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ABSTRACT

Ode to Beirut is a trilingual artist book that acts as a celebration of Beirut through a poetic interpretation 
of the city. It is an exploration and immersion in the experience Beirut offers, in its intensity and essence, 
a love letter to the city. The publication includes bits and pieces of texts, stories, poems, and lyrics that 
reflect a passion for Beirut. Each text is in the original language it was written in, not translated: Arabic, 
English or French. Some were written by known writers, poets and singers, others by friends of mine, others 
by myself. “Ode to Beirut” is a limited-edition book, that can be found in special bookstores that sell 
artists books, fanzines, diaries and all sorts of alternative publications.
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RESEARCH AND VISUAL INSPIRATION

HASHIM SARKIS – Dean of MIT School of Architecture and Planning, about Beirut: 

“I speak about Beirut with confidence, even if I’m mistaken, even under the most expert scrutiny, I can 
still say what I say, because I am from Beirut. It is as if Beirut speaks through me, absolving me from my 
mistakes. I speak as an amateur, which, in the original sense of the word, means lover. I speak with all the 
biases, prejudices and desires of a lover. I would’ve liked to bring some pictures but I do not think pictures 
speak to the beauty of Beirut. I know you are here to make the MENA’s cities smarter, less congested, more 
entrepreneurial, more equitable, more resilient, and hopefully more beautiful as well. But I ask you please 
to make sure that you do not take away those blemishes, those beauty spots that make Beirut, Beirut. And 
that make me love Beirut. I tell you, Beirut has many lovers. Some of them are in this room, I am sure. Who 
loves Beirut?

“Built on a rocky promontory on the east of the Mediterranean, under the shadow of Mount Lebanon, 
it projects out onto the sea, as a balcony onto the world.” These are not my words, but those of another 
more poetic lover. It has strived on the myth, that it has been destroyed seven times and seven times 
rebuilt itself. An earthquake during the Roman era, plagues, famines and civil wars. This image almost 
helps justify why Beirut is chaotic, almost always living on the brink and almost always consuming itself to 
the ends of hedonism because it is fated to destroy itself only to rebuild itself. The self-consumption, this 
image of Beirut, if best captured by Egyptian novelist Sonallah Ibrahim, who wrote an amazing portrait of 
the city, called, appropriately, “Beirut, Beirut”. Now, you will say, wake up. Spare us your foolish idolatry 
love. Beirut is ugly. Beirut is dirty, rundown, corrupt, and unjust to its citizens. We need to fix it. True, we 
do. But I urge you to fix it from within, by learning how it could fix itself, how it has fixed itself, for some 
parts, and to make the most out of the qualities that make Beirut, Beirut.”

HOUDA KASSATLY – Interview with Lebanese anthropologist and photographer. She holds a post-graduate 
DEA diploma in Philosophy from Université Panthéon-Sorbonne (Paris) and a PhD thesis in comparative 
ethnology and sociology at the Université Paris X Nanterre. Her work focuses on memory and heritage in 
Lebanon, and Beirut is recurrent in her projects.

[Translated from French]

Can you briefly introduce yourself and explain what triggered your interest in your city and the need to 
photograph it?

I am an anthropologist and I am responsible of NGO Arcenciel’s culture program. I am also a researcher 
in anthropology in Balamand and USJ. I grew up in a city at war, where the city center quickly disappeared, 
therefore it is this question of absence of the center that questioned me. At that time, there was still a lot 
of old urban fabric, and since the city center had become a no man’s land that we couldn’t access, I got 
interested in the periphery, so where I could find remaining old houses. At the end of the civil war, there 
was a big photography project about the city center, but unfortunately, I wasn’t included. I’ve always 
regretted it, not because I wanted to have my work published, but simply to get the permits to get in that 
area. I never had the chance to access this place, and I think I would’ve offered a different look on this 
destroyed city. There where male photographers only, it was when they did the book with Dominique Edde, 
Fouad ElKoury, and the others. I would’ve liked to integrate the project to show another aspect of the city, 
as I had a different point of view: I photographed interiors since the beginning, while the others were more 
interested in the exteriors, the city at war.

How do you perceive Beirut and in what way does it inspire your work? 
I’ve always felt like I belonged to this city. In my work, there is a common thread that is this city, 

eventhough in the last years I’ve worked on other anthropological or documentary projects about other 
cities. I am really interested in architecture. This city remained the common thread and I photograph it 
to this day. I have four publications on this city, I always work on it in parallel, and the other projects 
come around it. Lately I’ve been thinking of doing something that would be my testament of Beirut. 
My other city is Aleppo, which has also been destroyed. Now I have two destroyed cities in my DNA. I’ve 
never lived in Aleppo but I used to take refuge there during the Lebanese civil war. 

Your photographs often look suspended in time, they seize an instant, something ephemeral that is 
about to disappear. You witnessed a metamorphosis in this city. When you first started taking pictures, 
what were your expectations about the way the city would evolve? 

Listen, I’ve been very pessimistic since the beginning, as I saw the big destruction coming. 
Everybody knows that the destruction and damages in times of peace have been bigger than in times 
of war. Everybody focused on Solidere, but it wasn’t only them, there were several similar projects. I 
saw this city disappear a bit more every day. The process was very quick and I thought that in front of 
the steamroller of the real estate fever be able to resist for long. Therefore, I wasn’t surprised. In the 
beginning, it was painful, but unfortunately, you get used to this pain and it fades away little by little. 
It doesn’t mean that I didn’t try to revolt, but in the end, we have the city we deserve. 

Do you see your work as being “documentary”, to save memory and heritage, or as something more 
personal that is between you and Beirut? / What do you think your photographs trigger in people who 
see them? Do you think they see pieces of Beirut through your eyes? 

It’s think it’s more personal. Because if it had been a documentary work, I should’ve added cards 
and records of the buildings. There are other people who’ve done that. I am not even interested in 
location. I just add it because it is important for people. I think it’s a very personal thing and if you 
look at my work’s evolution, you’ll notice I started by working on the external city, buildings seen from 
outside, and then I entered the interiors. I see my work as a poem, on long poem about the city, that I 
keep on writing. They see me as someone who documents, I think people like to categorize artists. But 
that’s not how I see my work, for me it’s really an ode to the city. An ode to a city that is disappearing 
and doomed to disappear. There will remain few pieces of heritage, and my photographs. 
Do you see this photo? [see top left image] It’s funny because during my exhibition, it happened many 
times that people came and told me “this is my grandpa’s house”, and where I would ask where it was, 
they would give me a completely different location. Therefore, I believe there is a sort of identity, 
a reminiscence of what could be a Beiruti house with its garden. It resonates in a lot of people’s 
memories, it speaks to them, it touches them. They cannot reduce it to a documentary work. I’ve met 
many people who told me: ”so you’ve taken these photographs of Beirut? Thank you, really.” When there 
is a city that presents a certain beauty, a certain character, a certain harmony, you can’t but salute it, 
regardless if it’s your city or the neighbor’s. I mean, there was something in Beirut, those houses, but 
not only the house, but also the surrounding garden, the lifestyle. And this way of living disappeared. It 
is not nostalgia though, I’ve never liked nostalgia. 

What did this city offer you? Do you perceive your works like something you give her back? A sort of ode 
to the city that made you the woman you are?

I don’t know, I don’t think she offered me much. I lived my teenage years in a city at war, I 
saw violence, I didn’t have an easy life. But there is an obvious attachement to this city, which, 
independently from all the horrors I’ve witnessed, made me share the way I see this city, the way I 
perceive it, the way I know its smallest corners. Until this day, I look up and notice things I’ve never 
seen before, in places where I’ve been a thousand times, so I think there are always things to discover. 



And this is a question that you ask yourself, there are different ways of looking at a city, but a city can be 
discovered endlessly, I don’t think there is an end to your relationship with a city. And of course, Beirut is 
my childhood’s city, it’s the city where I grew up, so I don’t really ask myself what she offered me, because 
in the end I don’t know. But I pay her tribute, through my work, and I celebrate the beauty she contains, 
that for me is found in the houses I photograph. It was an art of living. 

Interviewing Houda Kassatly was really interesting because it allowed me to understand the way she 
approaches the city, what she tries to convey, in what way, and what inspires her, which are questions I 
need to ask myself in order to start my project. Beirut is a common thread in her career, but also in her life, 
as she defines her work as an “Ode to Beirut”.
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PASSING TIME BY FOUAD ELKOURY

Passing Time is an archive compiled by Fouad ElKoury, with the help of Manal Khader and Gregory 
Buchakjian, and published by Kaph Books in 2017. Born in 1952 in Paris, Fouad ElKoury first studied 
Architecture, before turning to Photography, documenting daily life in times of war in Lebanon. Since then, 
he hasn’t stopped taking pictures of his city, Beirut, and its people. “Passing Time” is an anthology of his 
photographs of Lebanon (mostly Beirut) from the early 80’s to the late 90’s. 

This archive is quite relevant to my research as it was compiled by a man who truly loved his city and 
felt the urge to capture its essence through photography. For years, he kept shooting buildings in the city, 
in a desperate trial to save it from oblivion, as the city scape was changing at a scary speed with Solidere’s 
methodic demolition. For him, his obsession with photographing his city was a way to protect its memory 
and keep bits and pieces, places and moments that were about to disappear. He started writing as well. In 
fact, this archive also includes some quite personal texts he wrote about Beirut, his hopes, frustrations, 
memories, dreams, etc. He described his work as “an act of rebellion against those who stole Beirut from 
him”, and insists on his capacity to always be curious about and touched by his city. It is very interesting 
to look at this combination of photography and writing as it resembles a very personal storytelling of a 
passion for Beirut, by a man who dedicated an important part of his life and work to it. 
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BEYROUTH BY DAY BY TANIA HADJITHOMAS MEHANNA AND GHADI SMAT

Beyrouth by day is a book that Tania Hadjithomas Mehanna (texts) and Ghadi Smat (photographs) 
collaborated on. It was published by Tamyras in 2009. Tania Hadjithomas Mehanna describes this book 
as “a walk through the geographical space that is my universe”, her city. Like many people, she sees her 
relationship with Beirut as a love-hate relationship. 

The book is divided in different chapters, that feature 52 neighborhoods of Beirut. Each chapter is 
composed of a combination of texts and photographs. Tania Hadjithomas Mehanna captures the essence 
of each neighborhood in a quite poetic way, while staying grounded. She describes the different places 
in a personal, touching and sensitive way, with a touch of humor and some historical facts. She tells the 
reader about architecture, people, stories, colors, smells, sounds, that Ghadi Smat accompanies with 
photographs. For them, Beirut is truly alive: “in Arabic, the word for neighborhood is hay, and hay also 
means alive. The neighborhoods of Beirut are indeed alive. Each is distinct, with its different moods, 
troubles and joys.” The texts and the photographs complete each other in a natural and harmonious way 
and form a sort of ode to Beirut, allowing the reader to see this city through the authors’ eyes. 

I believe it’s interesting to look at such a work because it explores the perception and representation 
of a city through different mediums (writing and photography). Each medium conveys a certain feeling, 
perception or aspect of the city, and sometimes they translate the same aspect in different ways or from a 
different angle. 

2162 STEPS IN HAMRA BY OMAR MISMAR

2162 Steps in Hamra is an artist book that contains a series of experiments and performances 
conducted in Hamra street, where Omar Mismar tries to connect to the city. He becomes a reflection in the 
shops’ windows, a mannequin, a tourist, a prostitute, in an attempt to observe the street from different 
points of view. 

This project is relevant to my research as it aims to capture the experience of a specific street in 
Beirut. By becoming someone or something else, and getting immersed in the street’s ambiance, one can 
thouroughly observe and grasp different facets of the same place. The process inspired me as I might 
do this work of immersion in different neighborhoods to capture their essence and reinterpret it in my 
publication. Moreover, the visual language is interesting and reflects the streets quite well: each aspect is 
explored in a certain way, which is also a source of inspiration. 
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JANA TRABOULSI

Jana Traboulsi is a Lebanese designer and illustrator. Her work’s main focus is to create images that 
act as critical commentary on the socio-political struggles in Lebanon. Beirut is very present in her work, 
and she often mixes illustration and writing to convey her ideas. 

In an interview by MashaaCollective for ArteEast about reclaiming the commons in Beirut, Jana 
Traboulsi was asked what this city means to her, and she answered:  

“My interest in the subject of Beirut started very spontaneously. The first drawing I published in Assafir 
was about the city and the war, and I noticed that both on the topical and visual level it was almost 
natural that I would talk and draw about this city, because it is so present. It is not a space we inhabit 
only; it is a space that is constantly thought about, criticized, mystified, and it naturally became a 
recurrent theme for me.

This drawing [see left image] has also a personal story. I spent a few years living in and out of Beirut, 
and every time I was far away I would feel this longing for it, and that I want to draw it. Whenever I was in 
Beirut then, I would feel like I was suffocating. And the weird thing is that I drew this illustration while I 
was away from Beirut – I think it was in 2006 – and I really wanted to draw something about my city. I think 
I managed to capture the relationship or feeling I have towards it. It was something totally spontaneous I 
had done in one of my sketchbooks, and only when it got printed and silkscreened for Mashaa’s campaign 
did I realize how many people actually identified with this representation of Beirut. It was not drawn or 
thought of as part of a campaign or a comic; on the contrary, it comes from self-reflection, and only when 
people started wearing it or displaying it, did it take this dimension.

That’s how I went on a quest looking for how to draw a single picture with a bit of text, that could 
express a situation or an idea. Most of the subjects I tackle are related to observations I have about the 
society and the city I live in, so this was the kind of investigation I was leading, which took shape finally 
in the format of a vignette – a picture with a sentence – that I would publish in the newspaper. I liked the 
medium itself – the newspaper – because it allows me to reach a wide public in a space where people are 
not necessarily expecting this kind of visual language.”

It’s insightful to look at the ways Jana Traboulsi found to express what she had to say about Beirut: she 
ended up finding herself in drawing, complemented with a bit of writing, and created pictures that people 
can relate to, which is something I should look into. How can I convey an idea, a feeling, a reflection 
through writing and visuals, and manage to touch people?



A JOURNEY FROM THE MEMORY TO THE SENSES BY RANIM AL HALAKY

A Journey from the Memory to the Senses is a book that explores storytelling and questions the way 
it can be shared with others. Through very expressive typography, complemented with photographs, 
she takes the reader through a cultural journey, with references to Syrian heritage. Her typographic 
interventions are coded and express things such as accent and tone, which are part of the storytelling 
experience, and add an extra layer to the reader’s imagination. 

Through this project, she raises different questions that are relevant to my topic, as it might have 
storytelling component: “How can this experience be shared and reached out to the audience? How can 
the listeners or readers get as close as possible the live experience of interacting with the storyteller, 
being my grandmother? What are the possible visual representations that could be used? What are the 
different languages involved and how can one translate from one language to another without losing 
any value of content and messages?” 
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GRIFFIN AND SABINE: AN EXTRAORDINARY CORRESPONDENCE BY NICK BANTOCK

Griffin and Sabine: An Extraordinary Correspondence is an epistolary novel by Nick Bantock, published 
in 1991 by Chronicle Books in the USA and Raincoast Books in Canada. The books contain a series of 
removable letters and postcards between Griffin Moss and Sabine Strohem, two people who are in love but 
have never met. 
The techniques Nick Bantock mixes are a good source of inspiration: collage, drawing, painting, stamps, 
and writing. It is also interesting to look at the storytelling tools he uses, and the way the visuals evolve 
with the narrative. 

WALTER HAMADY

13 14



15

Through this research, I’ve come across different interpretations and ways of looking at Beirut. Some 
approach it through history and memory, some are more poetic and emotional, some are more socio-
political such as activists. They use diverse mediums (illustration, photography, writing, collage) to 
translate their vision of Beirut. The research helped me raise certain questions about the way a relation 
to a city can be explored in a publication: How can we move from a huge space, made out of concrete, to 
something as personal as a love letter, an ode to its beauty? Does the city almost become a person? What 
defines it, and what unifies its different and contrasting facets? 
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ODE TO BEIRUT

Ode to Beirut is a trilingual artist book that acts as a celebration of Beirut through a poetic interpretation 
of the city. It is an exploration and immersion in the experience Beirut offers, in its intensity and essence, 
a love letter to the city. The publication includes bits and pieces of texts, stories, poems, and lyrics that 
reflect a passion for Beirut. Each text is in the original language it was written in, not translated: Arabic, 
English or French. Some were written by known writers, poets and singers, others by friends of mine, others 
by myself. “Ode to Beirut” is a limited-edition book, that can be found in special bookstores that sell 
artists books, fanzines, diaries and all sorts of alternative publications.



HOW IT STARTED

In the last couple of years, I developed a strong bond with Beirut. With time, my fascination for it grew 
bigger. In my endless walks and explorations, I found myself being constantly triggered by details, that 
I felt the need to express. In Spring 2019, as part of a Fanzine elective taught by Leila Musfy, I had the 
opportunity to experiment on this topic through writing and collage of different elements I collected from 
the streets (posters, flyers, wrappers…) as well as photographs. Creating a complete project, from the 
writing, to the visuals, to the binding, made me consider developing it further into a final year project. 
At that time, I was writing my final year project proposal, that was already linked to the city, but focused 
on the interactions and interventions on the public space. In summer, I decided to shift towards a more 
personal work about the city, that is what the project is today. 
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CREATIVE PROCESS

Between September and December 2019, I spent a lot of time protesting on the streets. I gathered some 
film photographs, and some pieces of very spontaneous writing. Between December and January 2020, I 
started an immersive creative process, wandering for hours around the city, taking hundreds of pictures of 
buildings, ruins, architectural details, textures, colors, signs, calligraphy, graffiti, posters, people… I also 
started writing, often on the spot, trying the bring out the sensations in the most unfiltered way.



I found myself with a big number of images, and the idea of overlaps came naturally. Beirut is all about 
layers, on a concrete level; layers of architecture, posters, paint, and on a more conceptual level; layers 
of beauty and ugliness, hope and despair, that are constantly covered and uncovered, never really well 
defined. Each spread is a poem to the city: written, but also visual, describing, but also reimagining Beirut. 
During my walks, I wrote keywords about sensations I had, and I used them in the creation of my visuals: it 
directed my choice of image combinations, colors, mood. The collages reflect the chaotic atmosphere of 
Beirut, and explore the different faces it can take: the woman, the lover, the revolutionary... The visuals 
and the texts complement each other: they tell different stories but are associated on a theme basis. 
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FORMAT AND NAVIGATION

Between September and December 2019, I spent a lot of time protesting on the streets. I gathered some 
film photographs, and some pieces of very spontaneous writing. Between December and January 2020, I 
started an immersive creative process, wandering for hours around the city, taking hundreds of pictures of 
buildings, ruins, architectural details, textures, colors, signs, calligraphy, graffiti, posters, people… I also 
started writing, often on the spot, trying the bring out the sensations in the most unfiltered way. I chose 
an A5 format because it is close to the size of a diary, which corresponds to what I am doing: create a 
personal, intimate book that reveals something raw about Beirut and those who love it. A book that is not 
meant to be displayed, but rather held between one’s hands. 
The book is divided in four chapters that start with a sentence that introduces the theme of the chapter 
in an implicit manner. The flow of texts and images is meant to be organic, not framed in rigid chapters, 
leaving the freedom to the reader to abide by the linear progression or not.



SYSTEM

English and French
Text: Tarzana Narrow Regular 11 pt
Title: Tarzana Wide Bold 11 pt
Author’s name: Tarzana Wide Italic 11pt
Color: Black
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BEYROUTH
Nadia Tuéni

Qu’elle soit courtisane, érudite ou dévote, 
péninsule des bruits, des couleurs, et de l’or 
ville marchande et rose, voguant comme une 
flotte, qui cherche à l’horizon la tendresse 
d’un port, elle est mille fois morte, mille 
fois revécue. Beyrouth des cent palais, et 
Béryte des pierres, où l’on vient de partout 
ériger ces statues, qui font prier les hommes, 
et font hurler les guerres. Ses femmes aux 
yeux de plages qui s’allument la nuit, et ses 
mendiants semblables à d’anciennes pythies.

عم بحكي بالسكوت
ريس بيك

عـم بحكـي بالسـكوت فـي عالـم بتدعـي انـّي مـوت إنيّ 
خطيـر كبيـر صوتي عالـي ببيـروت... عم بحكي بالسـكوت 
فـي عالم بتدعـي انيّ مـوت إنيّ خطيـر كبير صوتـي عالي، 
لأنـو الصـوت اللـي بيطلـع منـي بـدّو يكسّـر حيطـام، لأنوّ 
زرعـوا فيـّي كـره وهـل كـره بعـدو عطشـان، لأنوّ 
مـن وراهن عشـنا طفوله بـدون طفوله، لأنـّو خلقنا 
وكبرنـا وربينـا بيـن الفيوله، لأنـّو القلم اللـي بكتب 
في مـرّس مثل السـكينه، اللـي عم بتشـك الورقه 
البيضه مثل ما شـكّوا فيـّي، لأن المايكروفون تاعي 
دّو يكسّـر البـاط، مش مثـل مايكروفـون المطرب 
اللـي بحطّو تحـت البـاط، واذا ايـام بتمصخـر صدّقني.

Arabic
Text: B Mitra Regular 11pt
Title: B Mitra Bold 12 pt
Author’s name: B Mitra Regular 12 pt
Color: Black
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Page size: 148 × 210 mm (A5)

6 columns

Top, bottom and outside margins: 12 mm
Inside margins: 8mm

Gutter: 4 mm
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The text’s width can vary between 3 and 4 columns.
In all the languages, the text can be justified (right for Arabic, left for English and French) or not.

The images always touch one or more edges of the page, and they bleed from one page to the other of the 
spread. The spreads always have a colored texture as a background. 

This system allows to have flexibility in terms of composition and type treatment, while still keeping a 
certain consistency throughout the book. 



I would like to end with the introduction of “Ode to Beirut”: In the past few months, Beirut, which has 
a thousand names, and many faces, has shown us new facets. Beirut the revolutionary, resplendent, 
dreamed of for a long time, fantasized, finally real, made of hope, strength, courage and resilience. But 
also, Beirut the confined, made of loneliness, growing questions, and silence punctuated by birdsong. In 
these moments of lockdown where we can only imagine her, dream her and hope that she will, once again, 
rise up from the blows struck at her, I allow myself, throughout these few stories, poems, and reflections, 
to offer you fragments of Beirut, a poetic journey through its streets that we all miss. 
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[I do not own the rights to the texts that were used, except those that were written by me. All rights go the 
authors.]
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DOCUMENTATION

I printed and bound the following copy at home, to get an idea of what it would look like and document it, 
but it is not the final product.
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