dominate
the borderland politically and thus it is significant to relay their transformation from powerless populace to
political powerhouse. The borderland is home to Druze, Christian (Maronite and Greek Catholic), and
Sunni communities that have been as profoundly affected by the history being recounted, but in different
ways I cannot get into here.
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region. With the definition of the border creating the nation-states of Syria, Palestine and
Lebanon, the South found itself cut off on all sides. From that moment began the modern
chapter of the South as trapped, impoverished periphery and soon battleground a period
from whence the South’s present day geopolitical, social, historical, moral formation and
identity is viscerally drawn and narrated.
The curious thing is that this border has neither been completely marked on the
ground nor ratified as border by international agreement because the two states who need
to agree about this border have been officially at war ever since one of those states’
inception in 1948. During the 1948 war, Israeli forces entered Lebanon and took control
of eighteen border villages and when they withdrew an Armistice Demarcation Line was
drawn over the 1923 boundary. In the period between 1949 and 1967 the Israel-Lebanon
Mixed Armistice commission (ILMAC) was set up to continue marking the border under
the observation of the UN. But by the time the 1967 war began and ended six days and a
whole chapter later, only twenty-five non-contiguous kilometers of the border had been
marked and signed by both sides. Like other affairs, this border-marking process was
suspended, and remains so today despite the fact that the various confrontations and wars
that those states have been involved in have left a rainbow of colored lines interpreting
this border: the Green Line is the 1948 line; the Purple Line, the ceasefire line at the end
of the 1967 war; then there was the Red Line that defined the northern edge of the 22
year Israeli occupation that collapsed in 2000; after which the UN added a Blue Line
(that is still heavily disputed). Until the 1967 war the border had remained more or less
porous to civilians and largely quiet. But by the late 1960s guerrilla warfare was on the
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rise and the border was well on its way to becoming a frontline and the borderland a
battlefield.
The following is a passage taken from an account that was penned a few months
before the first Israeli invasion of 1978.
The South is the poorest area of Lebanon for many reasons: the lack of services and
infrastructure, the economic exploitation of its main crop tobacco, and the disinterest,
indeed lack of awareness, of the rest of the nation. According to official Lebanese
Government statistics (1974), the South has about 20 percent of the total population, but
it receives less than 0.7 percent of the State budget. It has the fewest paved roads per
person per acre. Running water is still missing in all villages and towns although water
pipes were extended to many areas in the early sixties. Electricity networks were erected
at about the same time, but they are inoperative most of the time. Sewage facilities are
available only in large towns and cities. Outside the larger centers telephone service is
completely absent except for a single manual cabin, which is usually out of order.
Doctors visit the villages once a week and sometimes only once a month. Clinics are
maintained only in large villages and do not function regularly. Hospitals and pharmacies
are found only in the larger population centers. Elementary school is usually run in an old
unhealthy house provided by the village. Intermediate schools were introduced to the
large towns in the mid-sixties. The entire South has only four secondary schools (in Bint
Jbeil, Tyr, Nabaṭiyyah, and Marjʿayūn). There are two other schools in Ṣayda. (Sharif:
10-11)

Because of the geopolitical ramifications of the border between Lebanon and
Palestine and introduction of war(s) with the birth of Israel, compounded by a declining
agricultural sector, the rural peripheries of Lebanon entered an era of precipitous socioeconomic decline.
The occupation created a rather tenuous situation along Lebanon’s southern
marches the result of which was the uneven incorporation of this poor periphery in the
structures and infrastructures of the “absent” modern nation-state. More accurately those
structures were put in place with respect to the ruling elites who were by now firmly
ensconced in faraway Beirut, but it was their position (and that of the state) on the ground
of South Lebanon that came into critical question and eventual total (physical and

!

!

97!

political) elision as wars heated up. I say wars, for on the one hand, I refer to the wars of
various guerrilla groups with Israel that began in the late 1960s along this borderline and
still has not ended and, on the other, I indicate the Lebanese civil war (also composed of
many wars), which officially ended in 1990. Those wars are temporally overlapping and
intrinsically, multiply and complexly interlinked and they engendered a double-stranded
social process crucial to the account at hand.55

Finding The Dispossessed
The Cairo Agreement of 1969 consecrated South Lebanon as battlefield. This agreement,
among other things freed the Palestinian cause from the persecution of the Lebanese
authorities, and most significantly for this account, gave the Palestinian militants use of
South Lebanon borderland as base for military missions against Israel. The increasing
alienation of Shīʿī villagers led to a movement that initially coalesced around the
luminary figure of Mūsa al-Ṣadr, a Shīʻī imam of distant Lebanese descent, who appeared
on the scene in the 1960s. Ṣadr’s initial success and popularity had to do with staking
claims for Shīʿī presence in Lebanese government and politics, stepping into the role
neglected by the oppressive and exploitative old feudal families (for example, in 1969
Ṣadr instigated the formation of the Higher Shia Islamic Council that would articulate
Shīʿī demands in governmental matters; up until this point Shīʿī religious representation
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The first strand, relating more to the establishment of the nation-state and the border and the beginning of
war with Israel, configured the bleak demographic situation described above where only the poorest
villagers remained in place on the land of South Lebanon; this was related to the physical withdrawal of the
elites from the rural South, their former stronghold. The absence of the elites is linked to the second process
that played out throughout the years of Israeli aggression in the South that resulted in the transformation of
a historically weak peasantry into a resistant strain of steadfast war-seasoned beings. The emergent
formation, represented by new kinds of leaders rising from the bog of peasantry and the fog of war soon
staked out a new political role throughout the years of conflict to take their place as powerful present-day
participants in Lebanese government, but most significantly, the present-day inhabitants and de facto
movers and shakers of the borderland.
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in the state had been subsumed under the Sunni council), and also, probably most
significantly, wean the mobilizing Shīʻa, who were drawn into the Palestinian and leftist
thrall, militias and payroll into a new sect-based political tradition and formation. As
Norton argues in Amal and the Shīʻa: Struggle for the Soul of Lebanon
Mūsa al-Ṣadr set out to establish himself as the paramount leader of the Shīʿī community,
and his arrival could not have been more timely. He did not single-handedly stimulate the
community’s political consciousness, but he capitalized on the budding politicization of
the Shīʿ a invigorating and rationalizing it. (Norton: 39)

Ṣadr organized his rhetoric around the leading thematic tropes of Shī’ism, their
(the followers of Ali or ahl al-bayt) historical and ongoing dispossession at the hands of
the power-hungry (Sunni) establishment and their subsequent massacre, suffering and
impoverishment, exile and dispossession. Mūsa al-Ṣadr was the first figure to give the
Shīʿī peasantry and urban poor a personalized political voice that stemmed from the
potent mixture of their sectarian identity, perceived and real historical oppression, sociopolitical dispossession and recent militarization. He publicly launched ḥarakat al
maḥrumīn or “the movement of the dispossessed” in a massive, powerful rally in Baalbek
in 1974. With the run-up to the civil war gaining intensity and the increasing
militarization of Lebanese politics, Ṣadr’s movement begat a military arm afwāj almūqāwama al-lubnānīyya (detachments of the Lebanese resistance) that came to be
known by its acronym Amal (which means hope). Amal was the first Shīʻa-based
resistance movement in South Lebanon and although Fataḥ trained its first adherents it
soon eclipsed and then overtook the secular-leftist alliance of Palestinians and Lebanese
in the borderland and elsewhere (by the time of the second Israeli invasion of 1982, some
Amal villages were in open war with the leftist-Palestinian guerrillas). The movement
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gained force and momentum with the beginning of the Lebanese civil war in 1975 where
many poor Shī’a were expelled from the Christian areas of Beirut and flocked to the
protection of the “own” militia. Norton sums up this process:
As the conflict in Lebanon progressed, the Shī’a were increasingly isolated as a
community. In the early stages of the civil war, the Shī’a provided the canon fodder for
most of the groups aligned with the PLO. Indeed, as a dispossessed people they were
often and aptly described as the natural allies of the Palestinians. However, they
increasingly became the communal victims of the Palestinian-Israel war for PalestineIsrael. In a mean dialectical process, the Shī’a found themselves targeted by the Israelis
for their geographic propinquity to the fidā’iyīn and viewed with increasing contempt and
suspicion by the fidā’iyīn, from whom they attempted to distance themselves. The IDF’s
(Israeli Defense Force) intensive campaign, beginning in 1978, served to bring the latent
contradictions and tensions to surface, and the resultant alienation of the Shī’a from the
Palestinian resistance served as a fertile context for the growth of an organization, Amal,
that promised to fill a most basic need, security. (51)

In the first phase of the Lebanese civil war Amal remained a relatively weak
military presence and political player as a newcomer to the field of battle and still in the
process of wresting its constituency from the feudal lords and the leftist pro-Palestinian
parties. As a rubric for the disenfranchised Shī’a in the process of forming a political
identity and place for themselves in the Lebanese theater it was robust and well funded
by merchants, the small agrarian middle class and overseas Shī’a (Ibid. 61), but its
infrastructure was weak, it was disorganized militarily and its supporters and adherents
were scattered. But three occurrences within less than a year of each other reinvigorated
and consolidated the sweep and goals of this movement. These were the first Israeli
invasion of March 1978 followed in August of that year by the mysterious disappearance
of Mūsa al Ṣadr in an official state visit to Libya and finally the Iranian revolution in
January 1979. Within the context of the ongoing civil conflict in Lebanon that was being
increasingly waged by sectarian-based militias, Amal’s popular support, political strength
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and military expertise began to grow. Amal thus formed the first wave of Shīʿī resistance
in Lebanon from which the kernel of Hezbollah formed, split and sprung from in the
bloody crucible of the second Israeli invasion and subsequent occupation. Sweeping
away the last vestiges of feudal structures across the South and undermining the
burgeoning leftist alliance across the borderland, the movement of the dispossessed
consolidated a Shīʿī social revolution and set the coming stage for communal politics in
South Lebanon ever since.

The Border and Beyond
I began my fieldwork in the summer of 2007, a little under a year after the devastating
July War of 2006 and as (re)construction, fuelled and funded by a flood of international
aid, boomed. This was a time of frenetic (re)building in the South, where many villages
were literally bursting forth from the rubble. This was also a time of political upheaval in
Lebanon where the fallout of the February 2005 assassination of Prime Minister Rafīq elHarīrī and the subsequent withdrawal of Syria from Lebanon, merged with the
repercussions of the 2006 war and resulted in an acutely volatile environment that
erupted into the “mini civil war” of May 2008, as well as other kinds of explosions and
eruptions56. The pressing issues, alive since the brittle closure of the civil war, even now
continue to grumble menacingly (and at present are being taken to yet another level of
volatility and potential violence in the context of the turmoil in Syria unfolding before
our very eyes).
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For an in-depth study and reading of the Cedar Revolution’s relationship to mourning and ritual see Ken
Seigneurie Standing By The Ruins.
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I traveled away from the margins of the nation-state to look for answers to my

questions about memory and war in this formerly occupied fringe of Lebanon. I turned
my back on ongoing orchestrations of political contests and rivalries, on organized,
“model”, utopian, reconstructions as much in the Beirut Central District Solidère as in the
southern suburbs Ḍāhiyeh (Fawaz 2009; Makdisi 1997; Sawalha), and headed to the
physical and existential edge of the nation-space, perhaps taking cues from, among
others, Batailles who wrote “life must be examined in its empty and peripheral forms
rather than in the monuments and the monumental vistas that are at its center” (1985:214215). I traveled deep into the “epistemic murk” (Taussig 1986) of a “gray zone” (Levi
1988): the well-seasoned battleground of South Lebanon, into the homeland of war where
a repeating historical cycle of devastation, ruination, and regeneration had composed a
curious collage where the detritus of war existed side by side with intact and highly
organized museum paths and non-scripted poetic lamentations burst forth into song. It
was my hope that at this southern edge I could grasp what was obscured at the center:
that in the creative destruction of the violence periodically visited memories could lend
themselves to a new texture generative of the ‘separate fate’ endured by this edge of
country.
The southern borderland is a semi-closed military zone under the control and
surveillance of several militaries including the Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF), the Israeli
Defense Forces (IDF), Hezbollah, the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon
(UNIFIL) and the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) to name the
known ones. Only Lebanese nationals are allowed in and out of this area without a
military pass and everyone is considered suspicious. In time and with some strategic
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effort and growing familiarity, I managed to achieve relatively unhindered freedom of
movement and inquiry around the areas I researched in. I cannot underline enough that
the South Lebanon border-strip where I conducted fieldwork is an active warzone
watched over, fought over, and guarded by several armed networks
As is quite obvious, this is not only an academic project as it also stems from my
life as a witness to and former inhabitant of war. So it is also a life project. Its questions
are simultaneously sourced and directed toward my experience of the Lebanese civil war,
the occupation of South Lebanon, and what came after, including several Israeli bombing
campaigns, and ongoing struggles within the Lebanese theatre and the 2006 War.
When I first set foot into the south I decided that the key to my approach would
be to orient myself through narrative and to attend to “various kinds of performative
gestures through storytelling” (Das 2007: 89). I am often reminded of what Muḥsin alMūsawī had advised me when I first began writing this dissertation: to square my
research on the memorials practices of South Lebanon by looking for it in the narratives
woven around its existence. Poetics and politics are inextricably entwined in this
borderland, but they tell a tale worth listening to and it is armed with this literary
concoction that I set on my path to explore the hidden memory lurking beneath this
southern turf.

Sense Memory and The Border…
My first contact with the border strip began a long time ago, even before I ventured to the
temporarily occupied village of Arnūn, confirming to me the power of narrative to shape
and mold imaginative laboratories and inquisitive minds. This initial ‘contact’ began
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through stories I had received from southerners who entered my life-world by dint of
circumstance. When Abū ‘Alī came to our door in 1988, I was a receptacle to his and his
family’s vernacular memories of the occupied border strip, especially through
conversations with his daughter Ḥayāt, whose husband had been imprisoned in an
infamous Israeli operated detention center known simply as Khiyām57 (which I discuss in
detail in Chapter 5). Abū ‘Alī was one of a wave of ongoing out-migration that began,
continued and swelled in the wake of a borderline that put the South on the edge of the
nation-state and in the middle of war. When the civil war broke out and downtown
became a battleground, he and his family began the hard downward spiral into abject
poverty: hunger, homelessness and dependency. With the 1978 Israeli invasion they were
forced out of the village and after spending some time in a Red Cross camp for the
displaced in Ṣūr (Tyr), they (by now six children in total) eventually made their way
away from the occupation that had swallowed their village and back to the “misery belt”
of the capital where the civil war continued to rage.

1978
For a little after midnight on March 15, 1978 Israel launched “Operation Lītānī”
its first large-scale land invasion of Lebanon. Heralded by barrages of artillery, armored
columns of tanks and around 30,000 Israeli ground troops barreled over the borderline
and into South Lebanon. Sweeping across the landscape without facing insurmountable
resistance, the IDF (Israeli Defense Forces) achieved its stated objective – to flush the
Palestinian guerrillas from the borderland and establish what they called a “security belt”
along the entire border, ten kilometers deep. Throughout the seven day operation around
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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2000 people died, a quarter of a million people were displaced and around 2500 homes
were completely destroyed across 100 villages. These villages were wiped from the map
and their inhabitants (supposed “militants”) were massacred and/or displaced (Hirst:
118). On March 19, 1978 the UN Security Council passed resolution 425 that called
“upon Israel to cease its military action against Lebanese territorial integrity and
withdraw forthwith its forces from all Lebanese territory” (quoted in Naṣrallah: 33). It
also established
Immediately under its authority a United Nations interim force for southern Lebanon for
the purpose of confirming the withdrawal of Israeli forces, restoring international peace
and security and assisting the government in Lebanon in ensuring the return of its
effective authority in the area, the force to be composed of personnel drawn from
member states of the United nations” (ibid.)

The “forthwith” would take around 22 years to be honored, and UNIFIL (United
Nations Interim Forces in Lebanon) has been renewing its “interim” presence in the
border zone every year ever since. That same day, with the operation supposedly over,
the Israelis suddenly broke out of their newly created buffer zone to reach the Lītānī
River. Finally on June 13, 1978 Israel began its withdrawal. It left behind it a ravaged
field of battle and significantly for the first time a landscape strewn with unexploded
cluster bombs, weapons that they would use time and again, re-seeding the Southern
landscape with this explosive bitter crop. As the Israelis began to withdraw they suddenly
stopped 10 km from the border and turned over the entire swathe of borderland to
Lebanese Army Major Saʿad Haddād, who led the pro-Israeli militia that would come to
rule what eventually be known by its euphemism “The Strip”. Then named the Free
Lebanon Army, it was the precursor of what would later become the South Lebanon
Army (SLA). Israel supposedly withdrew then leaving a proxy force in its place to ensure
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a Palestinian (and UNFIL) free “security zone” on 700 square kilometers of Lebanese
land. In any case they would soon be back. Thus began Israel’s long occupation of South
Lebanon.
Through some more years of difficulty and into the early 1980s, my interlocutor,
Abū ‘Alī, along with several other families from their village, eventually squatted an
empty place in Doha, a few kilometers south of Beirut above the Mediterranean, where a
few affluent families had built villas and then abandoned them as they fled the war in
Lebanon to comfort-in-exile abroad. Then in 1982 came the second Israeli invasion that
swept up viciously toward Beirut.

1982
Between 1982 and 1985, during Israel’s second invasion of Lebanon and
subsequent three-year occupation, Israel expanded the border Strip to include offensive
geography and consolidated it with the establishment of the SLA under General Antoine
Lahd. The 1982 offensive, the infamous 1982 “Operation Peace for Galilee” was a long
prepared for assault (Israel’s “chosen war”) that set out to exterminate the PLO
(Palestinian Liberation Organization) once and for all from Lebanon. This time an
invading force of 90,000 men, with 1300 tanks and 1500 armored carriers, covered by the
air force and the navy carpet-bombing humanity into submission and cities into rubble,
ploughed through the country in a three-pronged attack all the way to the gates of Beirut.
There they were halted at the Khaldeh junction where Abū ‘Alī’s family (and eventually
mine) settled, on the coast ten kilometers south of Beirut, by a temporarily effective
resistance comprised of Palestinian and leftist militias who had formed themselves into
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the Joint Forces. At this point the Israelis stalled and regrouped, with some officers taking
up residence in the plush homes on the low hills overlooking Khaldeh and Beirut (among
them my uncle’s house, where they shot and killed his dogs before entering – just as
described by the narrator of Ari Folman’s animated account of this invasion, Waltz with
Bashir). From there the Israelis launched the infamous siege of Beirut that many Israelis
see as a turning point in Israeli military history. The invaders demanded the
“disappearance” of the PLO (Hirst) and after seven weeks of strangulating blockade and
a relentless bombing campaign that made the city synonymous with living hell, Beirut
exhausted and depleted and in the throes of a full-blown humanitarian disaster finally
gave in. The PLO got out; Sharon implemented his (hidden agenda) state-building plan,
which ended in naught with the September 14 assassination of the young Lebanese
president elect Bashir Gemayel and the massacres of Sabra and Shatila (September 1619) soon followed, facilitated by the Israelis and implemented by Bashir’s Forces
Libanaises. The death toll of Operation Peace for Galilee invasion topped 19,000 souls.
The 1982 invasion has been called by Israeli military historian Martin van
Creveld Israel’s “greatest folly,” for in entering the “quagmire” of Lebanon, Israel
through unspeakable acts of violence and destruction, tarnished their military reputation
forged in the numerous Arab-Israeli wars, and most crucially created their most
formidable foe to date. They had entered Lebanon to fight one foe and upon defeating it
rode a wave of hubris and created another much more dangerous and effective one.
It was Israel itself that changed the Shiites, which turned rice and flowers into grenades
and homemade bombs. Indeed, observers never ceased to marvel at just how thoroughly
unnecessarily and counter-productively it managed to achieve this. At bottom their
metamorphosis was a completely natural – if initially delayed – response to what Israel
had done to them, beginning with the invasion itself. They had not been the specific
target of that, but they had nonetheless suffered more than any other community if only
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because, as inhabitants of the South, they stood directly in its path. Mainly theirs were the
villages – nearly 80 percent of them – that were damaged and destroyed, theirs the
majority of the 20,000 killed. They formed the overwhelming bulk of yet another great
exodus from the South, further swelling the capital’s ‘belt of misery’, and contributing to
the fact that in the massacres of Sabra and Shatila, perhaps a quarter of the slain were also
Shiites. (Hirst: 198)

After Sabra and Shatila, Multi-National Forces (MNF) took over the capital
Beirut and Israel withdrew in stages leaving carnage in their wake as the various
Lebanese factions began to fight each other to fill the ensuing vacuum. The Israelis
eventually entrenched themselves in the southern half of Lebanon beginning from the
Awwāli River outside of Sidon. In the vacuum of the PLO’s withdrawal and the
continuing messy and violent Israeli occupation of the south of the country, a context was
created for a homegrown Lebanese resistance to come into its own; Norton calls it
“making enemies in South Lebanon” because that is in fact what the Israelis did.
Overstaying their “welcome” by a stretch and through their heavy-handed dealings with
the southerners created an enemy they are still unable to get the better of.
Among the seasoned militants and resistors already on the scene, a new group
made an appearance. Hezbollah, then still known then as Islamic Jihād (among them the
present day Secretary General of Hezbollah Ḥasan Naṣrallah – who broke with Amal and
recombined, taking their followers with them), was catalyzed in the violence visited upon
Lebanon and particularly the South during this invasion. They literally burst onto the
stage in 1983 first with an attack on the Israeli occupation headquarters in Tyr and then
with the suicide-attacks on the US embassy and the US Marine and French soldiers, who
were part of the MNF “keeping the peace” in Beirut in the wake of the Israeli withdrawal
from the capital. The double attack on the barracks near Beirut Airport took the lives of
241 American marines and 58 French troops and ended the presence of the MNF. In
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1985, for the first time in its military history thus far Israel unilaterally withdrew from an
invaded Arab country under pressure of armed resistance. In Norton’s words:
No other facet of Israel’s misadventure in Lebanon is a clearer case of bad judgment and
self-defeating policy than Israel’s mishandling of the Shīʿī population of south Lebanon.
[…] Of all the blunders committed by Israel in Lebanon, those committed in south
Lebanon were the most unnecessary, the least easily excused by the dumb luck of history,
and, perhaps, the most far-ranging in effect. For the first time in the history of the ArabIsraeli conflict, the IDF was defeated, and not by a standing army, but by a loosely
organized, poorly equipped resistance force (107).

But let me get back to my narrative about Abū ‘Alī and his family. Through the
sweltering months of June, July and August in 1982, the Israelis camped on the outskirts
of the wretched city and laid upon it a deadly siege. And one of the Israeli’s top-brass
headquarters with a birds-eye view of southern Beirut was Doha, where my family
eventually settled in 1983. Uncannily enough this particular phase of the 1982 Israeli of
Lebanon invasion is also portrayed in the powerful animated feature Waltz with Bashir.
The Israelis would remain in Ṣaydā (Sidon) until 1986 before withdrawing to their
“Security Belt” until May 24, 2000. The siege was burning hell and the occupation of
Doha is counted among the worst days of Abū ‘Alī’s family’s life as they survived on
barely more than a piece of bread a day. Soon this time was somehow also survived and
Abū ‘Alī continued to make a living as caretaker of some of the empty villas for a while.
This is where our families’ paths converged, when in 1983 my parents rented one of the
empty houses on this empty hill. My mother employed Abū ‘Alī as gardener and
caretaker and his older daughters also came to help with the housework. It was through
his daughter Ḥayāt’s painful attachment to her village that lived in her broken heart and
clung to her shattered dreams that brought the occupied south into first focus to me as I
became aware of the world and of war. Ḥayāt reminded me poignantly of the female
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protagonist, Tamīma, in Tawfīq Yūsuf ʿAwwād’s (YEAR) prewar novel Ṭawahīn Bayrūt.
Essentially alienated from her fictional village Mahdiyya at first, Tamīma’s grows to love
it as she begins to identify with it as a fellow wounded being after an Israeli raid on the
village:
The evil assault on Mahdiyya was like the slash of Hussein Qammū‘i’s razor. But it was
more treacherous and more contemptible. And this time, just as before, the victim was
silent and submissive. And in just the same way, the victims were human beings and their
laws. For the first time, she loved Mahdiyya. (120)

Tamīma’s place identity, her loyalty to the land, is catalyzed from a sense of
shared victimhood, which forges a bond between her and Mahdiyya, and begins to sever
her ties with the city that had initially represented an alternative to the village. The two
victims, Tamīma and the land, are described as “human beings and their laws”; thus,
Tamīma is textually linked with not only the land of the village, for the land itself is
anthropomorphized (35). The place of refuge becomes a victim, just as the woman who
seeks refuge in it does. Just as my real-life interlocutor, Ḥayāt identified with her beloved
village Ramia.
It is also Ḥayāt’s narratives about Khiyām Prison, where her husband and many
other southerners of questionable sympathies were detained, that brought this elusive
detention center into my zone of inquiry. Ḥayāt would often traverse the perilous
occupied territory of South Lebanon to visit her husband, as a few southerners with
special permits were allowed into the borderland following intense interrogation. It was
after Ḥayāt’s husband’s unexpected release in 1999 and my subsequent conversations
with him that I began generating a myriad and one questions about life lived in this
elusive borderland.
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Liberation and “Interregnum”
The long occupation of South Lebanon collapsed over the course of two days; it was a
long time in the making but the end came swiftly beginning on May 21, 2000 and ending
at dawn on May 24th. The Israeli Army withdrew unilaterally from the borderland they
had ruled for more than two decades. Many proclaimed it as an ignominious rout. Yet
most Israelis were relieved to be out. And surely Hezbollah, who trumpeted and
proclaimed the withdrawal as their greatest victory to date and themselves as the authors
of the liberation (taḥrīr) of the long-suffering South, rejoiced and claimed the south. ..
The end of the occupation had been heralded and foretold for some time, ever
since Ehud Barak, Israeli Prime Minister was voted into office and found himself having
to honor his election-campaign promise to leave Lebanon by July. The promise created a
nervous arc of anticipation that resulted in a spiral of insecurity and fear especially
among the foot soldiers of SLA, who were not sure that their Israeli masters had any
secure future for them in mind (if they had them in mind at all). The existential core of
the Strip had been doubly shaken in the past year or so first with Hezbollah’s targeted
(and filmed) assassination of Brig. Gen. Erez Gerstein, commander of the Israeli Defense
Forces in South Lebanon, whose armor-plated Mercedes was blown up by a roadside
bomb near Ḥasbaya in the eastern sector on Feb. 28, 1999, and the assassination (also
filmed) less than a year later of the SLA commander of the Western Brigade ʿAql
Hāshem outside his home in Dibl in the central sector. Defections and surrenders began
to eat at the rank and file of the surrogate, mercenary militia and morale continued to
plummet. Seeing that their network of control was fraying, by the spring of 2000 the
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Israelis began evacuating forward positions along the northern border of the Strip as well
as heavy weaponry; these moves only added fuel to the fire of collapse that had already
taken over the occupation.
On May 21, 2000 an entire brigade of SLA soldiers in the central sector
surrendered, and by the next day villagers from the village of Qantara along the northern
edge of the central sector of the zone simply walked past the UNIFIL roadblock, across
the border separating Lebanon proper from the occupied Strip, and back to their long lost
homes, paving the way for the Hezbollah fighters and the rest of the country. An
inexorable collapse was at hand. Israel scrambled to get its troops over the border as they
destroyed their fortified positions behind them. Full-blown panic took hold of the SLA
with entire families fleeing across the border into Israel. The remaining shreds of this
overwhelming panic was in full display by the time I entered the Strip the next day, the
border fence at the Fatima Gate was strewn with abandoned cars, luggage and especially
clothes. It was an unnerving sight, the suspended clothes made of cheerfully colored
material hung like effigies, powerfully yet mutely expressing the terror spurring the
chaotic, headlong rush across the border.
Full-blown celebration gripped the rest of Lebanon with people streaming south
in a spontaneous “return” (for many, like me, it was their first time). Civilians streamed
across the zone, with crowds rushing to the abandoned prison in Khiyām accompanied by
TV crews who documented live the freeing of the prisoners by their families, bare hands
tearing at stone walls and metal grilles. It was a historical moment.
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Figure 7: Tattered clothing belonging to defecting SLA (Israeli’s proxy militia) members are
strewn across the border fencing. Photo by author.

The moment of collapse was also a moment of intense uncertainty for no one
knew how it would unfold, whether there would be spontaneous acts of retribution,
looting and pillaging in the wake of such a spectacular decline of entrenched power. But
none of that happened. The return of the zone to Lebanon, of the southerners to their
villages, although spontaneous, chaotic and somewhat uncontrollable was something that
Hezbollah seemed already ready for. Among the effervescing celebrations, rice and rosepetals and ululations, the strewn paraphernalia of hastily retreating troops, some wary and
wide-eyed villagers lurking along the walls of their village squares, taking in the
advancing crowds were starkly juxtaposed with the hysterical borderline encounters of
long-separated families ordering young IDF soldiers to ferry cups of coffee across the
uncrossable divide, pledging sons and daughters in betrothal. Hezbollah quietly inserted
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itself in the power vacuum (and one could argue that they were already in there by the
time of the collapse) spreading out across the landscape, securing arms depots, herding
together and handing over surrendered, disoriented, disheveled SLA soldiers to the
Lebanese authorities, marshaling the crowds, policing the border, consolidating their grip
on the(ir) borderland.
The Ḥizb remain ascendant there to this day, everywhere and nowhere in the
borderland, everyone and no one: through the July 2000 deployment of UNIFIL to the
borderline (in fulfillment of the 22 year old resolution 425) and the post-2006 beefed up
UNIFIL presence as well as the belated Lebanese Army deployment to the border after
2006 (today the border zone is patrolled by 11,000 UNIFIL troops and 15,000 Lebanese
Armed Forces which monitor compliance with UN Resolution 1701 forbidding “any
armed personnel, assets and weapons” in the frontier area south of the Lītanī). In the
immediate aftermath of the liberation the borderland was ostentatiously, bombastically,
rhetorically welcomed back into the nation-space, donor conferences were organized and
much was tooted about development. But nothing materialized. After the first elections to
come and go, the borderland pretty much emptied out even further. South Lebanon
remained as ever, at the center of politics, but beyond the pale of tangible socio-economic
infrastructure and investment. In war terms the period between 2000 and 2006 was the
quietest that this border has seen practically since its inception. Norton has dubbed it an
“interregnum” as that phase does in retrospect seem to be a kind of interlude or a
waiting/preparing for the next round. During this time the tentative border separating the
longtime enemy nations, the Blue Line, was defined by UNFIL (by July 2000). And in
the meantime Hezbollah was hard at work preparing the ground. The selfsame ground
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that southerners lived from and all but the most down and out were increasingly
abandoning. The guerrillas extended their physical and non-physical networks. Tangled
up with the lives of the villages and among (and of) the villagers. They dug in. Built up.
Hunkered down. Got ready. “Melted like salt.”
As I mentioned earlier, it was not before May 24, 2000 on the day of liberation
that I finally set foot in the borderland58 and what lay beyond. As the occupation swiftly
crumbled, I headed south. But I was not the only one heading south that day: almost
everyone in Lebanon was. It was a transformative experience, a truly festive occasion as
throngs of people giggled excitedly as they stepped on “new” territory. We reached Kfar
Kila and the Fatma Gate and there it was: the border! A landscape that I had seen in my
mind’s eye for so long and lived under the political imperative of my whole life was
unrolling before my very eyes. I could barely breathe. It felt unreal. As if I were looking
at a painting that had solidified in my imagination over many years.
People around me were equally overwhelmed and in a similar state of shock and
disbelief. There were shouts of: “Palestine! Look at Palestine! That is Palestine!” as
people shared the moment. It really was quite an overwhelming state of affairs and the
feeling has still not left me—a place that had all the concentrated emotion and tactile
reality of a fairytale (or nightmare) in my life thus far.
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It is important to point out that the lines of allegiance to the occupation by no means only followed
sectarian lines. It is true that the Israelis favored the Christian populations of the borderland and leant on
them in building up an occupation administration and their proxy militia (SLA). But it is equally true that
many Christians refused this occupation, suffered from it death and imprisonment and interrogation as it is
true that the Shīʻa (and Sunni and Druze) were also co-opted as stalwart local allies and foot soldiers In
some of the Shīʻa villages that I worked the villas of infamous “collaborators” remain as landmarks (often
scoffed at for their ostentatiousness) even as their occupants have fled over the border to Israel and will
never return. Also, generally speaking, it was the Shīʻa , who are the most populous constituency in South
Lebanon, who made up the rank and file of SLA foot soldiers (as many were volunteers as coerced into
service). This was a very big factor in the exodus of the youth from the South: to avoid serving in the SLA
and families paid accordingly.
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With my mother and sisters and with Abū ‘Alī’s daughter Ḥayāt we headed to

Ramia, their beloved village. As we entered the village Ḥayāt felt her heart was going to
explode with happiness. She walked through the streets with her arms held up in the air,
embracing the world all around her. Finally the village she had yearned for years was
underfoot. In nearby Dhaira we saw Palestinian families who had been separated for
more than fifty years tearfully (re)connecting across the barbed wire border fence with
relatives lost to them for so many years. The excited families put the young Israeli
soldiers to immediate work ferrying letters across the border fence, at once an intimate
new interface and uncrossable divide, patrolled them.
Elsewhere across the now- free zone: the tangible paraphernalia of a collapsed
oppressive order was everywhere and we collected what we could. In fact we have an
impressive collection of paraphernalia from this day: papers, IDs, license plates, empty
weapon boxes, photos of Antoine Lahd, IDF fatigues, helmets, Israeli candy and soda
packages. Indeed not all that glistens is gold for as I bent down to pick up a glistening
object from an abandoned outpost that day, a more seasoned local hollered at me, “Don’t
touch that!” It turned out to be an unearthed mine.
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Figure 8: Israeli soldiers ferry letters and keepsakes across the border between Lebanon and
Israel, reuniting loved ones for just one day. Photo by Fadia Basrawi.

We flocked to the infamous Khiyām Detention Center that had recently been
liberated by barehanded villagers...only yesterday emptied of its prisoners. What a
stinking hellish pit, so raw: the rags of incarceration, the stuffed rooms with stacked
narrow cots, the writing on the wall of those detained indefinitely. Walking through the
prison grounds, I encountered one of the prisoners who had just been liberated walking
amongst us. An impromptu interview ensued and he became one my main interlocutors
and companions as I got lost in the labyrinth of South Lebanon.
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Figure 9: A former Khiyām prisoner’s makeshift calendar with the days of the year crossed out.
Photo by author.

This enigma of the South, this love of the South as an imaginary object is part of
what has driven me to explore its ambiguity, for maturity also brings with it a sneaking
awareness of the strange flatness of such beguiling “songs”.
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Figure 10: A half-destroyed building punctures the bucolic landscape of Khiyām. Photo by
Munira Khayyat.

After the euphoria eventually ebbed, signs of disillusionment started to crackle
and show through the veneer of liberation and self-congratulatory rhetoric. This is most
apparent in the fate of the prisoners whose liberation was touted as a national feat, only to
be left by the wayside of the state after the ‘cause’ of the south slowly receded into more
distant territory. Chapter Five will follow in more detail the memorial politics of Khiyām
Prison but for now I would like to address its human interlocutors whose stories
following their release seek to unsettle these grand songs of liberation and release that I
have just recounted. One such prisoner whom I met successively through Khiyām’s many
phases of museumization and eventually destruction, once coaxed, veered off his usual
scripted rhetoric to proffer the following story.
On a tour of the prison in 2005, my guide, a former detainee I will call A.,
provided a personal narrative of his detention and torture. A. had spent a total of 11 years
in the detention center until he was finally released in a prisoner exchange deal with
Israel. In the wake of its recent destruction he transferred his services and his story to a
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temporary Resistance exhibition in Ḍāhiya al Janūbiyya. Asked what would become of
Khiyām, he explained the future of the project as the following:
Khiyām was a symbol of the Israeli occupation over South Lebanon. After Israel
withdrew it became a mazār such that visitors could now view the state of the
occupation and its demise. During the 2006 war, in order to cover up their
crimes, hinneh (the Israeli air force) demolished the prison completely. But this
demolition will not affect us, we have a plan to rebuild the prison as it was in its
former state and not after the International Red Cross visited the premises but in
its utmost state of complete decrepitude before any changes were made to it. We
are also going to build a monument in the middle of the reconstructed site to
honor the memory of martyrs who died because of the occupation and for the
liberation of the South and Lebanon’s victory (Naṣr Lubnān) and the Arab world
at large.
Once he was done with his script he ushered me away from the crowds and
intimated that he wanted to tell me something else in the hopes that my vocation would
create awareness of his plight beyond the usual blather. Here is what he had to say:
After the liberation the Lebanese Army used the prison as a base before Hezbollah
decided to convert it into a museum. In 2006 it was destroyed and since then we have
never received any state care, nobody came to the site to ask if we needed anything. It
could have been advertised. The Resistance wants to renovate it but it can only do so
partially since it belongs in part to the state now. We, the prisoners, have drowned
beneath the rhetoric of resistance, but we too live daily lives and we need to be
reintegrated slowly, but nobody seems to think of us in that way. We carry stories, but we
also carry personal wounds that run deeper. Those too need to be attended to. We are
forgotten.

South Lebanon: A Patchwork of Ruins
Landscape weaves its own narratives. It is important to note how landscape figures in
remembrance of war and occupation for in the following chapter, I will look specifically
at the way the scarred southern landscape has been reconfigured into poetic lamentations
over its occupation. As I walked the sometimes deserted sometimes bucolic landscape I
was reminded of the landscapes of Anselm Kiefer, Sophie Ristelhueber and W.G. Sebald.
Kiefer’s practice of materializing history in the tangible medium of his art performs
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landscape as a rhythm of annihilation and regeneration. His resurrected landscapes are
“dirty fields of death sewn with floral brilliance” that “enact a parable of the entwined
fate of nature and humanity” (Schama 2007). Of ‘Aperiatur Terra’, Simon Schama
observed that not since Picasso’s ‘Guernica’ have pictures demanded so urgently that we
reflect and recollect. He states:
That Kiefer’s work happens to engage with almost everything that weighs upon us in a
tortured age - the fate of the earth, the closeness of calamity, the desperate possibility of
regeneration amid the charred and blasted ruins - and that it does so without the
hobnailed tread of pedestrian polemics, is just one of the many marvels for which we
have to thank, yet again, this most indefatigable of modern magic (14).

Ristelhueber’s photographs of unnamed, human-less landscapes from across the
world’s warzones capture the marks of the unending rhythms of destruction and
construction that affectively resonates with the poetic landscapes I shall examine in the
following chapter. Her (Bosnian) series La Campagne, indicating in one word
countryside and military campaign, includes in the photographic frame ruined shards of
human dwelling enshrined and eclipsed by nature’s sweet and generous, yet cruelly
impersonal renewal. Sebald’s saturnine travelogues (Sebald 1997; 1998; 2000; 2002;
2003) through the silent ruins of resurrected European cities still resonating with the
ghostly remains of the catastrophe of the Second World War, direct its gaze toward the
enigmatic “materiality of human artifacts and habitation” that “pulsate with the rhythms
of natural history” (Santner 2006).
It was the day the occupation collapsed that I began to comprehend how central
ruins are as a medium through which memories and narratives of violence were
composed and packaged in this southern periphery. Throughout my subsequent forays
into the south I encountered various ruins of all shapes and sizes. I also realized that the
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south is composed of a mosaic of ruins: not only the tangible paraphernalia of war, but
also villages resonated with a sad rhythmic song of ruination through their weathering of
cycles and seasons of war. The village of Khiyām is one such example.

Figure 11: ‘Battlefield Pastoral’ (2007) (above, photograph by Munira Khayyat). Anselm Kiefer 'Aperiatur
Terra et Germinet Salvatorem' (2005-06) (below).

While Chapter Five will explore the memorial politics of the ruined detention
center, the village itself, which played unwilling host to this prison tells its own story.
Khiyām is a hamlet on the top of a hill on the southern border of Lebanon. Periodically
visited by villagers, guerrillas and international peacekeepers, it is composed of a collage
of ruins: an abandoned Bedouin campsite, a smashed mosque with a stopped clock on its
wall pointing to a quarter to eleven, a grapevine, a fig tree, an olive grove, a defunct stone
olive press, a huddle of overgrown, eroded stone and cement dwellings and enclosures,
and in summer, brief, bright fields of tobacco and of course the now ruined detention
center. Here in Khiyām, a constellation of objects inhere in the present and indicate
!
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something about the past. Existing in layers of ruination old and new, Khiyām (much like
the figure of Yālū in Ilyās Khūri’s Yālū) is a living ruin, a knot of animate and inanimate
devastation and regeneration that continues to breathe through intertwined cycles of wars,
thus “violence and the narrative of violence were enshrined on the landscape” (Gilsenan:
32).

Figure 12: Idyllic and dangerous. The landscape of Khiyām. Photo by author.

Today, the village of Khiyām, like its detention center, remains empty, hollowed,
haunted, echoing with the events of the past and resonating with a story of war and loss. I
have invoked the village of Khiyām because it acts as a prelude to the poetics of memory
!
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I am about to explore in the following chapter. The Poets of the South gave voice to the
scarred and ruinous landscape, allowing the spectral voices of its ghosts to inspire
lamentations over occupation, forced migration and seasons and cycles of war. It is to
the poetics of ruined landscapes that I shall now turn.
!
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CHAPTER FOUR
A LANDSCAPE OF RUINS: “THE POETS OF THE SOUTH”
(SHUʻARĀʾ AL-JANŪB)
And I say goodbye to these stones
That have begun to ramble
And have blackened all at once
(‘Abbās Bayḍūn “Rooms”)
We have known since Ruskin that the appreciation of landscape as an aesthetic object
cannot be an occasion for complacency or untroubled contemplation; rather it must be the
focus of a historical, political and (yes) aesthetic alertness to the violence and evil written
on the land, projected there by the gazing eye.
(W.J.T. Mitchell, Landscape and Power)

Figure 13: Landscape of southern Lebanon spliced by the border with Israel. Photo by author.
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South Lebanon: A Separate Fate
In Zaman al-Iḥtilāl59 (The Age of Occupation), Lebanese author Ilyās Khūrī
(1985) describes South Lebanon under Israeli occupation60 as the “the solitary and the
strange” with its “daily confrontations, isolation, and blocked crossings”61 (219). “But in
spite of it all”, Khūrī maintains, “The South stands on its own and hurtles forward, as if it
has already accepted for itself a separate fate” (220).62
Critics have already argued for the new space of representation that opened up as
a result of Lebanon’s civil war, thereby allowing female authors to break into a
predominantly male literary sphere (Cooke 1987). One of the many productive effects of
the civil war was that it altered public representation in Lebanon and made way for
subaltern voices to express and represent themselves independently of interlocutors in the
political and cultural realm, namely the zuʿamāʾ (traditional political elites). What is less
studied, however, is the literature and poetics that emerged from Lebanon’s southern
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Ilyās Khūrī’s Zaman Al-Iḥtilāl l is a collection of vehement editorials, which he wrote for the leftist
Beiruti newspaper Al-Safīr during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982.
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A more detailed examination of the South Lebanon under occupation will take place in the following
chapter. Suffice to say for now that the South has been the subject of decades of Israeli occupation (19782000) and war ever since its inception as an active borderland.
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All translations from Arabic in this chapter are my own.

From Ilyās Khūrī’s “South Lebanon, the Solitary and the Strange” in Zaman al-Iḥtilal: “How solitary the
South seems: daily confrontations, blockades, isolation, blocked crossings, and in spite of all that, the south
stands on its own and hurtles towards its fate, as if it has already accepted for itself a separate fate, or as if it
has chosen this fate in order to declare a different horizon than these times in which our society is being
eaten alive by armed militias […] The south is alone and strange/foreign in this Lebanon […]Alone,
because it faces, on its own, the odds of the present and the future. The rest are drowning in the illusions of
the past […] The strangeness/foreignness of the south and its solitude is an extensive summary of our [the
rest of Lebanon] foreignness and solitude […] The South will not return to Lebanon, for this Lebanon has
nothing to offer it.
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borderland. This has to do with the ‘security zone’ that was established after Israel’s
second invasion of Lebanon in 1982 as Chapter Five will make clear. South Lebanon is
thus a rich place to explore the continuous unfolding of silenced memories since it
existed under a ‘state of exception’ for the larger part of its occupation. In fact, the
question of ‘silence’ occupies and frames the poetics of memory of Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb
(Poets of the South), the subject of this chapter. For as French writer Maurice Blanchot
argues: “To be silent is still to speak” (11). In what follows I shall examine the poetics of
Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb as examples of “counterpublic”63 discourses that emerged in tandem
with of the tidal wave of occupation that swept over the southern parts of the nation while
it was still in the throes of civil war.
Known simply as the “Poets of the South” or Shu‘arā’ al-Janūb, is an emergent
school of South Lebanese Poets that embraced the war-ravaged southern borderland or
arḍ al-Janūb (the land of the south) as a repository of personal and collective memories
in order to bear witness to its state of occupation. The ruinous landscape of South
Lebanon unfurls as a communal text upon which each poet inscribes his engagement with
composing a memoir of occupation. If, as Emerson claims “landscape has no owner”
except “the poet,” who can integrate its parts (quoted in Mitchell 1994:29), then the
“parts” which Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb integrate are far from the pastoral idylls of the qaṣīdah
or locus amoenus (“place of delight”) of the romantic imaginary, but are rife with gunfire,
ongoing war and desolation thus expressing the darker side of memory.
Playing on the duality of the Arabic word for ‘landscape’ (mašhad) as derivative
from the root ‘to witness’, arḍ al-Janūb (the southern earth) is poetically linked to the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Nancy Fraser (1990: 67) defines ‘counterpublics’ as “Parallel discursive arenas where members of
subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses . . .. Counterpublics emerge in response
to exclusions within dominant publics, they help expand discursive space.”
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southerners’ collective memories of suffering. South Lebanon is the ṭalal (ruined site)
par excellence that grips the imaginative poetics of its memory practitioners, but rather
than the qaṣīdah’s archetypal site of return, the ruined southern landscape is refigured as
an impossible port of entry as a result of forced displacement caused by decades of
recurrent seasons and cycles of war.
This new group of poets including ‘Abbās Bayḍūn, Shawqī Bizīʿ, Muḥammad
ʻAlī Shams al-Dīn, Jawdat Fakhr al-Dīn and Ḥasan Abdallāh, are credited with giving
voice to an underrepresented part of Lebanon that was shrouded by Israeli occupation
between 1978 and 2000. In an attempt to find a language of memory distinct from the
dominant urban-centered narratives, this new school of poets proposed alternative
memories stemming from the southern borderland. Their poetry culled its
commemorative language purposefully from the lexicon of the nasīb with a rhetoric that
initially appears conservative, yet latently transforms the tradition of contemplating ruins.
As ‘counterhegemonic emergent forms’, this school of poetry may even be viewed as
Gramsci’s transformative agents that served to invigorate the discourse on the south by
redefining its relationship to the nation at large. Part of the larger project of this subaltern
movement of poetry was an attempt to carve a space of memory with the south inhabiting
a central as opposed to liminal position within the nation’s memorial landscape. My
intent in this chapter then is to move away from the urban wartime novel depicted in
Chapter Two – to the memory agents of this rural periphery as it dovetails with my larger
interest in exploring the polysemic nature of commemorative practice that arises out of
Lebanon’s colorful social fabric—of which South Lebanon arguably comprises a
significant yet understudied narrative strand.
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At the Edge of the Nation and Memory
Throughout the Lebanese civil war, the capital Beirut became a synecdoche of the ruined
nation while the south as battlefront was left to wallow in the dark shadows of literary
inattention. Poets from around the Arab world jostled to lament the Lebanese capital;
from Maḥmūd Darwīsh to Adūnīs, works were composed on Beirut, “a new cipher for
Arab tragedy” (Salem 2003: 137). Along with a slew of poets and writers, Nīzār Qabbānī
bemoaned Beirut’s decent into war with his famous elegy to “Beirut Sitt al Dunya” in his
diwan Ila Bayrūt al-Untha...maʿ Ḥubbi (To Beirut, the woman, with my love). In a highly
emotive rendition, Adūnīs’s collection of sixteen poems on the Israeli invasion of Beirut,
Kitāb al- Ḥisār (Book of the Siege), translated the magnitude of destruction into a site
where “memory is a needle/ it stitches a carpet of words like threads/ over the face of
Beirut” 64 (quoted in Salem 138). Songs, plays, and novels (such as the narratives
discussed in Chapter Two) began to take account of Beirut’s long war years. Novels such
as Ḥasan Dāwūd’s House of Mathilde prized open the door to include southern Lebanese
protagonists, but their perceptual filters are nonetheless urban-oriented and we are barely
allowed access to their affective engagement with war. Tawfīq Yūsūf ʿAwwād’s pre-war
novel Țawāḥin Bayrūt, which has been lauded as a prolegomena to the violence that tore
Lebanon asunder in 1975, offers us a more lingering glance at the conflict brewing in the
south. Yet ʿAwwād’s novel, which centers on a southern village girl, Tamīma, as she
navigates her way from her fictional village ‘Mahdīyya’ to Beirut, offers a bleak outlook
on this rural periphery. Beirut proves to be the alluring songstress that ensnares the young
southern student before its own undertow of war ends in her rejection of both urban and
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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periphery as supposed safe haven. I have evoked ʿAwwād’s novel so far because its
depiction of the south as battlefront displaces previously idealized portrayals of pastoral
life that writers such Jibrān Khalīl Jibrān (writing from the northern border) were wont to
depict. The southern border villages in ʿAwwād’s (1984) novel are described as, “a nice
cozy place – for humiliation and degradation” (2). Writing from the other side of the
discursive divide, the southern poets proposed a radically different rereading of the
southern borderland. The words of Palestinian poet Maḥmūd Darwīsh, who lived in
Lebanon throughout the civil war perhaps best captures this plurality of positions;
Darwīsh (1982) writes that after the war Lebanon was “transformed from a republic to a
collection of positions” (134).
Hence, while urban-centered narratives may have been the dominant cultural
discourses, they were not the only ones, particularly since they so heavily depended upon
the exclusion of a sizable – even majority – portion of Lebanon’s population from their
narrative. As the south began to grow in both size and influence dominant political and
cultural discourses of memory began to be challenged, as I will shortly discuss in Chapter
Five. It follows, then, that this emergent school of poetry would deliberately distance
itself from – and, in fact, interrogate – some of the basic premises of this dominant urban
idiom through an invocation and exploration of the other side of this place dialectic: the
southern periphery. Although they were not strictly speaking a ‘minority’, what the South
Lebanese Poets share with Deleuze and Guattari’s (1986) definition of a minor
literature65 is their proposition of the “revolutionary potential” of a “minor literature”
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My treatment of “minor literature” here has some alliance with Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of “minor
literature,” but not in all ways. In their characterization, minor literature is always political, imbued with a
“collective value” and a language “affected by a high co-efficient of deterritorialization.” See Gilles
Deleuze and Felix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
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written from the margins, deterritorializing the “fragile community” from the border from
whence it is possible “to express another possible community and to forge the means for
another consciousness and another sensibility” (16-17). Similarly, the literature stemming
from the southern borderland finds itself positively charged with the role and function of
the collective, and even revolutionary, enunciation (17).

Reopening the Box of War
The Israeli invasion and protracted occupation of South Lebanon in 1982 was a
watershed year for bringing the cause of the South to print. It opened up the box of war to
include voices that had long been eclipsed by the intense focus on the capital city. New
“acts of literature” from as of yet unknown interlocutors testified to the emerging role of
the south. The Poets of the South are a case in point – although they had published books
since the early 1970s, it is only in the aftermath of the Israeli invasion that their poetry
began to gain in recognition. Thus, the Shīʻa, once the most eclipsed of Lebanese sects,
suddenly became pivotal players in the political and literary landscape of the 1980s.
South Lebanon, while continuously muted on the official level66, slowly began to creep
its way into Lebanese cultural output from a new swathe of memory interlocutors
implanting itself in the Lebanese imaginary.
Al-Janūb (the South) even became something of a cause célèbre. Politicians
jumped the bandwagon of the south with their hortatory rhetoric as with Alī Khalīl’s
essay “The Role of the South in Lebanese Politics.” “The South”, postures Khalil, “is the
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I will explore this in more detail in the following chapter.
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key to the Lebanese settlement, aspiring to liberate the national homeland from without
and the human individual from within…It is the base of the noble and the heroic
resistance holding the torch of confrontation before the aggressors” (quoted. in Salem
141). Shaʿbī (popular) singers like Marcel Khalīfe and Fayrūz capitalized on the South as
a symbol of and trope for the southerners downtrodden in the war. Much has already been
said about the popular playwright and critic Ziād Rahbānī’s satirical plays, but what is
noteworthy is his play exposing the new pre-dominance of the South. His 1983 play Shī
Fāshil (A Failure) depicts a ‘typical’ folkloric setting replete with villagers, the mukhtār
(mayor) and young women swathed in traditional attire. The unassuming villagers enjoy
a brief period of tranquility before disaster strikes in the form of a missing jug
symbolizing foreign intervention. The driving conceit of the play is summarized by the
following rousing sentence: “O South, O South…O wound of the little (no, big) nation.
O you who stand alone in the middle of the heart.” “We’re in 1983 for God’s sake”, rants
one of the actors, “Why do you still place overused words after layāli (nights)? Have you
ever thought of using ‘mallāli’ (troop carrier) instead?” (150).
Intellectuals and journalists who had previously identified with the city took on
the cause of the South as a new worthy site of inquiry publishing numerous pieces on the
Israeli invasion and its aftermat67. Among them are writers who famously conceptualized
the city such as Ilyās Khūrī and Adūnīs. The latter’s article “Janūb al Kitāba: ‘Ara’iss al
rūḥ wa ‘Arā’iss al-jasad” (South of the writing: weddings of the spirit and weddings of
the body) scorns western labels of “Shīʿī terrorism” and draws attention to the
“slaughtered villages of the south” (148). The Lebanese literary journal Al-Ādāb even
devoted a special 1983 issue to the Israeli invasion and occupation of South Lebanon.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Many of these essays were compiled in a book entitled Al Muqāwama fī al-ta’bīr al adabī.
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Perhaps the most profound act of literature, however, came from the poet Khalīl Ḥāwī
whose suicide on the day of the Israeli invasion testified to the im/possibility of bearing
witness. Such appropriations of the popular by the elite, in Chatterjee’s (1993) terms,
provoked by rapid social change, should be viewed not merely as mirages but also as new
powerful social imaginaries that are themselves appropriated as the nation traverses its
history and the consumption of that history changes” (73). The Israeli invasion, radically
transformed the discursive landscape of Lebanon, inviting a new engagement with
memory that was taken up passionately by Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb. “Perhaps what is
happening in the south”, Adūnīs writes, “can serve as a wake-up call and help generate
new meanings and a new kind of discourse” (76).
This “new kind of discourse,” towards which Adūnīs gestures, is generative of the
poetics of memory embedded in the literature of the South Lebanon Poets. Despite the
sudden deluge of literature on the south, this chapter focuses specifically on the poetic
output of this new school of poetry, which I argue, puts the pulse on memory-making as
an act intimately connected with the tradition of “standing before ruins”. But standing
before ruins in this context takes on an unmistakably political register connected with
resistance rhetoric.

Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb: Counterpublic Witnesses
The poets of Shu’ara’ al-Janūb funnel their critiques of forced migration due to
occupation, displacement, state neglect and human calamity through the act of
contemplating the ruined southern landscape. “Al Janūb” (South Lebanon) continuously
morphs into a metaphor for oppression, alienation, and despair. Standing before ruined
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southern villages, cities, and absented beloveds, these poets craft a sense of loss that, like
the novels analyzed in Chapter Two, is predicated on a reworking of the Arabic qaṣīdah’s
aṭlāl motif. As the modern poetic persona beholds the (imagined) ruined landscape of
South Lebanon we are led into various pasts that not only paint the topography of war,
but also highlight the vexed role of poetry as a medium for memorialization. Arising
from the rubble of the civil war, this largely Shīʿī school of poetry provides a new texture
of memory at variance with the urban-centered wartime and postwar narratives discussed
in the second chapter. It is still a literature presenting war but with commemorative
practices that takes the framework of contemplating ruins to new horizons by imbricating
tropes of redemptive self-sacrifice within a larger rhetoric of resistance. Ruins open up a
space of contemplation that unlike the prophetic voice of Khalil Gibran68 or the lyricism
of Nizār Qabbānī and Maḥmūd Darwīsh, disturbs rather than resolves.
A common theme underpinning this poetry is its configuration of the ruined
southern landscape as the nerve centre of personal and collective memories of war. The
beloved geography of the southern landscape; tropes of the land, tobacco fields, and
vegetation make their way into the poetry of ‘Abbās Bayḍūn, Muḥammad ʿAlī Shams alDīn, Shawqī Bizī, Jawdat Fakhr al-Dīn and Ḥasan ʿAbdallāh. Set in the context of
desecrated and scarred landscapes all the poems in this chapter replace the siren call of
the idyllic countryside with the drums of war. Like the dual role they index in the
classical nasīb, ruins in the context of the South Lebanese poetry evoke an elegiac regard
for that which is irrecoverably lost coupled with a defiant call for resistance. It is my
argument that this new school of poetry entwines the performance of returning to and
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The poetry of this new movement stands in stark contrast to Gibran’s poetry that oftentimes idealizes
Lebanon as a larger version of a tranquil Christian village.
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beholding ruined spaces with a critical and political form of witness. In bearing witness
to the multilayered memories of occupation that constitute its context, this school of
poetry suggests the contours of what, following Michael Warner69 and Michael Rothberg,
I will call a discursive counterpublic. Nancy Fraser (1990: 67) helpfully defines
‘counterpublic’ as “Parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social
groups invent and circulate counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of
their identities, interests, and needs. Counterpublics emerge in response to exclusions
within dominant publics, they help expand discursive space” (25). Likewise, the poetics
of memory of this poetic corpus opens up a ‘counterpublic’ space of memory that brings
into focus the oft-ignored issues of their rural space such as occupation, forced migration
and state neglect. According to Michael Rothberg, counterpublic discourse entails “risked
estrangement,” the entry into “spaces of circulation in which it is hoped that the poesis of
scene making will be transformative” (136). In the articulation of counterpublic
discourse, both dominant public space and stigmatized identities undergo transformation.
The poetry of Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb reads like a poetic panorama of the tortured
southern landscape with contestation and struggle indelibly inscribed on it. This poetry
both encodes and undoes the violence wrought on the land and the power relations of
occupation through a reversal poetics that takes as its starting point the act of beholding
the ruined landscape. Ruins then act as prisms through which each poet problematizes
not only the physical ruination of the land, but also his intellectual endeavor in the face
and aftermath of war. To highlight the fusion of ruins, resistance and memory in the
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Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Public Culture. See also Michael Warner, Publics and
Counterpublics.
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poetry under study, I shall now turn to the poetics of one of its most innovative
interlocutors, the Lebanese poet ʿAbbās Bayḍūn.

The Poetics of Ruins
Landscape is tension. The concept is productive and precise for this reason and no other.
An admirable picture and an uncomfortable bed, something distant and intimate all at
once, powerful image and patchy matter ... the cogency of landscape lies exactly in the
creative tensions it threads between such apparent irreconcilables. Central to this is the
tensions of presence/absence, and of performing, creating and perceiving presence. The
nature of presence (as a horizon, a marking, a dwelling, a construction), and the issue of
how presence and absence emerge and entwine (produced, embodied, perceived,
affected), is the problem of landscape.
(Rose 2006: 475)

What does it mean to write and remember from the site of a ruin? This question can be
cast into relief by considering the work of Lebanese poet and journalist ‘Abbās Bayḍūn,
which is inextricably tied to the poetics and politics of South Lebanon and its ‘separate’
fate from the rest of the Arab world. In the wake of the 2006 war between Israel and
Hezbollah (Ḥarub Tammūz or ‘July War’) Bayḍūn penned a poem entitled “A Possible
Poem on Ḍāḥiya”, inviting his readers to ruminate on the ruins of this flattened southern
suburb of Beirut:
No poet has written on Ḍāḥiya. Can a poet say anything about ruined spaces that need
topographers, astronomers, city-planners, cineastes, computers more than they need
poets? The place consists of heaps upon heaps; of plains of ruined heaps. Can we be
deviant and speak about beauty here? Or is the real ruin on our tongues? For in this
stretched out unconsciousness, there is no word for what has now been transformed into a
featureless, shapeless heap. Can we speak of a lost history, when we have not been aware
of history until now, when we see it collapsed? Can we now remember what has
occurred, as an insignificant repetition? Can we now think in language’s terms about
something we had given neither name nor qualities? The heaps of rubble fall in our
memories too…and in our inner selves…Let us at least see…(Wilson 2006:19)70
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It is worth quoting the poem in the prose poem in full: “I don’t know any poet who has written on Ḍāhiya,
and I don’t think that a poem singing about its destruction is ever possible. We will surely read rhymes and
meters, but who will ever give them any attention? The eyes that the rockets have opened in Ḍāhiya’s
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It may seem anachronistic to begin with an excerpt from ‘Abbās Bayḍūn’s recent
meditation over the rubble of Ḍāḥiya.71 Yet, the literati who stepped in to compose poetic
lamentations on the ruined spaces of South Lebanon72 under occupation (1978-2000), did
say things about ruins and one of their foremost interlocutors was none other than ‘Abbās
Bayḍūn writing about the devastation of Ṣūr after it was occupied by Israel in 1982. The
“ruined tongues” Bayḍūn alludes to are relegated to those outside of this poetic corpus. In
the following poem, ‘Abbās Bayḍūn weaves what I have termed the “ruined landscape”
of south Lebanon into a commemorative discourse that interrogate issues pertaining to
the ‘eclipsed memory’ of the southern border region as it was shrouded by not only
occupation, but also state neglect. Interestingly then, the question Bayḍūn raises between
the nexus of ruins in 2006, memory and writing is one that he himself tackles in his own
reflections on the ruins of memory in his 1985 poem “Ṣūr”.
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buildings will, for a long time remain eyes with a dreadful look, which poets will never dare to encounter.
They will never know what to do with a broken rib of concrete, how to see a fallen wing of cement, how to
contemplate those volumes of stone cracked stacked one after another. Worse still, they will be afraid of
those architectural dinosaurs that disappeared without a scream. And, of course, they will be unable to find
a rhyme for the endless odyssey of rubble; for the tsunami of debris and its waves tumbling over one
another; for the quivering sails on the tops of buildings; for the stone tatters caught in the throes of death on
the roofs; and for the vast wasteland that appeared all of a sudden… ‘Where can we find a rhyme of this
magnitude?’ asks a poet accustomed to rose gardens. The poet will understandably look for a blade of
grass in the cracks, for a handkerchief, a tasseled carpet, a rosary, a broken walking stick; but there are no
suitable words to calculate the immensity of earthquakes, planetary explosions and outburst of nature.”
71

Ḍāhiya in Arabic means suburb. This suburb of Beirut remained unnamed until by dint of habit its
proper name in fact came to be Ḍāhiya.
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This “Ḍāhiya” of yore (i.e. South Lebanon) was multiplied into hundreds of villages stretched out along
the creeping borderland with Israel while it was under constant threat of Israeli bombardment until its
liberation in 2000.
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Landscape and Ruins
ʻAbbās Bayḍūn’s early poems already bespeak a commitment to politics reflected in his
involvement in the Lebanese Communist movement. In 1974 that involvement landed
him in an Israeli prison during which he composed his collection of poetry entitled Time
in Big Mouthfuls. After his release he wrote his epic poem “Ṣūr ” (Tyr), which marked a
new phase in his poetic development. In an interview with Maḥmūd Darwīsh, ‘Abbās
Bayḍūn claims, “Arabic poetry remains incomplete if it does not resonate with echoes of
the distant past” (quoted in ‘Id 1993:182).
In 198573 ‘Abbās Bayḍūn composed his epic poem “ Ṣūr ” to commemorate the
destruction of his hometown, a southern Lebanese port city, after it was occupied by
Israel in 1982. Although the poem mimics the qaṣīdah’s tripartite structure, Bayḍūn’s
unique admixture of prose and free verse disturbs its melodic flow to adequately reflect
the “stripping down” of language that war imposed on his poetic sensibility. In his poem,
he not only gestures to the classical tradition of contemplating ruins, but also rewrites its
paradigms for a contemporary war-ravaged city. If the language of the old nasīb, “is the
language of what is tangible, the language of things. It is the language of the present,
direct”; the language of the new prose nasīb is nightmarish and surreal (Adūnīs 1989:
76). Whereas Bayḍūn’s prewar poetry embraced ornate diction, “Ṣūr” marks a decisive
interruption in his poetic sensibility. According to Bayḍūn:
With the start of the war, I stopped writing because I had a huge problem with the
practice of writing. The war made the entire intellectual and political project that I had
meaningless. It disappeared […] I had imagined that one could speak in the name of
something, history, that one could posses a whole, complete sense of time and of the
place one lived in, and this declamatory, songlike, celebratory language we used to use;
with the war, all of that became meaningless. The world was reduced to rubble,
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Two years into the second invasion of Lebanon by Israel.
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fragments, and torn pieces. The community crumbled to pieces. And the place that was
Lebanon also crumbled, in the abstract and in the material sense: you could no longer
move around the country. It seemed that any idea of Lebanese history had been a
delusion. One could no longer venture a language that went beyond small and intimate
things. It was no longer possible to talk about the world other than through a new form of
poetics [sic] (Quoted in ‘Id: 134).

“Ṣūr” bears witness to this “new form of poetics” in its incorporation of
traditional aesthetic frames of ‘contemplating ruins’ within a modernist idiom constructed
out of a lexicon of war. In the opening section of “Ṣūr”, the poetic voice conjures up the
ruins of the besieged city into a melancholic narrative of bygone days spent in the
hometown prior to occupation. Rather than the qaṣīdah’s deserted campsite, the poetspeaker is made to weep on the banks of Ṣūr’s seashore: “we cry on the banks of Ṣūr with
stoned hearts”, and the city in ruins is made to stand in for the lost idyll of the pre-Islamic
ode or qaṣīdah. Standing before the ruins of Ṣūr seemingly sparks the wistful persona’s
intoxicating reverie of fonder days spent “imbibing the fruits of the sea that washed over
the banks of the coastal city.” Using the florid lyrical diction of the nasīb to describe the
nurturing qualities of the landscape from “whence our city was born”, Bayḍūn composes
a picture of a natural idyll “infused with the scent of cypress trees, saffron leaves, pine
cones and amorous poetry.” But this idyllic picture of the city slowly perforates as the
war tide literally “swells with the sea” displacing Ṣūr’s “loamy underbelly” with
“blackened sands.” Although nostalgia is seemingly kindled as the poet stands before the
symbolic ruins of the poeticized South Lebanese city, its presence is as ephemeral and
fleeting as the aṭlāl that stirred this pathos. It is soon evacuated and replaced by a
sobering sense of the war-ravaged present and the impossibility of a return to this lost
southern idyll.
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The poetic voice thus begins his lament for the lost city with the following verse:

“You are the Tyr that fell from the pocket of history – an inscrutable jar lost in the
shore’s sand.” In this elegiac prelude, the poetic voice addresses the “lost city”, instead
of the beloved, as the locus of memory. So far the poem sounds like a faithful adaptation
of the aṭlāl motif, for as the persona weeps for the memory of his lost city, he prepares
the reader for an intoxicating reverie of fonder days. But instead, a counter narrative of
the city in the throes of occupation ensues:
We scurried in your sūqs [markets] amidst a sea of mad bullets,
Walked with eyes transfixed to the ground
As if searching for a lost button and a needle head
And so it went—
We ended up with eunuch’s hearts
Faces numb as the soles of shoes
Fear of going where the night’s rats go.
We denied the sound of your thunder and rain
And were condemned to learn each day
The language of the crabs that rot in the sea
(Bayḍūn et. al 2007: 61)

We next meet the persona in the midst of a dilapidated building as he beholds the
frozen ruins of time: clocks still hang on the wall, burned out cooking pots sit on their
hobs and soiled shoes line the entrance. This depiction of decayed and worthless objects
in the present is not a mere wink at tradition, but a way of imbuing the scene with shades
of nostalgia for an entirely new purpose. As the narrator stands in the midst of the ruined
house or dār of memory, his recollection of its former inhabitants is slowly colored by
the way it appeared to his younger eyes: shoes are placed back on feet, pots clink and
clang and grandfather clocks chime. Al-Mutanabbī’s “manāzil” or “residences of the
heart” re-emerge in this modern aṭlāl scene. Yet these nostalgic signposts of the classical
qaṣīdah are in fact conjured up to open an entirely different portal onto the past. A
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sudden change of scenery takes place as this homely picture warps into a hastily
evacuated house. Nostalgia is evacuated as hastily as the building’s inhabitants and a
reversal poetics of ruins takes over in tandem with the urgency of the present state of war.
In the second movement of the poem, the city, now in the guise of an aged female
body, metamorphoses into a space rife with blood, fear, gunpowder and invading rats.
Bayḍūn further exploits the mute ruins that the pre-Islamic poet normally projects his
longing onto – for in the classical Arabic tradition, the ancient poet, standing alone, often
addresses stones that can neither listen nor respond. The Pre-Islamic poet Labīd is one
such example. Stopping before the ṭulūl of a campsite on the morning of his beloved’s
departure Labīd stares hard at the bleak remnants and ponders inwardly: “I stopped to
question these stones. How is one to question, deaf, immutable, inarticulate stones?
Bayḍūn gestures towards this tradition when he addresses the ‘mute stones’ of
the village house he was forced to flee. But instead of pouring his poetic soul over them,
he bids the blackened traces farewell with the following lines taken from his 1986
collection “Rooms”:
And I bid farewell to these stones that have begun to babble and have blackened all at
once.
Those stones we skipped over as we ran.
I leave it now, where only a door remains to me
Since that night I stopped being the gardener of my life.
A wicked vine grew among the grasses, and no one weeded out the follies whose roots
have hardened.
I am no longer the gardener of my life.
I leave it for new tenants and friends who earned it with their betrayals
(Bayḍūn et. al 2007: 61).

Thereafter, as the persona reflects on the ruins of the city, he is no longer weighed
down by a burdensome longing for a “lost past” as in the pre-Islamic ode of Labīd, but is
preoccupied with an alienating present consumed by war. The poem further departs from
!
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the classical ode in its evocation of nature. In The Mute Immortals Speak, Suzanne
Stetkevych (1993), shows how the pre-Islamic poet Labīd’s Muʿallaqa raises the issue of
the culture/nature dialectic, arguing that “essential to this dialectic is the ephemeral and
transitory quality of all that is cultural or cultivated – that is, human – as opposed to the
permanence and perpetuity of the natural” (18). In Bayḍūn’s new re-working of the trope,
the natural world has become completely surreal with the onslaught of war, which serves
to emphasize the difficulty of representing the geographic reality of the war-torn southern
land. Not only has nature overtaken culture, as in the classical tradition, it has completely
transformed it turning the city’s landscape into a nightmarish terrain. The sea spits out
petrified fish from its stagnant waters while people thrive off its dead offerings and rats
overrun the sūqs (markets) as “migrating bird redirect their course for fear of the city’s
billowing clouds” (Bayḍūn et. al 2007: 54). “No ample stars”, laments the modern poeticvoice “no glistening moon hung from your firmament” while the “sea brings the
conquerors” (55).
Still drawing on the lexicon of the qaṣīdah, the poem is replete with desert
topology as occupied Ṣūr’s disconnection from the rest of the nation transforms it from
“An island, a rampart/ a Khan for the tired caravans” to an uninviting space “At the edge
of the earth.” Occupied Ṣūr is metonymic to South Lebanon at large and its silencing
throughout the rest of the poem mimics its shrouded existence as it recedes into the
margins of memory – becoming “a fading body without a torch to illuminate it” thereby
indexing its withdrawal into the annals of history. This verse remains one of the poem’s
more poignantly politicalized references to the eclipsing of this slice of the nation by the
intense focus on Beirut as the center of violence while the south is slowly “eaten by
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invaders.” Hence, the poetic voice laments, “nobody can speak to it because nobody
knows it can speak” (53).
To emphasize the silencing of the city, Bayḍūn creates a feeling of “muteness”
throughout the rest of the poem. Thereafter silence in the form of ellipses and incomplete
words sporadically interrupt the “noise” of the reading process, creating breaks and
pauses in the movement of narrative and descriptive language; we enter a zone of silence
in which we continue to be engaged with the narrative though we are no longer inhabiting
a strictly verbal universe, but one in which memory is muted like the blank spaces and
stripped down language of the prose poem that stands in stark contradistinction to its
lyrical opening section.
The poetic voice eventually disappears behind this new world consumed by its
new occupiers. In place of the poetic “I”, “we” becomes the preferred pronoun of use.
But poet and literary critic Adūnīs argues that the nasīb also depends on a transition from
the personal into the collective sphere of commemoration. In his description of the
Muʿallaqa of Imruʾ al-Qays, Adūnis writes,
Umru’ al-Qays announces his presence by talking of an absence; i.e., through weepingmemory. And the weeping happens upon a stage where he asks his friends to share in his
sorrow. And while the poem ostensibly evokes only two people, it embraces all who
empathize with the poet in his experience, and all who have experienced something
similar.74 (78).

As Adūnīs suggests, the classical tradition of interpolating the poet’s companions is a
gesture of transition from private memory to a shared, common one. In Bayḍūn’s poem,
personal memory is shared, both with a textual other and – by extension – with a greater
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audience when the poetic voice implores his readers to join in his lamentation for the city
in the following verse:
We [the poets] are the few who have not redirected the rudder of our dreams, for many
mouths are sealed shut, gagged by their pillow’s embrace […] our people have sold their
future for the price of death, and empty words stir the zephyr like death awakening. (73)

The inability of the modern poetic persona to publicly and collectively
commemorate the (destroyed) southern port city is impeded by the challenge of
describing a completely transformed space that forces him to re-write the paradigms of
the classical tradition for this war-torn region. Labīd’s poem, on the other hand, draws an
analogy between aṭlāl and writing—despite the fact that his was an oral performance,
words leave evidence of themselves in the form of writing entrusted to stone, fixing the
traces of a past where natural forces have not succeeded in rubbing it away. In line 8 of
his Mu’allaqa, Labīd explicitly gestures to this connection between aṭlāl and
commemoration: “The floods uncovered the ruins as if they were writings whose texts
their pens renew.”
Bayḍūn’s poem ends as it begins, in the ruins of the present. In a final flourish,
the poetic persona places the city in opposition to its ruins with the following paradoxical
verse:
You will not die.
As your ruins fall to the sea, you will soar and soar.
Yet you will fall into ruin oh aged mother and hereafter no city will rise again.
You will fall on your ribs like a smoking chimney.
You will lie on the shore with your head in the sand.
(Bayḍūn et. al 2007: 61)

If, in contemplating the ruined landscape, Bayḍūn seems to end his poem with a
promising discourse of resurrection in which the ruined city literally “soars and soars”;
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the next lines change direction once again. The temporal marker “yet” denotes a new
moment in the discourse and introduces a somewhat different model of resistance to
destruction: that of the futile but heroic city’s uprising. The ambivalences and shifts of
this discourse draw attention to what is not quite spoken but haunts the poem. Like the
aṭlāl of Labīd’s aforementioned verse, the city, even in its destruction, is not entirely
effaced. Indeed there is “not much to see” there—because there is no “people,” no “city
and nation” to revive it (60). While destruction tends literally toward a leveling of the
landscape, Bayḍūn silently reinscribes a difference within the forms of extreme violence.
The only thing that remains is the mark of memory, writing as inscription and in the case
of this poem, writing as commemorative practice. Unlike his weeping Jāhilī
predecessors, “I will not cry” declares the modern poetic voice, thus concluding his
lament for the fallen city without cathartic resolution (66). The ruins topos has opened up
a new space of memory that neither posits ruins as transformative agents of positive
change as per Sammān’s Beirut Nightmares, nor does it posit disenchantment as with
Khūrī’s Yālū. Ruins are situated in a new in-between space whereby mourning without
resolution is the new ethos that resonates from this modern poetic appropriation of the
aṭlāl motif.

Jawdat Fakhr al-Dīn’s Aṭlāl
Elaborating on Bayḍūn’s ruinous landscape, Jawdat Fakhr al-Dīn ’s “Ayyām fī Qaryatī-l
Mahjūrah” (Days in My Deserted Village) (1978) traces an unnamed narrator’s return to
a once intensely familiar space, but the sense of effacement and alienation is palpable
through its transformed topography; abandoned schoolyards, village squares and prayer
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places evince life in a southern village at the edge of the nation, memory and history. Set
in the aftermath of one of the first waves of mass exodus from the south after the first
Israeli invasion 1978 (the poem was written in 1979), the poetic persona’s act of return to
the freshly abandoned diyār (dwellings) of his southern village is no longer unfamiliar to
us, as we have become well acquainted with this aspect of the aṭlāl motif by now.
Stepping into a landscape beset by desolation and abandonment, Fakhr al-Dīn
makes a great effort to displace idealized images of the countryside as a bucolic site of
repose with a sinister space replete with a spectral hauntedness that envelops and
transfixes those who dare enter its premises. The poem proceeds to paint an elaborate
picture of the besieged village square where nothing remains “save the cold remains of
empty shadows” as silence becomes a heightened source of tension that the poetic
persona must learn to contend with. The only living entity in the narrative is the lone
poet’s presence puncturing the desolation of time and space. In the absence of other
human interlocutors the southern villagescape under occupation takes on a mythic
presence. Drawing on nature, the poem invokes rain, but it is neither the rain of Qur’anic
retribution “sā’a maṭaru al-mundharīn” 75 (woe to the rain of the warned) nor the
baptismal closing storm of Imruʾ al-Qays’s Mu’allaqa. Instead, rain goads the southern
homeland, robbing it of sustenance and prolonging its suffering:

Strangled like a choked cry
Shrouded in drenched clothing
Overwhelmed by an exhausted landscape
The village fades and disintegrates
Nobody hears her tragic cries
For she is a forgotten reverie slowly inching towards death
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Taken from Ṣūr at al-Naml (See Mūsawī, Muḥsin Jāsim. Arabic Poetry: Trajectories of Modernity and
Tradition. Routledge Studies in Middle Eastern Literature. London; New York: Routledge, 2006. P: 76).
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A suspicious rain goads her fields
She sleeps without succor and writhes…
I am one of her illusions.
I approach her.
She gestures towards me with wan affection
I approach her like the strewn dust of memory
(Fakhr al-Dīn 2006: 144)

Memory begins to unfold like tapestry as the poetic voice encounters various
ruins in the landscapes—from former dwellings that have been left to the elements, to
abandoned village squares to forlorn trees—these ‘points of memory’ offer the persona
little in the way of solace. By contemplating these remnants of ruination, or what Yael
Navaro-Yashin (2012) refers to as “the material remains or artefacts of destruction and
violation, but also to the subjectivities and residual affects that linger, like a hangover, in
the aftermath of war or violence”, a dark narrative of occupation is sutured into the act of
bearing witness (5). In doing so, the poetic and the political become intimately
intertwined. Poking at the ruinous symbols of time enables the poetic persona to prod the
underbelly of violence that led to its current wasteland-like presence. Human and nonhuman agents of memory bleed into each other to create a filial bond that binds landscape
to human memory in an uncanny fashion. As the narrator enters his abandoned dār
(dwelling or house) he espies a flickering lantern and wonders at its ability to sustain
itself in the absence of human inhabitants. After approaching the curiously lit lantern, the
poet feels “as though it were about to whisper its secrets”, which once prompted reveals
its anguished narratives (Fakhr al-Dīn 2006: 146). The poem unfurls into a series of
“days” mimicking the structure of a personal diary, but rather than belonging to a person,
the diary in fact, belongs to “the southern earth.” If the landscape could speak it would
bewail the forced evacuation of its inhabitants and especially the abandoned schoolyard
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that once teemed with vibrant youths. Likening the abandoned schoolyard to a bereaved
mother who has lost her children, the southern earth is “in denial that she has lost her
sons/ who were kidnapped from neighboring villages/ whom she educated about the
speed of light, about matters of physics, as if she herself was learned in them” (147).
Fakhr al-Dīn’s poem closes with an image of the lone village returnee sitting in
his abandoned dār as he ruminates on the silence slowly caving in on him. His reverie
has ended and he is left alone to wonder, “If anybody else is around to eavesdrop on the
night.” Although the poetic persona has performed an act of ‘return’ to his occupied
village, he has not actually fully returned as he likens his presence to a “hollow echo that
bounces back off its source.” Despite the persona’s failed effort to connect corporeal
presence with affective and emotional ‘return’, he turns to contemplate the aesthetics of
ruins for “when suffering is translated into poetic narrative, it becomes a way to counter
the history of violence through an aesthetics of reattachment” (Hirsch et. al 2011: 10).
Since the abandoned manāzil offer the wistful returnee in Fakhr al-Dīn’s “Days
Spent in My Abandoned Village” no solace in, the poet offers up an alternate homeland
out of a play on the bayt or house of the qaṣīdah itself while its real referent was being
torn asunder. In a later poem entitled “The Qaṣīdah Itself” published one year after the
second protracted occupation (1985), South Lebanon is displaced onto a poetic terrain
where it is continuously constructed and reconstructed out of “the remains of language.”
Invoking the qaṣīdah as poetic refuge, the poet writes: “We return to the qaṣīdah itself/
we bathe in its fires/ We seek refuge in its simulated houses/ As if they were like bomb
shelters to protect us” (Fakhr al-Dīn 2006: 212). According to Muḥsin al-Mūsawī (2006):
Metaphorically, the Odes become touchstones and signs of existence, as they are the only
tangible presence, the legacy that he carries wherever he goes and of which no one can

!

!

148!
deprive him. Their presence is set against loss, and they operate therefore as poetic
simulacra in exile. The impossibility of homecoming is the exilic norm, the very nucleus
of its poetics, but the reliance on a cultural repertoire alleviates the burden. The exiled
writer recreates the self amid intersections of agony, frustration, passion, love, memory,
attachments, and spatial expansion, traditional and modern, as if to fight back an
overpowering sense of loss and annihilation. Exile is a fight for survival that may court
the very impossible offerings of the literary tradition. (176)

In this poem, Fakhr al-Dīn performs a double return, both temporal and figurative:
the first return is to the “classical qaṣīdah” and the second is a return to the act of writing
as a form of bearing witness:
We return to the poem itself
We write it day by day in the South
The South approaches as it has before
A lone soldier
Its war is a solitary war
Inundated with strangled speeches
And aborted triumphs
It remains alone languishing in its prison
From the blood of the qaṣīdah
The South emerges as it has before,
Enchanted and solitary
[...]
The South emerges from the qaṣīdah itself
Resistance fighters emerge from its fabric
We return to the qaṣīdah itself
And we remain like it, strangers
We return whenever it returns
And we fade in its passion each time it fades
And we remain like it, martyrs.
We wound all the poems
With blood that constantly renews its path
Towards the poem itself
Towards the poem itself
(Fakhr al-Dīn 2006: 150).

Resisting Ruins in the Poetry of Shawqī Bizīʿ
Shawqī Bizīʿ takes Fakhr al-Dīn ’s examination of the connection between poetry and
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witnessing one step further when he looks critically back on his own poetic engagement
with writing in the midst of war. In his postwar poem “The Poet” (Al-Shā’ir)76, published
in 1995, Bizīʿ(1999) performs a sort of auto exegesis on his own work of bearing witness
and writing during the occupation of South Lebanon. He writes, “The poet always
follows an elusive arrow and a river whose source is unknown” only to “obscure meaning
with every intention to clarify” (5).
Whereas Bayḍūn’s poetry places itself in the interstice between ‘resistance’ and
contemplation, the poetry of Shawqī Bizīʿ bespeaks a more forthright language by
galvanizing ruins into a defiant poetics of resistance. Yet, despite its hopeful title, Shawqī
Bizīʿ’s (2007) poem “Al ‘Ā᾿id”77 (He Who Returns) centers on the impossibility of a
double return: the return of the war dead and the return to an idyllic village life prior to its
present state of occupation. It is one of the more ideologically bent poems that imbricate
aṭlāl motifs with Shī’ī commemorative practices. The poem’s dedicatory preface “In
Memory of ʿAlī Bizīʻ, Friend and Martyr” already establishes its poetic thrust as a
lamentation over human remains and the remains of memory. Landscape once again
figures as an important medium for the excavation of memory and its dialectal
relationship to absence. The dismemberment of the poetic identity in “Al ‘Ā᾿id” (He Who
Returns) is reconstructed in ties of solidarity with the land itself. Through funereal scenes
of southerners weeping for the memory of Karbala before the waters of the Lītānī River
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This poem is from his 1994 collection Kaʾannī gharībuk bayna al-nisāʾ [As Though I am Your Stranger
Among Women].
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This poem is from his 1984 collection Kull majdī annanī ḥāwalt [All My Glory is in My Effort].
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as they follow in somber step behind a fallen ‘martyr’s’ procession, Bizīʿ conveys a sense
loss tempered by a strong call for retribution:
The southerners walk behind the coffin
Their kūfīyas stained by his covered forehead
A woman follows she smells his shirt
He is the southern martyr
The tamer of wild wheat
He returns to the earth,
Wrapped in a sandbag and torn flag
……………..
Thorn of the age
Lost is the age
But oh! If only time could return again!

We have already familiarized ourselves with Ilyās Khūrī ’s postwar novel Yālū,
which actively interrogates and deconstructs the notion of martyrdom during war through
Yālū’s growing disenchantment with war and its “seductive talk.” Bizī’ on the other hand
vehemently reconstructs the notion of martyrdom in his poetry, even investing his
martyred persona with a voice from beyond the grave that berates his fellow southerners
for delaying their own martyrdom. The poem ends with the spectral voice of the deceased
‘Alī announcing the need to continue the resistance against occupation:
Why have do you give up?
Why do you leave my blood to wither like a rose in summer?
For two years my eyes have not viewed you
Oh those headed south take my blood
So the slopes can foster it
For I have a spike of wheat there
That drinks the wound dry from my body
…
A road will emerge from your bones
To carve a path with a beautiful spear
And to resist the occupier
And to resist the occupier.
(Bizīʿ2007: 58)
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Bizīʿs poem ends on an unmistakable revolutionary ring in what Umberto Eco (1976) has
termed “semiotic guerrilla warfare.”

The Wars Within: Aṭlāl at the Edge of the Nation
In Chapter Two we were briefly introduced to the influx of southerners into Beirut
following on the heels of the 1978 Israeli invasion of South Lebanon through the arrival
of southern refugees in Ḥasan Dāwūd’s House of Mathilde. The arrival of the narrator’s
southern family tilts the demographic power relations of a pseudo mandate-like
collectivity of Beiruti tenants that crystalizes into a gradual sedimentation of internal
boundaries and borders within the apartment block. In his poem “Beware of our Suffering
in the South”, Fakhr al-Dīn levels his criticism from the other side of the discursive
divide at the prejudices of the “the Beirutis who fear our village customs” and who
perceive the southern refugees as “ruins of war approaching the city gate.” Rather than
leveling his criticism at the external ‘other’ or the ‘occupier’ as Bizīʿ’s poetry does, his
criticism is waged at the “eternal migration” of southerners. The ruins motif in this poem
figures as an image of the wounded traces left behind as southerners trail from village to
city in an attempt to flee the violence in southern Lebanon. Thus, as the poetic voice in
Fakhr al-Dīn’s 1982 poem “Beware of Our Suffering in the South” weeps before the
ruins he laments the absence of regional and national support with the following verse:
Look in the direction of the South
You will see a desperate age seep from our blood
The ruins of the South call out:
Where will the Arab Time head?
Or the Stone Age?
Our migration doesn’t end
We spread about and settle where we land
But as we approach the city’s gates
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We are confronted with a voice that secretly asks:
Who are these who slowly encroach like ruins?
(Fakhr al-Dīn 2006: 25)

The mood of loss and yearning in his poetry transmutes into criticism against the
aṭlāl of national cohesion and the internal wars waged between center and periphery.

There were a few dissenting voices amongst the “Young Poets” who did not call
for redemptive violence to sweep over the southern landscape and restore it from the
occupiers, but for love, as the antidote to the present state of war such as Ḥasan
ʿAbdallāh’s poetic corpus, which interrogates the principles of redemptive self-sacrifice
and calls into question, from an angle similar to Ilyās Khūrī ’s Yālū, the concept of
martyrdom and use of violence in the face of occupation. In a poem entitled “From
whence Shall I Enter the Poem?” (Taken from his diwān Adhkuru annanī aḥbabtu,“I
Remember that I loved”) the poetic persona becomes part and parcel of the ruins of the
southern landscape: “I am the spectral aṭlāl of war, muted and silenced as the words that
comprise this lamentation” (23).
Jawdat Fakhr al-Dīn is not the only poet who directed his criticism inwards
towards the nation through the trope of the ruin. In an attempt to fuse the poetic and the
political, the persona of Muḥammad ʻAlī Shams al-Dīn in his poem “Open Fire in the
Ruins of the Body” inhabits the guise of the ancient poet-king whose backstory resonates
neatly with Shams al-Dīn’s growing disenchantment with the lack of national support for
the south in the face of its ongoing war(s) with Israel.

Instead of engaging in a

contemporary dialogue with the state, his poetry takes us back to the pre-Islamic era of
six-century Arabia through the figure of Imruʾ al Qays where the updated persona of the
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ill-fated poet-king is made to wander a spectral landscape punctuated by signposts of
modern occupation; checkpoints, curfews and blocked crossings evince a landscape of
war reminiscent of south Lebanon.
In the classical Arabic poetic tradition, narratives were woven around and about
famous poems and poets (akhbār) and the extant narratives about Imruʾ al Qays bespeak
a tragic figure. Imruʾ al Qays’s father, the last king of the tribe of Kinda, was murdered
by the Banu Asad tribe and Imruʾ al Qays vowed to avenge the memory of his father and
repossess his kingdom. News has it he wandered the Arabian Peninsula in vain seeking
refuge and assistance from various tribal lords and brigands, hence his sobriquet al-Malik
al-Dalīl (the vagabond, wandering king). In the end he was compelled to seek the aid of
the Byzantine Emperor Justinian in Constantinople. Accompanied by another poet, ‘Amr
b. Qami’a (d.538), he traveled to court where he was lavished with royal treatment. On
his return from Constantinople, Imruʾ al-Qays received a letter from Caesar along with an
embroidered robe laced with gold and poison. After donning the robe, the poison seeped
into his skin, killing him, hence his other sobriquet Dhu al Qurūḥ (the one with the
wounds/sores). According to Suzanne Stetkevych (1993), Imruʾ al-Qays’s search for his
lost kingdom, after being let down by his people and allies left the ill-fated poet
“politically naked and defenseless” (249). To the loss of kingdom and patrimony is
added, as the sloughing of the skin so powerfully expresses, “the loss of the self” (Ibid).
Wandering the tortured southern landscape of south Lebanon where dead fish fill
the sea and nature is made to writhe and plead for succor, the persona of Shams al-Dīn’s
poem “Open Fire in the Ruins of the Body” somberly declares, “I am riding a wave that
never crests. I am al-Malik al Dalīl. I die in war and oblivion.” The poetic voice splices

!

!

154!

the conceit of the Imruʾ al-Qays with a narrative of dispossession culled from the
revolutionary rhetoric of the Shīʿī cleric Mūsa al-Ṣadr who represented the “rallying
symbol” of the cause of the disinherited 78 (quoted in Ajami 1986: 136). But the
contemporary poetic voice adds its own spin to Ṣadr’s poetics of disinheritance that clips
the wings of hopeful resolution and offers a reversal poetics of disenchantment: “I am the
disinherited of the earth” laments the modern poetic persona, “I raise my voice in protest
but nobody hears my cry except one undulating echo after undulating echo…undul…and
a sky that shuts its holy book” (24) The wandering persona of the modern poem
reinforces his state of dispossession by embracing the poet-king’s failed search for
retribution: “I am the wretch wandering aimlessly behind his mistress and father” (Ibid).
This weaving together of mythic, religious and natural elements creates a texture of
memory that is distinct from the novelistic memories presented in Chapter Two. By
suturing together a medley of mythic, religious, pastoral and pre-Islamic tropes, Shams
al-Dīn’s poem transmogrifies the familiar rural southern landscape into a nightmarish site
of tension where dashed dreams, limited sovereignty and oppression reign in an era of
occupation.
Tropes of fertility and vegetation that normally permeate the classical Arabic odes
become sites of aridity and death in this poem, as per the following verse: “I crash into
corpses forgotten by oblivion,” the narrator exclaims as he encounters “wailing horses,
the faces of crying stones, retreating stars and tribes that never emerge from their
alienation” (25) Where humanity and the nation at large seem to have forsaken this
southern strip of nation, nature steps in to act as “shāhid” or witness to its suffering. In a
poem entitled “Ode to the Pillars of the Southern Wind” the southern earth is portrayed as
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a site of mixed portents, as both poison and remedy; it is a “site of murder and an
alternate site for the dreams of the murdered” (25).
In what Muḥsin al-Mūsawī

(2006) describes as “a poetic of transference”

whereby the beloved of the traditional prelude is replaced by homeland, South Lebanon
transmutes into the poet’s coy mistress whose unrequited love makes him ask, “Why is
our history a cycle of violence?” In a creative reinvention of the qaṣīdah’s archetypal
journey or raḥīl, Shams al-Dīn’s narrator metapoetically renters the very poem he has
been composing for the reader: “In the twilight of the night after the empty moon sets, I
re-enter my poem after the angels have descended and I begin to wander the land
thronged by infirmities.” Where a majestic hunt typically ensues after the raḥīl
commences, the modern Malik al-Dalīl of this poem encounters guardsmen who impede
his passage with a slew of belligerent questions:
(The soldier approaches his comrade and whispers: this is the phantom hero from folk
stories)
:Where did you emerge from?
:From the barrels of your guns
But our guns are sealed. From where did you emerge?
Between your triggers and between your fingers.
What have you hidden in your skin?
My infirmities.
…And the air of the injured nation.
Do you sometimes laugh in secret?
I cry.
But it is forbidden for you to laugh or to cry.
It is forbidden for you to wander.
Record:
He has been informed.
(End of interrogation).
(Shams al-Dīn 2009: 27)

In an act of defiance the interrogated persona attempts to reclaim his sovereignty
with the following verse: “I still roam in a homeland that forbids roaming.” What follows
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is a poetic image encapsulating the fragmentation of the nation, which is displaced onto
the poetic persona’s dismembered body: “The people swarm around my body and divide
its flesh” (28). In the final act of the poem, the elegy for the occupied south turns into an
elegy for the self that has been dismemberment just as the south has been segregated
from the rest of the nation. The narrator’s body bears the traces of amputation, but the
mind still cannot comprehend “who is killing whom?” (28). In its isolation from the rest
of the nation through neglect, war and occupation, the south, concludes the poetic voice,
“is a crippled tower” (Ibid). The poet resists the signs of occupation in a less polemical
fashion than Bizīʿ’s forthright revolutionary poetics, yet a new constestatory
commemorative poetics emerges that reclaims the right to remember and record. The
stark scenes painted in this poem offer no consolation and the speaker feels forlorn and
insecure. The present is a continuum of recurrent death and desolation with no utopian
alternative offered in its stead.

Conclusion
In an historical period overrun by the anxieties of war, a metastasizing Israeli occupation,
and periodic bombardment, the South Lebanon Poets forged a poetics of memory
delicately balanced between traditional lamentations born out of ruinous contemplation
and a more defiant language of resistance. While poets like Shawqī Bizīʿ and Jawdat
Fakhr al-Dīn imbricate resistance ideology into the fabric of their poetry, Bayḍūn and
Ḥasan ʿAbdallāh allow the ongoing war and its lack of closure to betray the silencing of
the desolate southern landscape and the greater silencing of its memory under occupation.
By gesturing towards the relationship between poetry and witnessing, I am not suggesting
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that one should classify the poetry of Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb as shiʻir waqi’ī (realistic poetry)
nor as adab al-ilitizām (commitment poetry) for it falls in between these two movements,
in a grey area that neither projects a clairvoyant mythic utopian future as an alternative to
war nor a realistic documentation of the scale of war in the south. The sometimes
spectral, sometimes enchanted and sometimes scarred poetic landscapes of Shuʻarāʾ alJanūb suture together a discourse that galvanizes nature, memory, myth and pre-Islamic
motifs into a counter-hegemonic discourse that sits in an uneasy tension with the
historical context of war and occupation in which it was conceived. This is to suggest
that in the poetry of Shuʻarāʾ al-Janūb, the poem itself is the experience and the memory:
its language incises the page, wounding it with testimonial presence, and the reader is
marked by an encounter with that presence. In Thaqafat tams al-haqā’iq [The Culture
That Buries the Truth] Ḥasan ʿAbdallāh testifies to the stakes of writing in a time of
ongoing crisis:
I speak from South Lebanon, where the ground is still shaking and the thick smoke
clouds the horizons. The Israeli tanks are on the hills, and the prospects for this country
are still open to the worst options…I can only record by truthful testimony and share my
personal experiences. Sometimes I wonder if I am able to say everything…
(quoted in Salem 141)

While the earth of the South (arḍ al-janūb) has been mobilized in poetic
discourses of memory as this chapter explored, the memory literature associated with
South Lebanon has not been limited to textual realm, it has also been accompanied if not
overwritten by institutional sites of memory. It is to these material sites of memory that I
shall turn to in the following chapter.
!
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CHAPTER FIVE
HOUSING MEMORY: RUINS, MATERIALITY, ABSENCE
Ruins are places from which counter-memories can be articulated for in spatial terms,
ruins are consigned to the margins of urban space, and it is there where we must venture
if we are to confront the most densely haunted spaces of the nation, for “following the
ghosts is about...putting life back in where only a vague memory or a bare trace was
visible to those who bothered to look.”
(Dylan Trigg, The Memory of Place: A Phenomenology of the Uncanny)

Figure 14: Khiyām in Ruins. Photo by Rola Khayyat.

This chapter focuses on material ruins in South Lebanon and asks the following
questions: How are ruins enfolded into the memorial discourses of war museums? How
might the wreckage of a destroyed prison-museum contribute to its memorial afterlife? I
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set out to explore monumental commemorations of war in South Lebanon through the
trope of the ruin—how it is deployed to galvanize, subvert or challenge dominant
(re)presentations of the past via the classical Arabic topos of “standing by the ruins”
(wūqūf ‘ala al-aṭlāl). As a literary topos, standing by the ruins is a “lyrical symbiosis of
love and grief” that goes back to the amatory prologue (nasīb) of the pre-Islamic ode79
(Khankan 2002: 23). The question that drives my research in this chapter is what happens
to this texture of memory when it is confronted with modern institutions of memory, such
as the museum?

Can the classical ruins motif survive outside of literature, in the

commemorative grammar of a war museum that transforms mourning into a lexicon of
resistance politics?
I shall take as my comparative framework the deployment of ruins in two memory
museums located in Lebanon’s southern borderland: the former Khiyām Detention
Center80 and ‘Mleeta Resistance Tourism Landmark81’, both named after the southern
villages in which they are located. I will begin by tracing the genesis of Khiyām (or
Mu'taqal al Khiyām), a former interrogation and detention center administered by Israel
throughout its occupation of the south. After Israel’s withdrawal from South Lebanon in
2000, the prison was converted into a memory museum and was maintained as such by
the ‘Resistance’ (Hezbollah) that claimed victory for liberating South Lebanon. Today,
however, the museum lies in ruins after it was destroyed by directed IDF (Israeli Defense
Forces) bombardment in the 2006 “July War” between Israel and Hezbollah.
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Khankan, Nathalie. “Reperceiving the Pre-Islamic Nasīb.” Journal of Arabic Literature 33, no. 1 (2002):
1–23.

80

Hereafter referred to as Khiyām
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Hereafter referred to as Mleeta
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heavily demolished prison-museum unfurls as a palimpsest of historical memory that was
questionably effaced by its destruction. In the wake of the prison’s destruction, this
chapter questions what happens when a ‘house of memory’ is destroyed and the referent
is erased. Does the materiality of the trace need to prevail in order to preserve its afterlife
for the ‘postmemory’ generation? In response to this question, I argue that more than
“inert pieces of the landscape” the prison’s ruins offer a counter-narrative in which
memory becomes guided by “voids” rather than “points of presence” (Trigg 2009: 88).
According to Dylan Trigg, a ruin is a “location of memory, in which trauma took place
and continues to be inextricably bound with that location in both an affective and
evidential manner (96). Ruins, then, do not need to be a physical or built environment,
but a place of recognition and recollection of the past as my embodied visits to the
museum and interviews with its surviving witnesses demonstrates. The demolished
prison museum s ruins contest the notion of memory being ‘contained’ by place.
Recognizing that nobody can stand at a Punctum Archimedis, I am careful to
acknowledge my own role as ‘interlocutor’ throughout my analysis.
So far I have shown how the topos of “stopping by ruins” was appropriated by the
Lebanese wartime and postwar novel and poem and how it was reconstituted according to
the changing tides of war in the region. Specifically, in the previous chapter, I showed
how ruins were poetically laced into lamentations over the occupied southern landscape
to create a distinct grammar of mourning associated with the memory agents of this
borderland. During the decades of Israeli occupation, the inhabitants of the south became
accustomed to standing before ruins of various kinds, material, human and as I shall
argue in this chapter, even institutional. The year of the unilateral Israeli withdrawal from
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the south of Lebanon was a watershed moment that apparently vindicated the resistance
discourse of the South Lebanon poets, especially that of the Shīʿī resistance movement,
Hezbollah, which had taken charge of armed resistance to Israeli occupation since the late
1980s.
In its efforts to codify a particular narrative of resistance and victory against
Israeli occupation, Hezbollah’s newly inaugurated war museum shapes its narrative out
of war spoils, such as the remains of a defunct military bunker, military paraphernalia and
weaponry. It is the latest effort in this political organization’s attempts to carve a space of
memory and influence for itself within Lebanon’s body politic. Needless to say, ruins in
the context of this museum have a vastly different function at variance with the rhetoric
of ruins in the wartime and postwar narratives and the wreckage of Khiyām, but one that
arguably carries the ethos of redemptive self- sacrifice inherent in the South Lebanon
poetry to its political conclusion.

Genealogy of a Detention Center
Let me begin by peeling away at the destroyed Khiyām Detention Center’s historical
layers. The wreckage of the former prison is located atop a windswept hill in the southern
Lebanese border village of Khiyām. Once an army barracks during the French mandate
(1923-1946), Israel and its proxy militia82 later converted Khiyām into its main detention
and interrogation center after it invaded South Lebanon and withdrew to its “security
zone” in 1985. Cut off from the rest of Lebanon, the prison existed in a remote periphery
of “the zone” a 10-kilometer strip of Lebanese land “buffering” the northern marches of
Israel from the rest of Lebanon. As I mentioned in Chapter Three, the “security strip”,
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where Khiyām Prison is located, was created in 1978 after Israel invaded Lebanon up to
the Lītānī River and the United Nations Interim Force (UNIFIL) entered for an initial sixmonth period to “oversee” its withdrawal “forwith”—an ‘interim’ period that extended
22 years. The “zone” stretches from the mist-shrouded foothills of Mount Hermon down
to the Mediterranean and its lush coastal fringe. More than just a ten-kilometre wide
“defensive” buffer zone, it included an active military front comprising a good 10 per
cent of the country with about 150 small towns and villages.
In this borderland, that had been a battleground since the establishment of the
state of Israel, the prison made its home.

Figure 15: View of the border between Lebanon and Israel. Israel to the left, Lebanon to the right.
Photo by author.

An Occupied Place: Normalizing the Exception
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Figure 16: Map of Israeli-occupied South Lebanon. From http://almashriq.hiof.no/.

As I noted, in 1978, Israel did not withdraw completely but rather ensconced itself in an
expanded and improved “buffer zone” (including offensive geography now), the
occupied borderland that came to be known as “the Strip”. By now the Israeli occupation
of the South Lebanon borderland ensnared 1,200 square km, around ten percent of
Lebanese national territory83.
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The […] zone runs for 70 km from Al Bayyadah on the Mediterranean coast, south of the ancient
Phoenician port of Tyre, eastwards to the slopes of Israeli-held Mount Hermon, where the borders of
Lebanon, Israel and Syria converge. The 2,224 m peak is of exceptional geostrategic value because it
provides a commanding position overlooking south Lebanon, the Golan plateau and much of northern
Israel and Southern Syria. The eastern border of the security zone abuts the northern end of the occupied
Golan Heights. At its deepest point, the zone is 15 km wide. At its western end, a thumb-shaped salient juts

!

!

164!
The Israel-funded and controlled militia formerly known as the FLA had been

until 1984 composed of around 3,500 men with six battalion-sized formations, a tank
battalion and an artillery battalion. In 1984 Saʿad Haddād the FLA commander died of
cancer and many members of the surrogate military force defected in the wake of the
1985 IDF pullback. At this time Israel restructured, reorganized, revamped the force
under former Lebanese Army Officer Major General Antoine Laḥd, renaming it the
South Lebanon Army (SLA).
The SLA ruled the small towns and villages of the borderland, fielding around
2,500 soldiers drawn from the men and youths of those villages. In 1989 two new
brigades were formed with three territorial battalions each (three infantry battalions, two
batteries of artillery and two tank companies). The brigades corresponded to the two
regions of the zone the Western Brigade (that encompasses the Western and Central
sectors of the Cairo Accords) under the command of Colonel ʿAql Hāshem (a Maronite)
and the Eastern Brigade under Druze command.
The administrative headquarters of the zone were housed in the former Lebanese
Army barracks of Marjayoun, a graceful Christian town on the side of a hill overlooking
a wide fertile plain that extends north into the Bekaʿa and then Syria and south into Israel
and beyond. Antoine Lahd, the commander of the SLA inhabited a stone villa not far
from the barracks (that I visited, among other freshly de-occupied places, on the first day
of the withdrawal). Across the fertile and irrigated plain on a low hill right on the border
perches the town of Khiyām. There the SLA established their infamous Khiyām
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
northwards to the mountaintop Christian town of Jezzine close to the Awwali River, the northern boundary
of south Lebanon. The country is rugged, cleft by ravines and studded with craggy mountains and hills:
classic guerrilla terrain (Jane’s Intelligence Review: 411).
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Detention center in the building of a French Mandate era barracks, where the inhabitants
of the zone would be dragged and imprisoned: men, women and children. It was a place
of fear and terror and a site of control and power that also generated stories of terror and
enhancing the occupation’s “economy of terror” (Taussig).
The soldiers were mostly drawn from the villages of the Strip – ideally one from
every village “house” or family. Some formerly disenfranchised or merely opportunistic
souls jumped on the bandwagon to participate in militarized empowerment and others
were forcibly conscripted. The occupation zone was separate from the rest of Lebanon
with several tightly controlled crossings where people could enter and exit. Only those
registered in the zone (such as my interlocutor Ḥayāt whom I referred to in Chapter
Three) were allowed regularly in and out and even they needed permits that were issued
by the SLA administration; the permits, issued and permanently revoked at will were an
insidious mechanism of governance and control. All kind of movement in and out as well
as within the zone was severely restricted and monitored.
The Israelis for quite some time maintained that they were merely overseeing the
“Security Strip” and not directly involved in an occupation, but this conceit did not hold
out. It may be true that at first they did not involve themselves in the day to day control
and governance of the Strip – that was the job of the SLA – but they provided the means,
around $32 million dollars a year and more to cover the $500 to $600 average monthly
salaries of the SLA soldiers and other sundries of military occupation; they maintained
1000 to 2000 troops there ensconced in fortified highest-hilltop locations, in particular
those where the Crusaders had built fortresses like Beaufort and Blat.
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Figure 17: Beaufort Castle disguised as part of the mountain. Photo by author.

More involved in the daily developments in the zone were the various Israeli intelligence
agencies that cooperated closely with the intelligence arm of the SLA in keeping a heavy
lid on the local inhabitants.
To bring words to graphic reality, in his article entitled “South Lebanon: The War
that Never Ends?” David Hirst, veteran Middle East correspondent of the London
Guardian, describes the perilous passage from Beirut to the so-called “security zone”:
“The first thing you see when you cross to the other side confirms that you are in a place
where the extraordinary has become the very ordinary. It’s a sign warning any driver that
he risks his life upon entry without a passenger. The sign doesn’t say why, but every
Strip-dweller knows it’s because if he doesn’t, Israeli soldiers will open fire on him as a
potential suicide bomber.” (Hirst 1999: 6)
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Monopolizing the skies, the Israelis utilized their technologically advanced

arsenal to compose a detailed intelligence picture of the south and depended on the SLA
to rule the villages as they saw fit. Yet:
Despite their overwhelming firepower, SLA and IDF troops fear the South Lebanese
bandit country. Villages in the security zone are subject to curfew and most nights are
disturbed by artillery and small arms fire as jumpy sentries sound the alarm. In retaliation
for attacks, SLA compounds rake nearby villages with small arms fire. IDF artillery fires
warning salvoes at or around suspect villages and Cobra helicopter gunships use TOW
missiles to destroy buildings used by Hezbollah or other militias (Jane’s Intelligence
Review: 411).

Southern Lebanon, one can argue, was under a protracted “state of exception”
thereby allowing for the creation of Khiyām Detention Center and its myriad detentions
outside of any legal framework (Arnold 2000: 195).

There were no judges, trials,

lawyers, evidence, arguments, law or judiciary in Khiyām.

In his seminal book, The

Texture of Memory, James Young (1993) describes the double helix of occupation that by
extension relates to Khiyām. “It was one thing to be ravished outside one’s land”, Young
writes, “another to be occupied and enslaved at home” (123). Hundreds are believed to
have died after torture84 at Khiyām and minors grew up there—between 1987 and 1995
they were not even allowed to see their families. The International Red Cross, which
prides itself on being able to penetrate even the darkest corners of a prisoner’s cell,
struggled for ten years with the Israeli government and commander of the SLA, Antoine
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The torture methods reportedly included electric shocks; suspension from poles, usually with only the
toes touching the ground; beating, sometimes after the body is doused in water; and threats of rapes of
wives and female relatives. Moreover, the torturers of Khiyām used to electrocute the penises of their
prisoners and throw water over their bodies before plunging electrodes into their chests and kept them in
pitch-black, solitary confinement for months.
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Laḥd85, himself a native of South Lebanon, to permit its delegation to enter the prison
(Lavie 1997: 35). In a darkly paradoxical fashion, the Red Cross was finally permitted
entry in 1995, but denied permission to publish its findings (38). Thus, Khiyām Prison
remained in a juridical limbo as it continued to be shrouded by eerie half-truths that
occasionally seeped out to the general Lebanese public in drips and drops. Mute thirtysecond clips of prisoners roaming zombie-like around their “sun room” were
disseminated to the Lebanese media, as if to confirm to the Lebanese population, that this
nightmarish world beyond anyone’s grasp was real.

Suha Bshāra: Khiyām's “Living Archive” of Memories
No one bears witness for the witness.
(Paul Celan)

On September 3 1998, a window into Khiyām Prison was opened with the release of its
most famous prisoner, Suha Bshāra. A member of the Lebanese National
Resistance/Lebanese Resistance Front 86 (the secular resistance coalition) she was
captured on November 7, 1988 by the South Lebanon Army (SLA) for her attempted
assassination of SLA general, Antoine Laḥd, and immediately thrown into the detention
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Antoine Lahd, general of the SLA “surrogate force” (1979-2000), a predominately Christian right-wing
proxy militia created, controlled, and funded by Israel to administer South Lebanon and to give a Lebanese
façade to the occupation of the South. Ironically, “Lahd’s” surname carries its own set of sinister
connotations: According to the Hans Wehr Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic Lahd is defined as “grave,
tomb; (ancient meaning: a charnel vault with a niche for the corpse in the lateral wall)”. South Lebanon was
similarly entombed under Lahd’s hegemonic rule.
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The Lebanese National Resistance Front (LNRF) was the military wing of the pro-Moscow Lebanese
Communist Party. The LNRF was founded on September 16, 1982 (the same day the Israeli army broke
into West Beirut) when the secretary general of the central committee of the Lebanese Communist party
George Hāwī and the secretary general of the Communist labor organization met and issued a call to unify
the ranks in the "Lebanese national resistance front" against the occupation of Southern Lebanon.
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center where she was held for 10 years, 6 of which were spent in an isolation cell (2.5 ft.
wide x 6.5 ft. long x 8 ft. high). During Bshāra’s internment, posters of her at the forever
youthful age of 21 were pasted everywhere as the ‘smiling icon’ of the resistance who
had come to embody the ‘flesh and blood’ of the prison. Formerly one of Khiyām
Prison’s ‘disappeared’, Suha Bshāra’s unexpected release in 1998 turned her into, to
borrow Diana Taylor’s term, a “reappeared victim” (144). To the Lebanese public she
became known as “the living martyr.” Mothers of ‘disappeared’ children in Southern
Lebanon adorned their walls with her pictures in the hopes that their sons and daughters
would too “reappear.” Bshāra had become the icon and image of national ‘resistance’
against the occupation.

Her name had become metonymic to the torture, pain and

suffering of the prison. Bshāra’s iconic function as ‘the surviving martyr’ turned her into
an abstracted figure of resistance, such that, as Jayce Salloum (2005), points out “The
(surviving) martyr’s narrative was ever-present, an overexposed and overshadowing
structure” (84).
Soon after her release, Bshāra’s photographs within the confines of the prison
were released to the public. Still smiling, the imprisoned Bshāra looks the camera square
in the eye, but with unmistakably harrowing signs of torture and fatigue imprinted onto
her visage. This photograph acts as an eerie continuum, forming the missing link to the
series of photographs of the pre-prison smiling icon, thereby unsettling their former
serenity, especially in that the same smile prevailed on an almost completely different
face. Bshāra’s youth is still evident, but her forced smile over layers of trauma, betrays a
different, haunting reality, encapsulating the epistemic violence of representing the
‘disappeared.’ The exclusionary function of framing, Judith Butler (2009) reminds us,
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entails a constant ‘breaking away breaking from context” leading us to different ways of
understanding both the frame’s “efficacy” and its vulnerability to “reversal, subversion”
(13), even to “critical subversion”. Barthes’ (1981) Camera Lucida posits the “punctum
of time” as that temporal incongruity between the meaning a given object holds at a
certain point and the other it acquires later. Moreover, in Disappearing Acts Diana Taylor
(1997) problematizes the role of the photograph, arguing “like magic fetishes, photos
keep the dead and brutalized bodies forever ‘alive.’ They tempt us to see them as natural
and transparent manifestations of the ‘real.’ Thus it seems treasonous to resist that view
by insisting on the iconic quality of these photographs” (142). Similarly, Bshāra’s iconic
representation throughout her disappearance had functioned to eclipse and displace the
reality of her imprisoned self. Re-framed by a different smile, her prison photograph
attempts to minimize the horror of her situation, but the disheveled hair, oversized Tshirt, and clearly strained expression betrays the real gravity of her situation. Bshāra’s
photographic representation to the public throughout her disappearance had functioned to
eclipse and displace the reality of her imprisoned self, the real facsimile of a person
hidden from view.
In an interview conducted one year after her release, Suha Bshāra was asked what
she had left behind and what she had retained from the prison, to which she replied: “I
left everything, and I left nothing, at the same time... I left martyrs who are still there as
corpses…I left them but at the same time I didn’t leave them” (Salloum 2005: 86).
However, at the same time, Bshāra’s role as the physical container of Khiyām’s
collective memory also sought to submerge the individual behind her iconic function.
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Figure 18: The young Suha Bshāra. Photo taken within the confines of the prison during her
internment.

Bshāra (2003) intimates this in her book Resistance: My Life for Lebanon when she
writes: “During those few hours of liberty I felt I had been swept into a whirlwind…as
the weeks passed, I was never left in peace, never able to rediscover my life. My
liberation had turned into a kind of national holiday” (126). It is this problematic of
‘collectivizing’ individual agony into wholesale national allegory that I will extend to my
critique of Khiyām’s memorialization phase. I have invoked Bshāra’s story at length
because when she “reappeared” and published her testimony of surviving her ordeal, the
fragmentary reality of the prison that the public had known only by its epithets “the
cemetery of the living” and the “cradle of heroes”, was gradually replaced by Bshāra’s
testimonial narratives. However, by the same token, Bshāra’s role as the prison’s ‘living
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ruin’—a bodily trace of the prison’s past—also sought to submerge the individual behind
the ‘collective act’ of remembering. It is this problematic of ‘collectivizing’ individual
memory into piecemeal national memory that Bshāra’s story exemplifies and which is
amplified in Khiyām’s memorialization phase.

Liberating Khiyām Prison
Two years after Bshāra’s release, on May 24th, 2000, in a hasty overnight retreat codenamed “Operation Morning Twilight”, Israeli troops and SLA members withdrew from
South Lebanon streaming back into the Israeli border, thereby ending 22 years of
occupation. SLA prison guards fled to Israel, keys in hand, leaving behind their 144
detainees still holed up in their cells. Throngs of jubilant men and women from
neighboring villages released the prisoners in what was later titled “the citizens’
liberation.” One prisoner described his ordeal as the following: “We got close to the
window in our cell to try to hear better as we did not understand what was happening.
There was shouting and we heard shooting. Then we saw a boy out of the window. He
said “where is the door?’ We knew then that we were free” (“Where is the Door?”
Amnesty International Report 1997).
Practically following on the heels of the retreating IDF soldiers, I headed to the
newly liberated south to visit the prison I had only ever heard of through hearsay and
video stills. I made my first visit to Khiyām Prison the day after the Israeli withdrawal,
long before it was officially instantiated as a museum. Given that I was born during the
occupation (I was born in 1982, the occupation began in 1978)—this would be my first
foray into the south. It also meant that I had grown up with the legacy of the south under

!

!

173!

occupation (in 1993: Operation “Accountability” and in 1996 Operation “Grapes of
Wrath”) turning me into a beneficiary of a form of “postmemory” (Hirsch). As I
navigated my way through the former ‘security strip’, newly liberated village after village
came into view expanding my vision of a country I had always thought I had known to
the last rock. Abandoned Israeli/SLA outposts, forbidding warning signs, ammunition,
and unexploded mines glistened in the May sunshine. Being able to traverse seamlessly
from north to south for the first time was a transformative experience.
My euphoria ended when I reached the prison. It was as though someone had
suddenly muted a noisy television set.

Given that the camp had just been newly

liberated, it was, as one can imagine, exactly as it had been left—in its utmost state of
decrepitude and disarray. We were not allowed into the prisoners’ “rooms” for more than
thirty seconds because of the pungent stench of rotting that you could almost cut with a
knife. Inside the rooms, prisoners’ mementoes still adorned their walls. The hoods that
the torturers would use to cover the heads of their victims before their routine beatings
were still there—big light corduroy sacks littered the ground with large angry footprints
from the previous night’s stampeding crowds. My strongest memory still remains of the
solitary confinement cells. Prisoners were held in these cells for months at a time. There
were about five concrete boxes, slightly larger than telephone booths. Each had a brown
metal door with a book-sized slot that could be opened or closed only from the outside.
The doors would be opened irregularly to allow a cursory cleaning. I gingerly entered one
of the isolation boxes marked “cell number 7.” The asphyxiating heat was frightening –
thirty seconds ticked by – I tapped on the door, “Let me out”, I asked weakly. As I
wandered from room to room I silently wondered to myself what might happen to the
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memory of this space in a few years’ time. Suha Bshāra spent ten years of her life in that
cell. As I wandered from room to room in that silence that enraptures your very being, I
thought to myself: I am witnessing the making of memory. When writing this piece, I
was reminded of James Young’s statement: “How and what we remember in the
company of a monument depends very much on who we are, why we care to remember,
and how we see” (xii).

Museumizing Khiyām Prison
One year after its liberation, Khiyām Prison was transformed into a proper museum and
gradually acquired the trappings of a memorial replete with tours by former detainees,
historical explications and commercial paraphernalia. In short, it was commodified. The
first indication of the center’s museumization was the newly emblazoned names of the
SLA collaborators on the prison gates. Beyond the gates, new art installations had been
added: over 44 artists from 17 countries gathered there in 2003 to create site-specific
works that were donated and housed on the site. Murals depicting the camp’s liberation
and effigies of collaborators were amongst those on display. The prison courtyard was
remade into an open-air museum of abandoned SLA material – troop carriers, jeeps,
ancient howitzers, and hummers were showcased for anyone to clamber into. Nearby a
canteen with pool tables sold soft drinks.
The regular “tour” of the ex-prison was led by an ex-detainee, who would walk us
through the camp, re-enact some of the torture methods inflicted on him, narrate the
camp’s history, and finally wave us in the direction of the camp’s paraphernalia on sale at
the exit. It is then that I began to question the role of the ex-detainees turned tour-guides
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who were asked to re-visit their sites of traumatic memory, day by day, transforming
them into ‘spectacles’ of torture, much in the same direction that Suha Bshāra’s narrative
had been channeled. As spectators to the prison museum’s ‘packaged’ memory in the
form of real tortured bodies, I wondered if we risked inhabiting the space of “just
watching—a position often associated with voyeurism and morbidness, even
disempowerment” (145). The ex-detainee is an exemplary figure here, similar to that of
Suha Bshāra, one that betrays the impasses of the prison museum’s monolithic memory
system. The “texture of memory” with its many “inconsistencies, faces and shapes” had
become dependent on the camp’s accompanying narrative. In a documentary on Khiyām
entitled Sajīn al-Janūb (Prisoner of the South) an ex-detainee, was asked to re-visit the
prison. As he looks onto the prison wards, his interviewer poses the following question:
“When you stand here and look at the prison what goes through your mind?” He cannot
reply. Instead, he shakes his head and walks away (Bū Samra 2000).
I realized, however, that matters were not that black and white when I had the
opportunity to interview a former prisoner who had a different story to tell. A., walked
me to the prison guard post of Khiyām and looked out at the land and mountains he was
never allowed to see during his imprisonment. “This place,” he said, “should be kept
forever as a witness to our history.” My tours with the former prisoner as interlocutor
reminded me of Diana Taylor’s powerful performance of memory when she accompanied
Pedro Matta, a survivor of torture in Villa Grimaldi, an infamous torture center in Chile
and a member of the International Coalition of Sites of Conscience. As she visits the site
with Matta, acting as a witness to his return to the place of his victimization and survival,
Taylor is left with many questions – about Matta, the authenticity of his affect, his
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willingness to relive his trauma repeatedly for her and other visitors. In her act of what
Irene Kacandes (2001) calls “co-witness,87” Taylor feels she has opened the space for
him to narrate his story and she in turn transmits his story to her readers. According to
Taylor, this encounter, outside the official institution of the memorial, “testifies to the
power of engagement through which remembrance can be activated and transmitted”
(Hirsch 2011:18). Similarly, I understood that through my interlocutors, I too become
‘co-witness’, carrying narratives that I could potentially transmit to those who will soon
only hear about Khiyām through its oral narratives.

Figure 19: An ex-prisoner demonstrates some of the torture methods inflicted on him to a crowd
of onlookers. Photo by author.
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Irene Kacandes, Talk Fiction: Literature and the Talk Explosion (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
2001).
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During the 2006 war between Lebanon and Hezbollah, the former keepers of

Khiyām returned to erase their mark of infamy. On July 25, 2006, the Israeli Defense
Forces (IDF) carpet-bombed the prison-turned-museum-site destroying an estimated 80%
of the prison site. However, as I shall argue, in its attempt to erase the most infamous
symbol of its occupation, the IDF crudely reinstated a ‘new traumatic past’ atop their
attempted erasure. It is precisely the prison’s demolition that raised theoretical questions
in my mind about the “monumental” as an aesthetic and political category and the
aesthetic function of the ruin and its capacity to extend the memorial’s afterlife. In order
to set the stage for a discussion of how the kinds of memories stimulated in ruins might
be used to critically assess dominant ways of producing memory in space, I will have
recourse to my embodied visit to the site after its destruction.
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(Dis)locating Memory: Mute witnessing and the Affective Afterlife of Ruins
I think how little we can hold in mind, how everything is constantly lapsing into
oblivion with every extinguished life, how the world is, as it were, draining itself, in
that the history of countless places and objects which themselves have no power of
memory is never heard, never described or passed on.
(Sebald, Austerlitz)

Figure 20: Into the rubble of memory. Photo by author.

It is midsummer, July 16 2011, to be precise, but atop the mountain where the former
prison-museum used to be located, the wind howls rhythmically, sweeping its gusts over
flattened slabs of concrete as it weaves in and out of the wreckage of former interrogation
rooms, solitary confinement cells, prison wards, torture rooms, sun rooms and
administrative offices. In spite of its ruins, a sign at the entrance reads “the prison is
open,” an affirmative nod to the hesitant visitor that the demolished prison museum is
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still operative. I park my lone car at the gates and step inside the transformed premises.
Taking my cue from the insistent open sign, I begin picking my way carefully over
mounds of rubble, twisted metal, corroding steel and undulating sheets of concrete that
are at odds with the bucolic landscape.

Figure 21: Makeshift prison sign. Photo by author.

The prison is seemingly deserted save for my intruding presence punctuated by
the crunching sound of my footsteps over the rubble. I pause for a moment to scan the
scene and allow the uncanny silence of the ruins to permeate my surroundings. The
absent din of tourists, routine tour guides and insistent journalists gives this ruinous space
a renewed sense of materiality and place. Looking around, I notice I am in the center of a
scene flanked on all sides by rubble; a space where the frozen materiality of the ruins
!
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allows a deep sense of fragmentation to disrupt any sense of being unified in place,
ultimately transforming this site of memory into an architecture of disappearance—a
counter-monument to the submerged testimonies, stories and lives of its former
occupants, both alive and dead.
Writers such as Robert Bevan, Pierre Nora and James Young have argued that
memory is absolutely contingent on the materiality of the trace—the destruction of
memory, we are told is more or less synonymous with the destruction of its architectural
house. In The Destruction of Memory: Architecture at War Robert Bevan makes the case
that “the link between any physical reminder of a people and its collective memory and
the killing of the people themselves is ineluctable” whereby “the destruction of one’s
environment—can mean disorienting exile from the memories they have invoked”
(Bevan 2007: 8). Others foretell a gloomy future for the camp as destruction site whereby
“the sum of these dismembered fragments can never approach the whole of what was
lost” (Young 1993: 126). With the absence of such archival “touchstones of memory”,
the ruins risk an “out of sight out of mind” futurity. French historian Pierre Nora has
argued that such lieux de mémoire (sites of memory) have become the cornerstone of
modern memory prompts since ‘living memories’ are fast receding in modern culture.
He thus proposes a conflation of memory and history whereby ‘modern memory’ relies
entirely on the archive—that is the materiality of the trace sine qua non —“the
immediacy of the recording, the visibility of the image” (Nora 1996: I).
I contend, however, that the ruins of the prison museum’s solitary confinement
cells, prison yards, and interrogation rooms actually recall a double-edged memory: not
only the “disappeared” materiality of the prison’s traces, but also its destroyers’ willful
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attempt to eradicate evidence of this fact: a counter-memorial both to its past and to the
guilt of the destroyers.

Henceforth, the torture victims, alive and dead, will be

remembered by their absence as the prison sign so aptly captured. For, when the bombs
fell silent and the dust settled over the rubble, the most glaring reminder of its ‘absented
presence’ was a charred sign reading “Prison de Khiyām” pointing limply in the direction
of the rubble—a signifier gesturing towards its absent referent. More than “inert pieces
of the landscape” the ruins function as the very afterlife of the prison’s memory by
offering an alternate means of remembrance. As “material allegories” of the imperfect
way in which the past is remembered, Tim Edensor proposes that ruins “cannot be
effectively written down and described” thereby contrasting with the ofﬁcial and
commodiﬁed attempts to ﬁx memory (170).

In a similar vein, in his study of the

intersection of temporality and places of trauma, Dylan Trigg, maintains that ruins
actually recall absence by contesting the very notion that memory can be contained by
‘place.’ Trigg writes, “the ruin’s capacity to haunt the viewer effectively undercuts a
claim of temporal continuity and, instead, offers a counter-narrative in which testimony
becomes guided by voids rather than points of presence” (Trigg 2009: 89). Rejecting the
notion altogether that architecture is capable of embodying memoires altogether, Adrian
Forty (2001) goes further to suggest, “memories formed in the mind cannot be transferred
to solid material objects” (Forty 1999: 281).
Building on these approaches, my reading of the demolished prison site proposes
a shift in focus beyond the materiality of the trace, to the very affective afterlife conjured
by the ruins. As a “trace of life no longer there” the ruin bears witness to its absent
signifier through its mute testimony and which for that very reason “seems to have
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acquired a more radical and disturbing quality of ‘thereness’ whose impact is experienced
as ‘traumatic’ (Santner 2006: 51). An aura of haunting and spectrality is instilled in the
viewer standing before the ruins at Khiyām, as the silent suggestion of a traumatic past
comes through as a spectral murmur from amongst the traces that are possessed by a past
that cannot easily be reconciled by a memorial. Ruins articulate this very tension between
a past that “trembles as an incommensurable void” but which simultaneously offers a
profound impression of the seething life that has been buried under the rubble (99;
author’s emphasis). Ruins thus occupy a liminal zone whereby what remains is defined
by what is absent. Much like Agamben’s witness88 (1999), they are “the larva that our
memory cannot succeed in burying, the unforgettable with whom we must reckon” (81).
Instead of monumentalizing what remains, ruins constantly emphasize a tension between
place and memory, thus the dispersal of the ruins is also the dispersal of its memories, no
longer contained or ‘housed’, but scattered more akin to the very fractious nature of
memory.
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Agamben (1999) presents the lacuna of testimony as the following “But not even the survivor can bear
witness completely, can speak his own lacuna. This means that testimony is the disjunction between two
impossibilities of bearing witness; it means that language in order to bear witness, must give way to a nonlanguage in order to show the impossibility of bearing witness (39)
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Figure 22: The detention center in ruins. Photo by author in 2011.

Spectral Memories: Between Silence and Erasure
Khiyām’s ruins are in a state of indeterminacy89: the attempted erasure of the prison is
incomplete thereby offering mere ‘glimpses’ into the life-worlds of its former inhabitants.
One of the solitary confinement cells still bears traces of its former inhabitants.90 The
dilapidated wall with its barely legible scrawls of writing left behind by an unidentified
former prisoner was so suffused with affect that it seemed to be haunted by a ‘spectral
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They are also in another state of indeterminacy in the sense that they are presently at a juncture between
ruination and restoration. Plans to reconstruct the ruins of the prison have not yet been undertaken, but the
blueprints are ready.

90

Nor has the Lebanese state been involved with the site’s maintenance and administration. This has to do
with its refusal to claim the Resistance as a Lebanese national project, lack of state commemorations in
Lebanon more generally, and a conflict over which ministry (tourism or culture) would be responsible, a
conflict related to financial concerns over both costs and any potential profits. Hezbollah’s monopolization
of resistance narratives and the hegemony of its particular resistance narratives in Lebanon are in part
facilitated by the lacuna left by the Lebanese state.
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materialism.’91 Incomplete sentences on cell room walls trail off into an ellipsis that
symbolically encapsulates the incompletion of memory and critically speaks back to the
illusion of fixity. In its ruinous state the former prison yard appears vacuous yet
simultaneously fecund with memories of the absent-present. Neither absent nor fully
present ruins offer spectral traces of what was, thereby confounding the logic of their
monumental counterparts. The ruins of Khiyām can by extension be read as the
metaphorical ruination of a fixed grand narrative engendered by the orderly and
manicured spaces of museum memory production. Unencumbered by and bereft of these
encodings of the normative that go hand in hand with the routine practices that contribute
to a spatialized order of (memory) production ruins reorganize the spatial experience of
memory through their apparent ‘disorderliness. Admittedly, my first encounter with the
ruins of the former prison-museum was one of initial disorientation: Where is my entrypoint? Where does the narrative route start and end?
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According to Eric Santner “’Spectral materialism’ refers to responsiveness to past suffering as it persists
in the ‘setting’ of human history, in cities, in ruins of buildings (57); as well as the capacity to stay near the
unredeemed suffering, the material hauntedness of another person’s ‘spirit world’ that remains
unarticulated, enigmatic, and thus inaccessible to empathy (58)’.
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Figure 23: The remains of Khiyām’s solitary confinement cells. Bshāra’s cell in the forefront.
Photo by author.

Examining the transformation of landscapes of violence into memorials, James
Young aptly observed: “like narrative, which locates events in linear sequence, the
memorial also brings events into cognitive order” (7). Kratz (2002) further highlights
this narrative structure: “Visitors experience exhibitions as a temporal flow as they move
through them. Juxtaposition, spatial design, and movement through exhibitions often
contribute to the intended or implied narratives that exhibitions convey” (93).
Conversely, there is no clear route to follow amongst the ruins here, thereby inviting the
visitor to walk about uninstructed and to encounter the “texture of memory” with its
“many inconsistencies, faces and shapes” (Young 1993: xi). The vast emptiness of space
created by the destruction of edifices that formerly stood creates a renewed sensory
engagement with the site. “The rhetoric of walking” through the ruins of the former
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prison-museum site with its ‘points of memory’ (Hirsch 2006: 237) in the form of objects
scattered around the landscape, is akin to a ruptured narrative in the sense that de Certeau
(1984) understands how people walk in the city. “Walking”, according to de Certeau, “is
a kind of ‘story’, composed of ‘debris...leftovers...fragments of scattered semantic
places...combined with things extra and other which interrupt the accepted framework
and order” (160).
In a similar sense, walking amongst the ruins of the former campsite creates a
starkly different sensory experience to walking through the prison museum’s linear
spaces with its structured narrative paths, as though one were transitioning from a
readerly space of (monumental) memory which “reduces the plurality of entrances, the
opening of networks, the infinity of languages” (Barthes 1974: 5) to a writerly one where
entry points are undefined and subject to change. We can in turn read the ruins as
narratives of “voids saturated with invisible history, the rubble of memory” (Huyssen
2003: 55). In this sense the ruins assumes the role of a fragmented narrative that invites
the visitor, as Ginsberg notes, “to fill out the broken form through the active dynamism of
the imagination” (Ginsberg 2004: 322). The ruin charts a new terrain for remembrance;
one that cannot be accommodated by linear narrativity, but that must be read as
fragmented, splintered and disjointed thereby mimicking the porous nature of memory
much in the same spirit as Ilyās Khūrī’s Yālū. In fact, the figure of ‘Yālū’ can even be
read as a metaphorical extension of the prison’s wreckage, as a human allegory of the
imperfect way in which the past is remembered replete with loss and confusion.
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Orating Ruins: The ‘Mleeta Resistance Landmark’
As a counterpoint to the wreckage of Khiyām, the ruins of Mleeta take on a different
valence of memory: in its attempt to codify a particular narrative of Resistance history,
legacy and memory, the ‘Mleeta Resistance Landmark’ uses ruins to speak a language
reminiscent of Rancière’s ‘classical order of representation92’ that is predicated on “the
power of a hierarchy of speech” (144). Ruins are ideologically imbricated into the
production of the museum’s narrative of redemptive self-sacrifice, which in the case of
Mleeta is firmly localized in the land that simultaneously serves as a rhetorical tool for
narrating the “organic origins” of Hezbollah’s indigenous resistance ideology. Unlike
Khiyām, the ruins of the Mleeta memorial are made to ‘speak’ a language that comes
across not as a ‘spectral murmur’ but as an oratorical narrative of victory in an ongoing
war struggle against foreign occupation.
The Mleeta museum shapes its narrative of resistance from a collection of ruined
objects in the form of spoils of war collected by Hezbollah guerrillas throughout the
Israeli occupation of South Lebanon—among these ‘ruins’ are the remains of an actual
Israeli bombing, and a defunct military bunker that was actively used by Hezbollah
guerrilla fighters to lobby its attacks against the adjacent Israeli military. Thus, ‘Mleeta
Resistance Tourist Landmark’ shapes the ruins of occupation into a particular narrative of
collective resistance in order to generate nostalgia for its ‘victorious past(s)’. I will
attempt to account for this discursive shift in the representation of ruins by tracing the
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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According to Rancière: The contrasting of "literature" as such, literature as the modern regime of the art
of writing, to the old world of representation and "belles-lettres" is not the opposition between two states of
the language. Nor is it an opposition between the servitude of mimesis and the autonomy of self-referential
writing. It is the opposition of two ways of linking meaning and action, of framing the relation between the
sayable and the visible, of enabling words with the power of framing a common world. It is an opposition
between two ways of doing things with words (See The Politics of Literature 2011: 12-13).
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way ruins are used to engender a grand narrative of redemptive self-sacrifice and victory.
Unlike the Jāhilī poet’s “mute ruins,” Mleeta’s ruins are made to speak an oratory
language of resistance with a clearly delineated audience in mind, thus transforming the
museum into an architectural avatar of Resistance ideology. The impact of the museum’s
rhetoric of popular national resistance is aided in part by its sub-narrative of ‘organic
continuity’ with the land. By couching its resistance narrative in a natural landscape, the
museum’s subtext of victory may even appear disinterested in a Kantian sense. Mleeta’s
website even introduces the museum as a “natural museum”, which is reminiscent of
W.J.T Mitchell’s proposition that landscape can serve “as an aesthetic alibi for conquest”
(Mitchell 2002: 266).

Interrupted Memory: Mleeta’s “Future Past”
A few kilometers away from an active frontline93 where guerrilla fighters and the Israeli
army periodically clash there lies a defunct frontline in the southern Lebanese village of
‘Mleeta’ that is home to one of the most elaborate memory museums Lebanon has ever
witnessed. Starting from the bowels of a steep oak-sheathed mountaintop where an array
of bunkers and intricate tunnel systems funnel memory tourists to and fro, to the concrete
web of buildings that sprawl its façade, the proudly titled ‘Mleeta Tourist Landmark of
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Today, underneath and above and across and through this pastoral pastiche and seemingly rural idyll,
several military formations flirt and co-habit: Hezbollah, the Lebanese Army, the United Nations Interim
Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL) the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) and the Israeli
Army. Subterranean battlefields are an ‘open secret ‘in the current phase of battle or preparation for the
ever-expected “next round”; woodland commons (hima) and maquis scrubland (wa’ar) outside villages are
invisible military spaces; villages are organic barracks and vernacular/elastic defensive fortresses – and
their human population an always ready supply system/life-line to “the boys” in the field.
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the Resistance’ sits its ground.94 Its sheer enormity and architectural precision render it
the first of its kind in Lebanon—its elaborate conception and rapid execution was done
stealthily and vigorously away from the public eye (between 2003 and 2010) until it
opened its doors to the public on May 23rd 2010. Yet, unlike most sites of memory that
commemorate the pastness of an event, this memory museum is fraught with a temporal
disjuncture: it attempts to (re)present a ‘past’ spanning over two decades of occupation
that in reality continues to thrive only a few kilometers south of its location thus
complicating its commemorative claims. The ‘real’ active front exists, a few miles south
at the heavily fortified borderland between Lebanon and Israel where Khiyām Prison
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Mleeta is not the first time that Hezbollah puts its history on display; they have been doing it for years.
Indeed the Ḥizb has certainly come a long way from its temporary exhibitions, two of which I visited in my
The second exhibit was erected in the wake of the 2006 war between Israel and Hezbollah. Entitled Bayt
al-'Ankabūt94 (or the Spider’s Web House, a metaphor often used by Ḥasan Naṣrallah to describe Israel’s
ephemeral state of being that can allegedly, at any moment, be easily destroyed as with a spider’s web), this
temporary show of arms was installed in the midst of a debris of buildings in Dāhiyah al Janūbiya and was
meant to commemorate the 2006 war by showcasing Hezbollah’s might through a multifaceted approach.
Some of the objects on display are the same as those found in Mleeta (from captured Israeli merkavas to
Israeli paraphernalia taken from outposts and confiscated after the Israeli withdrawal, objects such as dingy
uniforms, bullets, helmets, and other small objects, to an interactive media center that featured short
highlights of the 2006 war mainly emphasizing Israeli military cowardice through the amplification of
Israeli soldiers’ weeping and mourning following a guerrilla ambush). The neatly segregated crowds of
men and women cheered and children clapped. Our docent looked strangely familiar. “Were you a guide
at Khiyām Prison six years ago in the immediate days following the liberation?” I asked. An energetic nod
confirmed my answer and an impromptu interview ensued. Haj Ahmad Yahya, who had spent a total of 9
years in the detention center only to be released during a prisoner exchange, worked as a regular tour guide
at Khiyām for several years before it was destroyed. In the wake of its very recent destruction (the year is
still 2006), he immediately transferred his services and his story to the temporary exhibition, emphatically
explaining and gesticulating his grand narrative of victory and defeat to all his wide-eyed listeners. Asked
what would become of Khiyām, he explained the future of the project as the following: “Khiyām was a
symbol of the Israeli occupation over South Lebanon. After Israel withdrew it became a mazār [visiting
site] such that visitors could now view the state of the occupation and its demise. During the 2006 war, in
order to cover up their crimes, hinneh al-jaysh al ṣahyūni, demolished the prison completely. But this
demolition will not affect us, we have a plan to rebuild the prison as it was in its former state and not after
the International Red Cross visited the premises but in its utmost state of complete decrepitude before any
changes were made to it. We are also going to build a monument in the middle of the reconstructed site to
honor the memory of martyrs who died because of the occupation and for the liberation of the South and
Lebanon’s victory (Nasr Libnan) and the Arab world at large.” The project remains hitherto unrealized, but
as the ex-detainee explained to me in my recent visit to the ruins, the plans for reconstruction remain
hypothetical but the structure of the vision has altered slightly since Ahmad Yahya’s projection in 2006.
Plans now include only a ‘partial reconstruction’ as the museum is now state controlled.
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Museum now lies in ruins. Thus, memory, in the case of ‘Mleeta’, is ‘interrupted’,
packaged and showcased,
Once a live outpost95 for Hezbollah fighters during the lengthy Israeli occupation
of South Lebanon (1978-2000), following the liberation of the south, the former bunker
was converted into a gargantuan memory museum in order to “narrate the story of the
Resistance” by showcasing the length and breadth of its military memorabilia at the very
site of this former battle zone. Mleeta, the village whence the museum derives it name, is
located in Jabal ʿAmil and is part of the Iqlīm al-Tūffāh region in southern Lebanon.
Surrounded by rugged undulations, the museum encompasses 5,000 m2 of building
grounds and 60,000m2 of natural reserves from its lofty perch at a majestic height of
1050 meters above sea level. Overlooking the terrace of its ‘Martyrs Pavilion’ (rawḍat
al- šuhadāʾ) one can view the entire underlying village of Mleeta and the mountaintops
of Sujud and Rakab, two former Israeli outposts during the occupation as well the
Lebanon/Israel border a mere 23 kilometers away. During the Lebanese civil war (19751990), the entire territory of Iqlīm al Tūffāh was placed under Israeli occupation96 after
the 1982 Israeli invasion and later became a key Resistance stronghold following the
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On April 3rd, 1985, the Israeli army retreated from Mount Lebanon and the villages and cities of the
southern coast to an area that extends from Hāsbayah and Mount Sheikh in the east, to Naqūra, a coastal
town in the west, planting hilltops and mountaintops with dozens of fortified outposts and barracks. From
that date until the year 2000 a “war of bases” ensued between guerrilla fighters and the Israeli army with
Mleeta acting as the Resistance’s main stronghold.

96

Throughout the occupation the active warfront moved north where a war of attrition and guerrilla
infiltration began and gained momentum. Hezbollah harnessed the geography, blended into the landscape,
extending and activating kinship networks bolstered by the low-tech versatility of tobacco farming to make
inroads into the mercenary power structure of the occupied strip. “Of course the occupation had been a
fantastic training ground, during which Hezbollah became an incredibly effective fighting force. By the end
of the occupation it had managed what is virtually unheard of in guerrilla warfare: it was basically at parity
with Israel in terms of casualties: for every Israeli (or allied SLA militiaman) killed, a little more than one
Hezbollah fighter died. Typically the ratio of guerrilla to conventional army losses is ten to one” (Norton
2006:61).
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1985 Israeli withdrawal to its ‘security strip’ or ‘buffer zone’ where Khiyām is located. It
was also the site of live warfare during the 2006 war between Hezbollah and Israel.

Orating Ruins: A Narrative Journey through the Landmark
I first visited the landmark on a hot August afternoon a few months after its inauguration
on May 25, 2010 to mark the tenth anniversary of the liberation of the South. Driving
through the twisty roads and tiny villages of Iqlīm al-Tuffāh the hilly, largely Shīʿī
hinterland of Sidon, we arrived at a road sign indicating the way towards the ‘Resistance
Tourist Landmark.’ A peculiar sight, as I pulled into the super sized parking lot that
already bespoke volumes about its memory tourist expectancy97, was the diversity of the
people visiting or ‘touring’ the site. We parked in the immense parking and paid the
2000 L.L. (a little under 1.5 US Dollars) entry fee, collected our brochures (one can
select Arabic, English or Farsi) and entered the iron gates.
The mountainous road up to Mleeta already sets the tone for the museum’s
narrative thrust; it establishes its ‘representative order’ of discourse (Rancière) by way of
its iconic imagery of resistance that literally paves the road leading up to the museum. A
succession of giant billboards advertising the museum repeatedly feature Sayyed Ḥasan
Naṣrallah’s famous axiom throughout the 2006 war: “If you return, so shall we” (Law
'Udtum 'Udna). This sentence is brought to graphic effect with images of a guerrilla
fighter peeking through the barrel of a Katyusha rocket. Above this image, the fine print
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More than 800,000 visitors passed through Mleeta in its first year of operation.

!

192!

reads: “in commemoration of the fifth year since victory98”. Another billboard features
the Secretary General with pointed finger, the caption underneath reads “Wallāh Wallāh
hiya awhan min bayt al-ʿankabūt” (By God by God this enemy [Israel] is weaker than a
spider’s web”99)—a

“metaphorical image” par excellence that situates itself in the

complex tensions of signification between the artistic, social and political spheres. As
Rancière (2009) reminds us, “these metaphors of visibility” such as the ‘sentence-image’
of the resistance billboards “become the key artistic strategy by which aesthetics and
politics can themselves be thought in common again” (15).
Once inside the war museum’s premises, we acquired a strong sense of
verisimilitude just by walking through its intricately crafted chambers: a walk that enjoins
the visitor to experience the museum’s ‘absolute spaces’ (Lefebvre 1991: 33, 38-9) of
memory through the prism of an ‘aesthetic education’ of resistance that is shaped and
defined by the trope of the ruin. Mleeta’s overarching ethos of popular resistance is
structured neatly along regulated narrative paths.
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Alluding to the 2006 war between Hezbollah and Israel.

“The Spider’s Web” is a metaphor often used by Sayed Ḥasan Naṣrallah to describe Israel’s ephemeral
state of being that can allegedly, at any moment, be destroyed as easily as a spider’s web.
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Figure 24: Secretary General with pointed finger, the caption underneath reads “Wallāh Wallāh
hiya awhan min bayt al-ʿankabūt” (By God by God this enemy [Israel] is weaker than a spider’s
web”100)—Photo by author.

Our ‘tour’ begins at the “Multipurpose Hall” with a series of short didactic documentary
clips about the genesis of the Resistance and its role in defending Lebanon against past,
present and future threats of war. The figure of Secretary General Ḥasan Naṣrallah
appears once again, this time in video format, his oratorical message of popular
progressive resistance coupled with his iconic gesticulatory body language flashes across
the large screen, as that ‘live breath’ that resounds with impassioned seated applause
from its “defined audiences on whom these speech acts were supposed to produce the
effects of mobilizing thoughts, emotions, and energies” (Rancière 2011:12).

“It is that
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“The Spider’s Web” is a metaphor often used by Sayed Ḥasan Naṣrallah to describe Israel’s ephemeral
state of being that can allegedly, at any moment, be destroyed as easily as a spider’s web.
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power of the acting word”, Rancière continues,
That the popular orators of the Revolution had torn away from the hierarchical order of
rhetorical culture and appropriated for unexpected aims. But that idea of the speech-act
itself relied on a definite idea of what meaning means: meaning was a relation of address
from one will to another. The hub of the system was the idea of speaking as using words
to produce appropriate aims: specific moves in the souls and motions of bodies (Ibid).

This “power of making art with words”, encapsulated by Naṣrallah’s iconic speech-act or
“representative discursive order” delineates the narrative framework of the museum’s
other spaces of memory that are composed of ruinous symbols of Israeli occupation (12).
Floating on the rousing crescendo of operatic music the long and bloody history of the
Israeli-Lebanese encounter is unfolded in dates, sounds-bites and heart-wrenching
images. The 1982 invasion: tanks rolling through tobacco fields as ragged villagers stand
by helpless and watch; endless Israeli attacks upon southern earth; dead and bloodied
children; the beginnings of resistance with the November 1982 suicide bombing in Sūr.
Early Hezbollah leaders who met violent and early deaths at the hands of Israel are
showcased speaking poetic, rousing words of angry defiance. Soon the jagged music
ascends in urgency as the tables begin to turn. Fighting in village streets and explosions
in orchards. Ḥasan Naṣrallah takes the helm of the resistance, a young(er) black-haired
man of thirty-four. As the resistance come into their own and make the occupation a
losing game for the Israelis and their minions, Naṣrallah declares in his now signature
style of address “a resistance, honorable and magnificent and up to the challenge, no one
can defeat it and it will be victorious by the grace of God”. Israeli soldiers are seen
scrambling, an image is flashed of the assassinated SLA commander ‘Aql Hāshem.
Finally Israel withdraws from the occupied South and locks up the border gate behind
them like foxes stealing into the night. The prisoners languishing in their detention center
!
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in Khiyām are freed with desperate, squirming bare hands and people stream back in
euphoria to their liberated villages: old women throwing rice and young men kissing their
grandfathers. Then comes the 2006 war as a testament to the “True Promise” and Israeli
soldiers are shown running, scattered, injured, dying and in coffins. The prisoners in
Israeli jails are released and personally welcomed and embraced by Naṣrallah in a sea of
yellow flags in the huge bombed-out square where the dense heart of Ḍāhiya used to be.
Standing defiantly 101 in the open air beside the freed prisoners Naṣrallah famously
pledges that “the time of defeats is over and the time of victories has begun”.
A new chapter begins. Naṣrallah appears on the screen wagging a warning finger:
“if you bomb Rafīq el- Ḥarīrī International Airport in Beirut we will bomb Ben-Gurion
Airport in Tel Aviv, if you bomb our ports we will bomb your ports, if you bomb our
factories we will bomb your factories” in his famous “eye for an eye” speech from 2008.
The feeling is one of ascending might. A Manichean division of Good over Evil unfurls
itself defiantly. The war is not over (it is “to be continued”) but the clip must end and it
does with a taste of what is to come: the late ʿAbbās al-Mūsawī , assassinated in 1992 by
Israel from the air as he traveled by car in South Lebanon with his wife and young son,
raises his finger and turns to the camera. His delicate white skin is in stark contrast with
the blackness of his beard and his thick-framed glasses serve to enhance the intensity of
his already electric gaze. All background music stops as he calmly and matter-of-factly
states: “Israel has fallen” (Irsaīl ṣaqaṭat). The staccato and sober pronunciation of these
final words reverberates powerfully through the bodies of the audience in attendance.
This eerie pronouncement from beyond the grave is in the past tense. The unsettling
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Most of Ḍāhiya was flattened in 2006 with the explicit aim of assassinating Naṣrallah who never ceased
to address his people throughout the violence. He has gone underground since and only appears in person
briefly on significant occasions, more commonly making addresses via video-link.
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conviction with which it is spoken, the calm assuredness of the long-dead young man’s
demeanor, his direct address and the past-ness of the statement, imparts an uncanny sense
of an alternate present. Suddenly the sound resumes and Hezbollah’s militant and
pumping anthem jerks us back to where we are as we are visually swept out of this
particular and yet universal history and into the spaces of Mleeta.
Following this narrative introduction, we are ushered into an expansive
“Exhibition Hall” featuring Israeli Defense Force (IDF) spoils of war and a wall to floor
sized poster exhibiting Hezbollah’s ‘insider knowledge’ of the intricate structural
divisions of the Israeli army and its subdivisions. Here visitors are invited to direct their
gaze downwards at “The Abyss”; the site of a real Israeli bombing that occurred during
the peek of occupation, which is strewn Israeli merkavas, armored vehicles and tanks,
helmets, boots, bombs and bullets captured between 1982 and 2006. Designed to be
viewed from above, “The Abyss” is a message to the Israeli jets and unmanned drones
that continue to patrol (and control) the skies of Lebanon. Scattered Hebrew letters spell
out ‘The Lebanese Quagmire’ around the sunken vehicles to complete the picture for
those who read Hebrew and care to have a look (and shudder in memory or in
anticipation).
In the ‘Abyss’ a narrative of a vanquished enemy is woven out of testimonial war
ruins that are made to visually elaborate Naṣrallah’s introductory speech-act. It is in
“The Abyss” that the thrust of the narrative is at its greatest as it is intended to
graphically represent the political and military morass in which Israel allegedly finds
itself regarding Hezbollah. The narrative is structured around a central “Merkava Mark
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4102” that lies belly up with its barrel contorted into comic submission103 in order to
symbolize its ‘defeat at the hands of the Resistance’. Spatial politics plays an important
role here in the unfurling of the site’s narrative of singular resistance. “The Abyss” faces
‘westwards’ in a perpetual state of sinking in order to symbolize the dusk of the Israeli
occupation and “the defeat of the Zionist enemy” (al ‘adū al sahyūnī) against the
intractable will of the resistance fighter. This “affective and symbolic” (re)appropriation
of space has the effect of establishing the museum’s symbolic value. Gazes lower and
bodies strain over the railings to get a closer look at the scene of carnage on display
below. Its architectural design has it own logic too, as the landmark was constructed in a
“quadrate shape in order to mimic the Muslim’s Kiblah, while pointing to four sides: the
north and south that represent the journey of the flying birds that seek a warm homeland,
the east that points to the sunrise of the resistance and its society, and the west that points
to the fading star of the occupation and tyranny.104” This overarching narrative of
resistance is visually encapsulated by the ‘dispersal’ of the Hebrew acronym (TZ-K-l by
which the Israeli Defense Forces are identified) in the middle of the ‘abyss’; each letter is
carved out of large concrete blocks that, as our guide explained, can be viewed aerially
by Israeli warplanes, an underlying index of future war. Other ruined war-related objects
in this narrative medley have their distinct metaphorical compositions: for example, after
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Or as the inscription on the placard indicates, “the Merkava 4 symbolizes the neutralization of the
Israeli sophisticated military machine in the fight against the will and steady faith of the resistance
fighters.”
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According to the site’s description of “The Abyss”, the Merkava tank is an important symbol of defeat
because of its transformation from a “mobile land fortress” into a “coffin on caterpillar tracks” after its
successful ambush by guerrilla fighters.

104

!

See www.mleeta.com
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inquiring about an IDF helmet encased in a cracked glass case, I was informed it was the
iconic emblem of the proverb “people in glass houses don’t throw stones”; another
rhetorical move writ large and weaved into the realm of the physical.

Figure 25: “The Abyss”. Photo by author.

From “The Abyss”, our narrative path leads us to a circuitous walk through a densely
forested area spanning 250 meters where visitors are invited to actively participate in
‘postmemory’ building.105 An endlessly spiraling staircase etched from limestone laces
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One of Hezbollah’s goals is to reintegrate into its moral-political fold its overwhelmingly urbanized and
youthful constituents who possess an increasingly waning memory of ware. Through kneading the earth to
tell a particular story about this earth and its dwellers, Hezbollah is both positing the southern landscape as
a source of ongoing cultural and moral identity, cohesive community and recognizing the landscape itself
as the site and source of its political and military strength – and ultimate final victory. Perusing Mleeta’s
website, one gets deeper into the message it is designed to convey. One section entitled “Stories” collects
narratives that poetically laces together vernacular memory with political intent that compose the intended
meaning and affect of this place
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its way around the steep mountain where visitors are actively interpellated into the
production of memory. One can stop and pose for photographs alongside effigies of
guerrilla fighters and even step inside the scene and peer into the barrel of an extended
Ak-47 to the chorus of camera flashes. This path, on which visitors daily tread, was a
live front used by guerrilla fighters between 1982 and 2000 from which they lobbied
attacks against the occupied zone of the ‘security strip’ just one mountain away. In order
to animate this recent history, “The Path” is riddled with ‘points of memory106 that
“mediate between a forlorn past and an ever-encroaching present” (Hirsch and Spitzer
2006: 237) painting a picture of the hustle and bustle that ensued on this rugged stretch of
earth for the duration of the 22 year occupation. To re-enliven a sense of verisimilitude, a
radio stowed neatly in the brush emits live reports of skirmishes across the ‘security strip’
that wafts through in waves as we wind our way down the hill, and somewhere in the
distance life sized models of guerrilla fighters in varying poses of combat dot the
landscape. One soldier tends his comrade’s wounds while another carries supplies up the
mountain; in the meantime others rest in between combat. Martyrs’ artifacts (āthār alšuhadā) mark the spot of fallen guerilla fighters—meanwhile spectral voices from the
past come through in supplications read by the former General Secretary of the
Resistance Sayyed ʿAbbās al-Mūsawī, thus registering affect through visceral and
auditory means. These ‘points of memory’ in the form of ruined war objects create the
texture of ‘Resistance memory’ where the display objects are made to ‘speak’ a particular
Resistance ideology in the form of ‘live speech’ as with the former General Secretary’s
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Hirsch conceives of “points of memory” such as photographs, objects and remnants from the past as
having the power to interpellate the postmemorial subject by linking past and present, memory and
postmemory, individual remembrance and cultural recall.
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supplications. Our path finally leads us into the belly of the mountain through a 300meter long natural tunnel107, which was formerly used as a hideout by guerrilla fighters.
Elaborate battlefield maps adorning the walls of the cave are preserved ‘as if’ they could
be consulted at any given moment. Similar such active bunkers still exist throughout the
rest of southern Lebanon in secretive locations, but this bunker located in the southern
village of Mleeta, is an ‘open secret’ on display as part of the museum’s elaborate
performance of ‘interrupted memory.’

These non-human objects: the abandoned

kitchenette, prayer room, command center and sparse sleeping quarters all bear witness to
the day-in-the-life of the guerrilla fighter. Structures of feeling are determined in this
cramped space where empathy is pegged to the notion of an implacable ethos of
redemptive self-sacrifice writ large on the walls of the bunker. Emerging from the
cramped tunnel we are met with a breathtaking panoramic view of the villages
reoccupied by the Resistance following the first Israeli withdrawal of 1985, and on a
clear day, even the shoreline of the Mediterranean Sea is visible. This is “The Outlook”
where visitors are invited to bear witness to the lands reconfiscated from Israel during the
occupation; a visual stamp of a ‘redeemed memory’ hitched to a narrative of implied
gratitude.

We are then ferried back to “Liberation Square” (Sāḥat al Istiqāl) the

museum’s main grounds, via a short tunnel, yet another site boasting a recent memory of
war between the guerrillas and the Israeli army stationed on the neighboring Sujud
mountaintop.

“Liberation Square” is essentially an annotated narrative of military

prowess in the form of a rocket garden. Weapons of varying degrees of import glisten in
the August sun amid neatly planted rows of colorful flowers and trees, all carefully
manicured to adorn each iconic ruin.
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Part of a network of bunkers and tunnels dug out by guerrilla fighters over a span of three years.
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Figure 26: Inside the underground bunker. Photo by author.
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Spatial politics infiltrate every aspect of the museum’s grand narrative of
resistance, but its most hegemonic discourse is embedded in the last stop on our tour. At
an elevation of 1050 meters above sea level, “Martyr’s Hill” (rawḍat al- šuhadāʾ) the
highest point of Mleeta, looks disparagingly down upon its sunken neighbor wallowing in
“The Abyss.” The steps leading to “The Hill” are enough to tax even an athletic build,
and for this very reason, we were told, it is reserved for the end where visitors have to
make an effort (juhud) to climb to this arena reserved for the sacred. The pinnacle
exposes the expansive southern landscape that had been occupied by Israel until 2000 –
and beyond. Standing here we appreciate the militarily strategic value of this position and
also to participate in its powerful feeling. The scene that the eye takes in, in full surround,
is all about (military) power and its culmination in absolute victory but also about the
culmination of the spirit’s journey in martyrdom and its eternal reward in the Garden of
Eden.
Our tour ends back at “Liberation Square” where visitors can enjoy a drink at the
canteen and in future, even purchase a memento from the as-of-yet incomplete gift shop.
An amusement park, hotel, picnic area and cable car connecting the surrounding iconic
mountain tops, form part of future plans for sprawling museum grounds where in
intermittent breaks between memory gazing can take place.

Landscape and Narrative: Storing Memory
Mleeta’s grand narrative of resistance is deeply imbricated in the landscape whereby
memory is depicted as if it were literally ‘planted’ in the soil as that seed from which a
verdant narrative of “resistance” sprouts. From a distance the landmark looks contiguous
!
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with the mountain save for the iconic yellow Hezbollah flags undulating in the wind
amongst dense foliage. The museum’s buildings are all made of béton brut in order to
craft a sense of seamless continuity with the surrounding rugged landscape; even the
staircase spiraling down the steep mountain is skillfully etched out of limestone and the
“points of memory” that dot the tourist trail are discretely nestled in the surrounding
maquis. Moreover, the very title choice of the landmark, “Mleeta”, is organically driven.
Mleeta, which derives its name from the village in which it is located, is believed to be of
Syriac origin from whence the Arabic word ‘al-imtilā’ (which means repletion) is
derived, referring to the abundant water sources of the region.
The museum’s architect, whom I met one day in his headquarters in the southern
suburbs, reified the notion of al-taʿātuf maʿ al-tabīʿa (cooperation with nature) as the
guiding principle behind the museum’s design. Sammūr explained how many options
were weighed, and foreign museums consulted (amongst those he cited were the
Ashmolean museum in Oxford and the Holocaust Museum in Berlin), before a decision
was reached to forge an “indigenously Lebanese design”. The self-claimed feat of
Mleeta is that unlike any other museum in Lebanon, it made efficient use of its natural
surroundings (min bī’itna) by harmonizing architecture to land and thus maintaining a socalled ‘native’ connection to memory.

“Even Beitteddine that is supposed to be

representative of traditional Lebanese design”, Sammūr exclaimed, “was conceived by an
Italian!” Sammūr’s emphasis on locating memory in a specifically indigenous Lebanese
context firmly subscribes to a notion of national collectivity whereby Mleeta, in line with
the former Khiyām, stands in as a ubiquitous cipher for traumatic memory of occupation
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and war in South Lebanon. This is further substantiated by the choice of where to locate
and house this memory. Sammūr explained:
We could have chosen a location for our museum in Beirut that would have been more
easily accessible to the public, but it did not have the stored memory of place, [sic] (ma
induhal dhākira allathi ikhtizinuhal makān) therefore the decision was made to locate it in
a place that witnessed live resistance activity and since Mleeta, which is now Israeli free,
was once on the front line (Tallit Sujud) because this valley served as the connection
(fāsilah) point between Israel and the Resistance, we chose it for its natural beauty since it
is one of Lebanon’s most beautiful villages and second of all as a landmark it is an
important one because its caves were used by resistance fighters up until the 2006 war
[sic].

The pedagogical intent and homogenizing bent of the landmark is something the
Ḥizb has adapted from western forms of representation – in particular the memorial
practices of its sworn enemies.108. The landmark bears more than a passing resemblance
to the Jewish Museum and the Holocaust Memorial in Berlin. The naked and unadorned
concrete and metal structures of Mleeta emulate the battlefield architecture but also quote
the materials and forms of those two Jewish memorial structures. “Know thy enemy” is
one of the dominant themes running throughout the landmark. As the architect put it
“We saw how our enemy ‘adūna uses the museum medium to express its cause such as
the Holocaust. We discovered that we needed to combat the enemy with its own medium:
the media and education, which are their primary weapons.”
There is an explicit awareness among the creators of this landmark of the power of
place and its ability to “store” memory and its stories. According to Lefebvre:
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The museum employs a modern discursive form of representation that awkwardly blends the traditional
and the modern. In an interview with the architect I was told that the museum in fact drew its architectural
inspiration from the Holocaust museum in Berlin. This dual deployment of discourses amounts to what
critics have called “pious modernity” (Deeb), a discourse that aims to situate itself between ‘traditionalism’
and modernity. The museum thus tries to reconcile a traditional ethos of ruins within a modern memorial
practice of museum building and arguably fails to do so.
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The architect is supposed to construct a signifying space wherein form is to function as
signifier is to signified; the form, in other words, is supposed to enunciate or proclaim the
function. According to this principle, which is espoused by most ‘designers’; the
environment can be furnished with or animated by signs in such a way as to appropriate
space, in such a way that space becomes readable (i.e. plausibly linked) to society as a
whole. (144)

The affect woven into the landscape is harvested from a community existentially
depending upon the land for generations. It is subtly rearranged into a narrative serving a
certain socio-political project. By bringing subjects and objects (of war) into a particular
landscape the narrative is re-lived, re-invented, and brought “home.”
Hence, ‘stored memory’ binds people and land into a singular grand narrative
whereby the resistance fighter becomes symbolic of and synonymous with collective selfsacrifice and the land serves as witness109 to this symbolic gesture. Thus, more than a
symbolic ordering of space the landscape becomes what Tim Ingold calls a “taskscape”
that is composed as a temporal-material document or ‘testimony’ of being. According to
Ingold:
The landscape tells – or rather is – a story. It enfolds the lives and times of predecessors
who, over the generations, have moved around in it and played their part in its formation.
To perceive the landscape is therefore to carry out an act of remembrance, and
remembering is not so much a matter of calling up an internal image, stored in the mind, as
of engaging perceptually with an environment that is itself pregnant with the past (Ingold
1993: 61).

This suturing together of place and memory is made manifest by the act of walking
in the steps of the guerrilla fighter such that the visitor experiences the contours of the
landscape underfoot thereby imbibing into what Bachelard would call his/her ‘muscular
consciousness’ the dire conditions under which the guerrilla fighter safeguarded the land
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Incidentally, the word for landscape in Arabic is mashhad, which can mean ‘scene’ from sh-h-d the root
for witness.
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during the occupation (quoted in Ingold 1993: 71). The experience of memory becomes
a hyper-sensory one that involves a corporeal engagement with the body in order to
sediment the ideology of singular resistance and self-sacrifice.
Other non-human elements are also coopted into the lexicon of the Resistance, as
the bird110, tree, and stone are reconstructed along supernatural lines to symbolize the
spiritual strength of Resistance ideology. In fact the museum’s narrative of resistance
garners its impetus from a certain tree, the Sindiān, or oak tree. “No visit is complete”,
my guide urged me, “without a visit to the tree.” Ushering me behind one of the
museum’s giant cement structures, he pointed proudly to a narrow crevice in the wall
where the cross-section of a lone Sindiān tree stood tall exposing roots nestled deep into
the limestone. “This is the tree that inspired the spiritual concept of this landmark”, he
declared “and if you look closely at the roots you will even decipher the letters of
Mleeta”. The analogy was clear: the tree, embodying rooted, physical continuity is a
testament of its irādat al-Ḥayāt (‘will to life’) when it survives in a landscape of war just
as the muqāwim (resistance fighter) is the ‘will to life’ or backbone of the Resistance111.
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The eagle sparrow on Mleeta’s logo was chosen to represent the fighters, reflecting their “strength,
agility and refusal to suffer defeat”.
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For a discussion of the genesis of Hezbollah, see Norton, Augustus R. Hezbollah: A Short History.
Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007. Print; Norton. Also see
Augustus R. Amal and the Shia: Struggle for the Soul of Lebanon. Modern Middle East Series. 1st ed.
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1987. Print.;Deeb, Lara. An Enchanted Modern : Gender and Public
Piety in Shī’ ī Lebanon. Princeton Studies in Muslim Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006.
Print; Saad-Ghorayeb, Amal. Ḥizbu’llah : Politics and Religion. Critical Studies on Islam. London ;
Sterling, Va.: Pluto Press, 2002. Print.; and Qāsim, Naīm, and Dalia Khalil. Ḥizbullah: The Story from
Within. London: Saqi, 2005. Print. Other work on Hezbollah would include: Joseph Elie Alagha, The Shifts
in Ḥizbullah’s Ideology: Religious Ideology, Political Ideology, and Political Program (Leiden:
Amsterdam University Press, 2006); Abdallah Balqaziz, Ḥizbullah min al-Taḥrīr ila al-Rad: 1982–2006
(Hezbollah from liberation to deterrence: 1982–2006) (Beirut: Markaz Di-as at al-Wahda al-Arabiyya,
2006); H. E. Chehabi, Distant Relations: Iran and Lebanon in the Last 500 Years (London: Center for
Lebanese Studies/Tauris, 2006); Washington Quarterly 30, no. 2 (Spring 2007): 35–52; Sabrina Mervin,
ed., Les Mondes chiites et l’Iran (Paris: Karthala, 2007); Amal Saad-Ghorayeb, Ḥizbu’llah: Politics and
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Figure 27: Sindian (oak) tree with exposed roots.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Religion (London: Pluto Press, 2002); Waddah Sharara, Dawlat Ḥizbullah: Lubnan Mujtamaan Islamiyyah
(The Hezbollah State: Lebanon as an Islamic Society) (Beirut: Dar al-Nahar, 2006).
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An organic relationship is thus forged: just as the Sindiān is considered inalienable
from the southern landscape: the Resistance is densely woven into the fabric of the South,
people, geography, and by extension its archive of memory. The (Sindiān) tree is
therefore invested with totemic qualities; the Sindiān is not simply a Sindiān, it represents
the natural contiguity between nature’s ‘will to life’ and that of the resistance fighter. To
better flesh out the totemic quality of the tree’s protective spirit my guide related an
anecdote that introduced the notion of altāf al-bahiyya (nature’s graces) into his grand
narrative of the tree’s guerrilla-sheltering qualities:
During the occupation, the Israeli military was extremely bothered by the ḥirsh (cluster of
Sindiān trees) because it served as a hiding ground for the muqawimūn so they [the Israeli
military] attempted to burn it down, but the wind blew the flammable liquid away from the
mountain so the trees were spared such that the fighters could continue to maintain their
posts.

Thus, not only ruins, but also nature is made to speak the dominant narrative of
Resistance memory. The museum, after all, promotes itself as the “story between the land
and the heavens.”112 Nature and ruins are both coopted into the lexicon of memory that
posits the Resistance as the main archive of war memory in South Lebanon, in part
facilitated by the lacunae left by the Lebanese state. If we agree with Simon Schama that
we always already see and make landscapes as a result of our shared system of beliefs
and ideologies then landscape is a cultural construct, a mirror of our memories and myths
encoded with meanings, which can be read and interpreted. In Landscape and Memory
Schama (1995) contends, “Before it can ever be the repose for the senses, landscape is
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!

209!

the work of the mind. Its scenery is built up as much from strata of memory as from
layers of rock” (15).

Mleeta’s Future as Ruin: Another absented landmark?
Despite its discourse of fixity of memory through the arḍ or landscape, Mleeta’s
memorial aesthetic is premised on a rather precarious future as ‘ruin’; one that construes
the war museum as a continuum in an ‘unfinished war’ (with Israel) that could result, in
any given moment, in its ‘erasure’ by directed bombardment. The rhetoric of the ruins in
“The Abyss” point to this very fact; it war ruins are directed outwards and upwards
towards a (potential) Israeli Air Force (IAF)—taunting and even enjoining an attack that
could reduce the entire site to a pile of rubble as with the former Khiyām Prison. The
site even posits itself in this in-between role, as that which “carves the memory of a
continual stage in the history of Lebanon.” 113 Thus, the ruin has a two-fold rather
contradictory function: along with the museum’s efforts to codify a specific narrative of
resistance in part mobilized through its ‘speaking ruins’, it simultaneously posits its
futurity as ruin, pointing back to its status as an ‘interrupted’ memory of an ongoing
larger and as-of-yet unfinished war with Israel.

The museum’s potential future

destruction thereby reinforces the impossibility of trying to ‘fix’ memory in a volatile
spatio-political landscape—underscoring what Andreas Huyssen (2003) describes as “the
fundamental temporality of human endeavors that pretend to transcend time through their
material reality and relative durability” (7).

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
113

!

Ibid

!

210!

Conclusion
This chapter examined the modalities of memory production in South Lebanon by
arguing that the ruin is not an ‘inert piece of the landscape’ but serves an aesthetic
function that mobilizes different memorial discourses and narratives about the past
depending on its (re)appropriation, spatially and conceptually. Each of the memory sites
examined in this chapter mobilizes ruins in its own contestatory way. Khiyām’s narrative
begins with its most famous ex-prisoner, Suha Bshāra, who, I argued embodies the
prison’s “living archive of memories” thus turning her into a ‘living ruin’ of memories
who was eventually submerged beneath a rhetoric of nationalism. I extend my critique of
Khiyām’s ruins to read the afterlife of its memory in its wreckage, which I suggested
opens up an alternate space for memory that is fractured and disorderly unlike that of a
scripted museum space. Mleeta, which builds its narrative from the ruins of Israeli
symbols of occupation, presents a different valence of memory, whereby ruins are
literally made to “speak” a language quite different than that of Khiyām. By orating ruins
it shapes and inscribes a dominant narrative of Resistance memory.
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CONCLUSION
TOWARDS AN ARCHIVE OF RUINS

What I shall call an archive is neither the totality of texts that a civilization has preserved,
nor the ensemble of traces that have been saved... but the play of rules that in a culture
determine the appearance and disappearance of utterances, their paradoxical existence as
events and as things.
(Michel Foucault114)

Figure 28: Silent Ghosts: A pockmarked building in central Beirut flanked on its left by Būrj al
Murr. Photo by author.

The haunting legacy of war memory is clearly a difficult one to bury or silence yet it
simultaneously resists linear articulation or exploration as this dissertation has so far
demonstrated. Through my inquiry into the representation of ruins from varying textual,
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vernacular and material sites of memory I have attempted to illuminate the fluidity and
amorphous nature that infuses the memory practices and politics of contemporary
Lebanon. Piecing together the fragments of a past that shifts kaleidoscopically, the reader
of this dissertation is ultimately left to sift through the rubble of memory.
Standing before various ruin traces of war, protagonists, poets and participants of
war mused over war and its various iterations, raising challenging questions about the
way memory is mediated, erased, remembered or hitched to greater politico-discursive
projects. While I have so far placed the focus on intellectual and popular forms of
commemorating war, this concluding chapter must take account of the uncommemorated
ruins that fall outside specific frameworks of memory, such as literary or monumental
media, but that nonetheless warrant closer inspection. These are the ‘unintended’ detritus
of war that are strewn across the landscape silently punctuating and haunting the city.
Rather than exhaustively explore the wide gambit of war sites, I will focus on three
prevalent war relics as I explore their implications for and limits of mediating public
memory. In the remaining part of this conclusion, I will problematize the emergence of
two local memory forums that enfold ruins into their archival impulses in an attempt to
inventory the traces of the Lebanese civil war.
Lebanon’s postwar memoryscape must take account of the unmarked sites, spaces
and absences, which shape the urban landscape and mediate public memory. Andreas
Huyssen (2008) explains this mnemonic process as the construction of everyday urban
imaginaries or memoryscapes:
The cognitive and somatic image, which we carry within us of the places where we work,
live and play. It is an embodied material fact. Urban imaginaries are thus part of any
city’s reality rather than other figments of the imagination. What we think about a city
and how we perceive it informs the way we act in it. (3)
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Over time, most commemorative sites fade into the landscape and become
spectral yet persistent markers of a troubled past. Lebanon’s urban landscape is riddled
with such silent reminders—derelict houses, bullet-scarred walls, abandoned sites of
trauma—these dark presences embody both absence and silence. “Ruins”, writes Jay
Winter, “attract words, even when the stones are silent” (quoted in Kwon 2008: 38).
In his work The Destruction of Memory, which details the targeting of
architecture and buildings as part of genocide and ethnic cleansing, Historian Robert
Bevan (2006) makes a crucial distinction between ‘intentional’ and ‘unintentional’
monuments of war. In the previous chapter I examined mostly ‘intentional’ sites of
memory in South Lebanon (although the destruction of Khiyām Prison was never
intended, it was conceived as an intentional museum after its liberation and final
destruction). The first category (intentional sites of memory) are those overtly
commemorative; while the second unintentional category are ruins that by, “virtue of
their history and the identification their builders or users have with them, have had
meaning thrust on them” (Bevan 14). These ‘unintentional’ detritus of war, which silently
remind us of a violent past, quietly recede into the backdrop of everyday life, but
continue to stand as mnemonic reminders of a conflicted past.

Tracing War in the City: Absent-Present Memorials
The heart of Beirut is haunted by two such ghosts: The concrete shells of The Holiday
Inn and Būrj al Murr (The Būrj Tower) remain etched into the urban landscape.
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Figure 29: The burnt out frame of the Holiday Inn to the left. Photo by Rola Khayyat.

Both ravaged edifices were notorious sites of sniper practice during Ḥarb al-Otelet (The
Hotels War)115 becoming nesting grounds for competing militias fighting pitched battles
along Lebanon’s Green Line, which divided Christian East Beirut from largely Muslim
West Beirut. The invisibility of these two edifices in the public eye calls into question
their quotidian existence as markers of a civil war that like the buildings themselves,
remain fully visible yet largely unacknowledged. Both buildings are also not easy to miss
nor are they peripherally located—they provide umpire views of Beirut’s former Būrj
(city center) where traffic weaves its daily course around their unfinished boundaries.
The Būrj had always served as Lebanon’s melting pot, the center of commerce and
politics. Yet from the initial stages of war it soon became “the epicenter of a maelstrom
of violence” transforming streets into ‘icons of destruction” such as the buildings I just
mentioned (Sawalha 2003: 271).
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This is a name commonly attributed to the raging gunfire battles that took place in various hotel rooftops
in the hotel district of Beirut during the civil war and was one of the first fronts of the war that opened up in
1975, pitting mainly Muslim gunmen and Palestinian PLO fighters against Christian militiamen.
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These sites and traces of war have found their way into narrative and vernacular

memory as I discussed in the previous chapters. Ghādah Sammān’s appropriation of the
ruins motif in her wartime novel Beirut Nightmares centers on the burnt-out hulk of the
Holiday Inn that was destroyed in the opening chapter of the fifteen-year civil war in
1975-6, when armed (leftist and right-wing) factions battled for the control of the capital
in its famous and glamorous nest of luxury hotels. Her narrator’s entrapment beneath the
smoldering fumes of the burning Holiday Inn proliferates into a series of nightmares
gives us a sense of the building’s impending future as ruin. After this phase, Beirut’s socalled “Golden Years” were gone for good, and the demarcation line bifurcating the city
was pushed further east to the old city center, where it stabilized into the infamous Green
Line (Khūtūt al-tammās or ‘line of fire’). The Holiday Inn remained a strategic military
position throughout the war and collected its many scars, which it bears today: blackened
walls, massive blooms of shell-holes especially along its eastern flank, rashes of bullet
holes. Today it stands empty and strangely invisible today, cordoned off at its base by the
Lebanese army to prevent entry.
The other ghost is Murr Tower (Būrj al Murr), which ironically translates literally
as “the tower of bitterness”); the prominent Murr family was building it to become the
Beirut Trade Center when the civil war erupted, and has remained – then and now – a
massive grey cement shell.
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Figure 30: Būrj al Murr to the right. Photo by Rola Khayyat.

Then the tallest building in Beirut, during the civil war it was transformed into a
landmark of terrible strategic importance in the transformed, militarized urban geography
as it soared over what became the divided city’s frontline, exposing surrounding areas.
Tales of terror and torture (and many tossings) interleave its many identical storeys. It
remained frozen in the post-war landscape and – like the Holiday Inn – promptly
disappeared from everyday view. After the war ended, Būrj al Murr was found to be
both structurally deficient and in violation of numerous zoning laws, yet was never
destroyed because it was too tall to knock down and too dense to implode, and so it
!
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remains perennially present. It is my argument that such relics of war call concretize the
aesthetic limit, rupture and void of memory discourses in postwar Lebanon. I read these
sites as anti-monuments that contest dominant memorial practices which privilege the
transformation of ‘sites of trauma’ into proper memorial spaces conceived to effect
constant reminders of a tortured past. Subdued, erased, or even (dis)located, these sites
loom even larger in their absence and point to a double bind: the politics of mourning
associated with memorial practices and the endurance of war despite the artificial
ruptures that designate it as a so-called postwar era.

Collecting War
In an attempt to bring such forgotten war relics back into the foreground of public
memory, Lebanon’s UMAM Documentation & Research NGO founded in 2004, which
“aims to preserve, examine and debate the memories” of the war in order to “begin the
painful yet essential task of truth seeking and reconciliation” proposed a ‘memory tour’
that would literally gather people in affective and visceral contact with the detritus of the
civil war. The first stop on this ‘memory bus tour’ is none other than the Holiday Inn.
Part of UMAM’s project is to ‘inventory’ the traces of the civil war through archival
practice, such as their virtual site “Memory at Work” database, which claims to be a
“virtual museum” that collects thousands of war-related articles, photographs, films, texts
and testimonies. Another such example is their recent publication Missing, which profiles
some of the 17,000 persons whose fates have still yet to be officially determined.

Lebanese artist Walīd Raʿad’s “The Atlas Group”, conceives of itself as an imaginary
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foundation of memory whose aim is to research, document, study and produce audio,
visual and literary artifacts of contemporary Lebanese history, while snubbing its nose at
archival ‘truth’. By focusing on images that are normally shunted from the archive, such
as their photographs of car bomb engines throughout the civil war that they fastidiously
collected from the archives of the An-Nahār this alternative archive points to ways in
which ‘quotidian memory’ (Khalili 2003) gets lost in the archive’s cracks. Whether
consciously or not, these two archival practices (Atlas Group and UMAM) self-fashion
themselves as counter-sites to encode alternative ways of collecting war memories that
are often eclipsed by grand narratives of martyrdom or high profile events.
Last year, UMAM marked the anniversary of the civil war in 2012 with the
launch of its ‘memory bus tour,’ a yearlong tour of Lebanon’s historic conflict sites or
“memory stops” in a bus purposely built for the project. This ‘bus’ also happens to be a
simulacrum of the actual bus that infamously sparked the outbreak of civil war. This is
the Karantīna Bus Massacre I alluded to in Chapter One. Hirst gives an elaborate account
of the masscare that supposedly sparked the start of civil war in Lebanon:
On the morning of Sunday, 13 April 1975, ‘Sheikh Pierre116 ’ attended the consecration of
a new church, in a street bearing his name, in Beirut’s poor and populous Christian
suburb of Ain al-Rummāna. Four Phalangist militiamen, including one of his bodyguards,
died in the scuffle that broke out between them and the armed, unidentified occupants of
two passing cars. That same morning, Palestinian refugees had also been attending a
ceremony of a very different kind: the first anniversary of an unusually successful
guerilla raid on the northern Israeli town of Kiryat Shmona. A group of them were
returning to the camp of Tel al-Zaʿatar, which lay on the eastern, Christian side of town.
They had to pass through the ʿAin al-Rummana suburb to get there, and as they did so,
Phalangist gunmen ambushed the bus in which they were travelling and shot dead
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Pierre Gemayel, scion of a family of notables from the village of Bikfaya, in the Maronite heartland of
‘the Mountain’, who founded the Lebanese Phalange. Hard edged Lebanese nationalists, the Phalangists
began agitating for a sovereign Lebanon freed from French Mandatory rule. But their nationalism became
inextricably bound up with a conviction that the Maronites, in their deep mistrust of Arabism, were the only
true embodiment of it and that their own salvation as a community lay in a strong Lebanese state and their
institutionalized ascendancy within it that their opponents were now seeking to dismantle.
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twenty-seven unarmed passengers, including women and children. This was the ‘Sarajevo
of the Lebanese civil war’ though few people understood that at the time. For it looked
like just another, albeit exceptionally serious, episode in that incremental interplay of
developments – military, political or socio-economic, internal, external or the two
combined – which, since the resistance movement descended on Lebanon, had been
pushing it towards the brink, but never, so far, quite over it. (Hirst 2010:111)

Figure 31: The ʿAin al-Rummana Bus on display at UMAM’s headquarters as visitors capture
photographic mementos. Photo by author.

After the 1975 massacre, the bus was repaired and put back in service for almost a
decade before a rocket exploded next to it, disabling the vehicle and riddling it with
shrapnel. Considering the vehicle cursed, its owner finally dumped it, leaving it
abandoned for decades in a parking lot before UMAM founder Lokman Slīm and his
colleagues tracked it down. “The bus is kind of a surrogate for a war encapsulated in one
object,” Slim told me in an interview. Last May, a more modern bus, outfitted with
pedagogical tools, began touring the country on its first ever “memory bus tour”. By
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riding in this simulated war ruin, passengers are ferried from one civil war marker of war
to another as a tour guide annotates each “stop” in relation to its context within the civil
war. The apparent message undergirding such a memory tour is to create a “counter bus”
that says “no to war.”117

Figure 32: Art exhibition entitled “The Bus and its Replicas” by Lebanese artist Hūsām Bukailī.

The resurrection of this icon of war inspired a spate of artwork dealing with the issue of
war and memory such as Lebanese artist Hūsām Bukailī’s interpretation of the ʿAin alRummana bus in his exhibition entitled “The Bus and its Replicas”, depicting a series of
cartoonish figures gesticulating frantically as assailants approach a cheerfully colored
bright red bus. This was followed by a slew of other artistic productions dealing with the
memory of the civil war. “Road To Peace: Paintings in Times of War” is probably the
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most overtly didactic in its ‘moralizing’ narrative overtones. Curated by Sāliḥ Barakāt,
the exhibition made public a hitherto unseen body of art produced by twenty artists from
the civil war era. Allegedly withdrawn from the gallery space because of its reference to
the “hostility, brutality and cruelty” of a “mad environment”, it suddenly made its debut
appearance last summer. Twisted shrapnel contorted into sculptures graced the gallery
space as visitors weaved their way around, gazing, touching and photographing these
tactile manifestation of a past, made suddenly all too present.

Figures 33 and 34: “Doves” and “Shrapnel Body” artwork.
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Figure 35: “Tābūt” [Coffin]. 1979.
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According to UMAM founder Lokman Slīm, whom I interviewed in his headquarters in
Ḍāḥiya (the predominantly Shīʿī suburb of Beirut and Hezbollah stronghold), the contrast
between the original bus and its replica strikes at the heart of what the whole project
represents. “Al-Bosta” (colloquial for “bus”) is the principal icon of the civil war”, Slim
argued, “Everybody agrees that the war started on board it. So with our new bus, we tried
to create a counter-Bosta, whose message is to say no to war.” While UMAM clearly
pegs a moral narrative to its memory work, Walīd Raʿad’s approach to archival practice
asks us to undo our received notions of history, memory, fiction and above all morality.

Archiving Ruins
Walīd Raʿad and his ongoing project, The Atlas Group, push the idea of archiving war
memory to its utmost fictional limits. The Atlas Group creates an archive populated by
imaginary characters in order to affectively analyze the way history becomes documented
and made believable. Many of Raʿad’s projects present what appears to be long lost
visual archives from the Lebanese civil such as those collected by UMAM. One example
among many stand out – a series of video interviews of a Lebanese man supposedly held
hostage in the same room as each of the Western hostages captured in Lebanon in the
1980s. Bringing these types of fictive histories to bear on discourses about terrorism,
“Hostage: The Baṣār Tapes” (2000) introduces Suhail Baṣār, an imaginary character
inspired by the real-life Suha Bshāra we encountered in the narrative of Khiyām Prison in
the previous chapter. In this way Raʿad pairs the narratives of the western hostages with
the occupation of southern Lebanon and the captivity of its people. Instead of trying to
author a narrative that stands in opposition to the dominant one, Raʿad inserts an
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alternative story within the master narrative to rupture its integrity. These documents and
archives serve not as “emblems of fact or scraps of evidence but traces, symptoms, and
strange structural links between history, memory, and fantasy, between what is known
and what is needed to be believed” (Wilson-Goldie 2004: 27). What Raʿad’s work is
meant to raise is not so much what constitutes a genuine history, but the constructedness
of narratives out of the textual tools that we often deem ‘fictitious’ such as those that
comprise many of the works already examined in this dissertation. So what differentiates
a memory site from a fictional work? Is it the framework that deems one and not the
other readable? I have so far argued the case for reading literature and material sites of
memory side by side because I am convinced both provide textures of memory that
interact with each other in productive ways, illuminating the contrasts and similarities in
affect, approach and aesthetic representations. What Raʿad’s work achieves is that it
pushes us to consider the fraught nature of trying to ‘house’ a certain version of history
within one discursive space, linearity and framework.
I have invoked Raʿad’s work so far because it provides the platform to discuss
Beirut’s future memory museum, which will invite its memory tourists to stand before
and contemplate Beirut’s civil war ruin-trace par excellence – The Barakāt Building
commonly known as “The Yellow House.” If Ḥasan Dāwūd’s building were to traverse
the realm of fiction into reality, Beit Beirut would be its embodiment. I would like to
close this study by invoking a future memory museum poised to be Beirut’s first ever
“civil war museum” as it arguably brings together several strands of inquiry that this
dissertation has been following. The story of Beit Barakāt encompasses people who lived
in the building and people who were otherwise connected to it in one form or another, but
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it also affected many who had nothing to do with the building itself and whose fortunes
or misfortunes were caught up in events occurring in and around the building.

Standing Before “The Yellow House”
What form of memory can this museum incite in its visitors? The Barakāt Building
(named after its former owners) or “The Yellow House” as it is more commonly known,
is both an architectural landmark and a historical symbol of life in wartime and postwar
Beirut. Built in the 1920s, the building is a French-era residence, not unlike the Holiday
Inn and Būrj Tower, played a strategic role during the Lebanese civil war as a favored
snipers’ nest for its location on the former Green Line that divided Beirut.118
Physically marked by its history, the building is at the heart of a regeneration
project that will soon transform it into a museum “of the history of the city of Beirut and
an Urban Cultural Center.” It was, however, under constant threat of being demolished
before it became the property of the municipality of Beirut and its destruction was
suspended. Mona Ḥallāk the leading activist behind the eleven-year conservation
campaign pitted the building as is an important testament to the war, arguing, “As a
monument produced by the war, it should stay as such.”119
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A former ‘no man’s land’ between Christian militias and Palestinian-leftist forces.

“Beit al-Madina to Recall Horrors of Civil War” (2008) Naharet, 17 October. Available online at:
www.middle-east-online/com/english/i?d=28346. Accessed July 11 2011.
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Figure 36: The “Yellow House” in the process of preservation. Arabic caption reads: “A Museum
for the Memory of Beirut City”.

Given its history, the Beit Barakāt is yet another memorial byproduct of the city,
which was used and abused, altered and defaced, instrumentalised and then discarded.
Today, the building bears deep scars of a painful past: a relic of troubled times, a
specimen of the civil war, a ruin which is set to become Beirut’s first memory museum.
According to the museum curators:
Beit Beirut is a place by the city and for the city, a place where memory is preserved, a
witness on past events which constitute parts of the collective memory of our people, a
place of consciousness, a reminder of episodes of our history, both easy and uneasy. Beit
Beirut will be a driver for change in the city, it will be a storyteller, interpreting and
providing physical and intellectual access to elements of our history, a place where things
tangible and intangible are collected, documented and interpreted, a place where ideas are
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shared, taught and debated, a place where objects are collected, interpreted and
conserved, a place where intangible notions are expressed, explored and expanded. Beit
Beirut will be a gateway to the city, a place for thought and reflection where creativity is
nourished, a safe and enjoyable place which brings together people as opposed to pulls
them apart, a place that receives as opposed to a place that denies, a place that activates
the city as opposed to mortifies it, a place that connects and links as opposed to a place
that severs connections between people, a place where people would value their heritage,
learn about their past, confront its difficult episodes and come to terms with them; it is
also a place where one would engage with the past and present and envision the future
with a sense of perspective, hope, promise and confidence […] Beit Beirut, a living
organism and a new catalyst in the city; will relate the story of Beirut and of the nation
through its own testimonies of the past, it will be the vehicle for our people to learn about
what they once were and what they have gone through, while also providing them with
the means to express their experience of the past, interact with the realities of the present
and manifest their ambitions about the future through the different disciplines, media and
platforms that Beit Beirut would create.120

The architectural work is organized around “respect for the traces of the past,
conservation, and the reconstruction of the building.”121 Historical resources and tours
will be offered to allow the public to affectively engage the memory of war. To this end,
the planners envisage the creation of an archive accessible to the public on site, in
addition to a center for digital data. Beit Beirut (House of Beirut) will also host a part of
the Arab Image Foundation’s photograph collection of Beirut’s ‘heyday’, which critics
such Saree Makdisi (2006) have rightly argued “do not so much kindle collective
memories of des temps perdu but serve as replacements for the practice of both memory
and forgetting, and in doing so they fill in the gap left over by the war” (203).
One cannot help wonder whether the plurality of memory can ever be housed
within the walls of this prospective museum (Huyssen 1993) or if we would be delegating
our own ‘memory burden’ to the archivist (Young 1993). Beit Barakāt brings this issue
into stark relief as it is a directed attempt to engage Lebanon’s ‘postmemory’ generation,
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See www.beitbeirut.org (first accessed 1 June 2011).
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Interview with the founders of this project.
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whose access to and engagement with the fast dissipating history of the civil war will
largely be dependent on such memory forums.
Beit Beirut thus serves as an interesting counterpoint to the Mleeta Resistance
Museum I analyzed in the previous chapter as it opens up a new platform for
remembering the past via its ruin-traces. Most of the building of Beit Beirut is a ‘war
memorial’ that allows the material dimension of the building to do most of the ‘talking’
(bullet-holes, sniper-installations, graffiti etc.). Like Mleeta, this memorial will rely on
‘testimonial objects’ to do the work of triggering memory. One of the planned programs
of the Memorial is a sound-based performance to activate war memories such as the
jingles of radio news flashes that were so present in the daily lives of citizens for tens of
years during the war. But unlike Mleeta, the memory it triggers is not intimately
connected with a larger resistance project, but with the sensorium of war I invoked in the
prelude – those ghosts of the past that lie dormant…until awakened.
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