Lecture as Performance
Words

Lebanese artists Walid Raad, Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige, and Rabih
Mroué and Lina Saneh have all embraced the artist’s talk to unpack history and the
limitations of the photograph.

Kaelen Wilson-Goldie

In the last twenty years, the Lebanese artist Walid Raad has produced two major,
long-term, multifaceted bodies of work. The first, known as the Atlas Group, delves
into the mechanisms of history and memory that have been used to convey the
experience of Lebanon’s civil war, a conflict that lasted roughly fifteen years, from
1975 through 1990. The second, titled Scratching on Things | Could Disavow,
considers how the construction of institutions and infrastructures for contemporary
artis changing the cultural landscape of the modern Middle East. Although one
followed the other and they remain fairly distinct, the Atlas Group and Scratching
are linked by several lines of inquiry and the strands of Raad’s practice. Taken
together, his projects involve an ever-expanding constellation of prints,
photographs, Polaroids, drawings, cutouts, collages, sculptures, videos, Super 8
films, a white Fiat, plaster casts of a bomb crater, miniature exhibition models,
monochromes, trompe Uoeil murals, a maze of fake doorways, and a dazzling cast
of imagined characters, including a gambling historian, a melancholy intelligence
agent, a sorrowful police inspector, a long-suffering photographer, a forgotten
curator, and a pioneering performance artist who made gorgeous ink-on-paper
abstractions in her youth. The two projects meet at several important points of
intersection, primary among them the formal precision of the lecture-performance,
which extends through both bodies of work and is unique to the context from which
Raad’s practice first emerged. In the period after the civil war ended, the Lebanese
capital Beirut proved itself a strange and powerful incubator for new thinking about
art and photography, as a tight-knit group of colleagues took the setup and structure
of an artist’s talk to start an open-ended conversation about the behavior of images
in proximity to wars and other forms of political violence.

That conversation persists to this day. Raad is now one of the leading practitioners
of the lecture-performance internationally, but his works continue to unfold in close
dialogue with those of his Beirut-based peers, most notably the joint efforts of Rabih
Mroué and Lina Saneh, who are rooted in theater, and loana Hadjithomas and Khalil
loreige, who come from the world of film.



The Atlas Group earned Raad a reputation as something of a trickster. When he first
began showing his work in exhibitions, lecture programs, and film festivals in the
late 1990s, he presented himself not as the author per se but rather as a
spokesperson for a foundation that had been established to research the recent
history of Lebanon. The Atlas Group, according to Raad, was based in Beirut, where
its founding members were gathering a wealth of documentary materials, including
the photographs, films, and notebooks filled with heavily annotated newspaper
clippings that Raad was sharing on their behalf. Within a few years, the Atlas Group
was revealed to be a clever fiction.

The colorful donors who had given the foundation their effects were all, in fact,
figments of the artist’s imagination. Their photographs were either found in the
archives of Lebanon’s daily newspapers, borrowed from albums belonging to Raad’s
father, or taken by Raad himself, when he was a teenager messing around with his
first camera on the eve of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982.

However true or false, the Atlas Group was emblematic of Lebanon’s postwar era, a
time for sifting through the wreckage of the past to find the materials for building a
better future, not least through the creation of new institutions. By the time the
project came to an end, in the mid-2000s, the regional landscape had shifted and
another kind of institution-building took hold of the artist’s imagination—the
creation of massive new museum projects in the Persian Gulf. With no shortage of
ambition, the new cities of Dubai, Abu Dhabi, and Doha hoped to surpass the old
cities of Beirut, Cairo, and Baghdad as the Arab world’s preeminent centers of
artistic production. Raad’s second project, organized in parts corresponding to the
sections of a book (preface, plates, appendices), has so far created (or imaginatively
recomposed) genealogies of Arab artists, bibliographies of Middle Eastern
modernism, and the oddly anachronistic architectural details of future museums.
Whole series in Scratching on Things | Could Disavow sketch out a fictional
prehistory and forecast the opening scenarios for the branches of the Guggenheim
and the Louvre that Abu Dhabi is building on a spit of reclaimed land known as
Saadiyat Island.

To encounter Raad’s work has thus become an exercise in entertaining doubts,
skepticisms, and suspicions. The artist initiates viewers in a game of second-
guessing, but at the same time, on a subtler level, he also engages them in a serious
critique of photography, image making, and the status of art. Lavish in their
materials and details, extensive in their background stories and accompanying
texts, his works tend to be as accumulative and dense as they are conceptually



succinct. How interesting, then, that the centerpiece of Raad’s first major museum
survey in the United States, currently on view at the Museum of Modern Artin New
York, is neither a sequence of photographic prints purporting to show the engines
that have been ejected from car bomb blasts (a hundred of them appear in the
series My Neck Is Thinner than a Hair: Engines [1996-2001]), nor the videotaped
eyewitness testimony of the only Arab hostage held with Americans such as Terry
Anderson for a decade during the civil war (as conveyed in the sixteen-minute video
Hostage: The Bachar Tapes [2001]), nor a collection of color-saturated still lifes
capturing objects from the Louvre that will be inexplicably altered by their transfer
from Paris to Abu Dhabi in 2026 (as imagined in the series Preface to the Third
Edition [2013]), although all of these works are included in the show. Rather, the
heart of the exhibition is an hour-long performance piece, which the artist is
presenting more than seventy times in total—once a day, five days a week, for an
audience of forty to fifty people each time.

Almost all of the works associated with the Atlas Group and Scratching exist in
multiple formats. The dates, details, sometimes even the titles of individual pieces
exist in a constant state of flux, changing from one context to another. But from their
earliest iterations, both projects have always come across as the most seamless
and conceptually airtight in the live performances that test the durability of Raad’s
materials, setting them down in a crosscurrent of politics, theory, and old-fashioned
storytelling. The Loudest Muttering Is Over: Documents from the Atlas Group
Archive (2003) established the setup, with the artist always seated at a table, a
lamp, a bottle of water, a script, and a laptop before him, and a screen for the
projection of images behind. | Feel a Great Desire to Meet the Masses Once Again
(2005), about security panic and the war on terrorism in post-9/11 America and
Raad’s first work authored under his own name, was in many ways the hinge
between the Atlas Group and Scratching. The same style of lectureperformance
carries into the second project. Scratching on Things | Could Disavow: Walkthrough
(2013), the core of the MoMA show, is the apotheosis of that project, and Raad’s
most theatrical work to date. It begins with an exposé of the Artist Pension Trust, an
investment fund for artists; tunnels into the Israeli high-tech industry, data mining,
and the algorithms turning seemingly irreducible works of art into tradable financial
assets; and then jumps headlong into the future, to the opening of the Guggenheim
Abu Dhabi, vaguely a decade from now, when an unnamed Arab artist will find
himself mysteriously, inexplicably stricken, felled at the doorway, unable to enter.

Raad left Lebanon during the worst days of the civil war, when he was still in high
school. He studied photography at the Rochester Institute of Technology, and he



was one of the first PhD candidates in the University of Rochester’s graduate
program, then new, in visual and cultural studies. His work has always been
indebted to and in dialogue with the history of photography and a lineage within
Conceptual art lionized by Hans Haacke. But Raad’s practice also came from a
specific time and place. When the civil war drew to a close, he was one of a number
of artists who lived abroad but returned to Lebanon often. A group of them began
meeting to discuss, among other things, their work, the war just ended, and the
contentious reconstruction of the city at the start of the postwar period. Including
Raad, Akram Zaatari, Jalal Toufic, Tony Chakar, Rabih Mroué, Lina Saneh, Lamia
Joreige, Walid Sadek, Joana Hadjithomas, Khalil Joreige, Marwan Rechmaoui, and
Ziad Abillama, among others, they gathered in an ever-changing rotation of old
restaurants and cafés. They met formally and, perhaps because there seemed to be
so much at stake in a city that had been so thoroughly destroyed, they argued
fiercely.

The lecture-performance is not unique to Beirut but the popularity and
perseverance of the form there may well be.

The lecture-performance is not unique to Beirut but the popularity and
perseverance of the form there—as well as the diversity of its many conceits and
subjects—may well be.

Raad has used it to tell the story of the Atlas Group and the shifting narrative of
modern and contemporary Arab art. Tony Chakar, an artist and architect who is a
close friend and frequent collaborator of Raad’s, has used it to tell stories of another
kind, drawing on poetry, popular songs, religious iconography, and Sufi texts to find
metaphors for dealing with contemporary struggles and conflicts. Younger artists
such as Haig Aivazian and Ali Cherri have created lecture-performances to reflect
on the racial dimensions of the Dominique Strauss-Kahn scandal in New York and
consider the nude male body in an eclectic collection of personal photographs,
respectively. Rayyane Tabet, who works primarily in sculpture, and Marwa Arsanios,
who mines the legacies of feminism and the Arab left, have both made public
performances based on the very private act of reading.

While images are present in nearly all of these works, Raad has gone furthest to
trouble the notion that photographs are reliable records of events, depicting reality
or representing the truth. Alongside parallel projects by the artists and filmmakers
Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige and the prolific performances of the artists
and theater directors Rabih Mroué and Lina Saneh, Raad and his peers animate
their photographs in front of an audience to articulate the uncomfortable position



that the stories we tell ourselves in the aftermath of traumatic or historically
consequential events are often more meaningful, truer to experience, than the facts
of what happened. In the lectureperformances of all of these artists, photographs
are necessary but they are also strangely, pointedly insufficient. They fascinate, but
they do not support the facts. They conspire with rumor, intrigue, delusion, and
misdirection to raise more questions than answers. Throughout, the photographs in
these lectureperformances seem to serve another, quieter purpose, leading away
from actual events to a more fanciful realm, where they spark the imagination and
begin to act more like elements in live theater or literature.

The stories we tell ourselves in the aftermath of traumatic or historically
consequential events are often more meaningful, truer to experience, than the facts
of what happened.

loana Hadjithomas and Khalil loreige met as children in the mountain town of Beit
Mery. Now based between Beirut and Paris, they have been working as a team for
more than twenty years. Together they make feature films, experimental shorts, and
essayistic documentaries on the malleability of images over time. The Lebanese
Rocket Society (2012), for example, is a documentary that delves into the era before
the civil war, Beirut’s so-called Golden Age, but does so from an unexpected angle,
following the story of a little-known group of Armenian students who, in the name of
science, unwittingly entered Lebanon into the space race at the height of the Cold
War.

Je Veux Voir (2008), meanwhile, is a feature film starring Catherine Deneuve as a
famous foreign actress touring the ruins of South Lebanon in the aftermath of the
war with Israel in 2006, which marked the end of the earlier, postwar, reconstruction
era, and signaled a shift in the work of many Lebanese artists, Hadjithomas and
loreige among them. As artists, they use poetic means and materials to tackle
difficult issues such as the seventeen thousand people who disappeared in
Lebanon and are still unaccounted for twenty-five years after the war’s end, or the
experience of Khiam, the detention center run by the South Lebanon Army, Israeli’s
proxy militia, which was inaccessible for years and later bombed, turned into a
museum, and bombed again.

Around the same time as the beginning of the Atlas Group, Hadjithomas and Joreige
embarked on a long-term, multifaceted project of their own, titled Wonder Beirut
(19972006). Proceeding in chapters and encompassing books, postcards, videos,
photographs, and films, Wonder Beirut follows the story of a fictional photographer
named Abdallah Farah.



As the story goes, Farah ran a portrait studio in downtown Beirut before the war. As
street fighting in the area intensified, he began burning his negatives to make the
images conform to the reality that was rapidly changing all around him. Eventually,
as the war ground on and on, he stopped developing his rolls of film altogether,
preferring to describe the photographs he was taking instead. Those descriptions—
following a moving exchange of letters between Farah, Hadjithomas, and Joreige—
make up the script of the lecture-performance Latent Images, a work the artists only
recently revived. It was performed every day for the entire six-month-long run oiAll
the World’s Futures, Okwui Enwezor’s exhibition for the recent Venice Biennale.

Rabih Mroué and Lina Saneh, who never left Lebanon during the civil war but now
spend much of their time in Berlin, were trained in a full-bodied tradition of theater,
the most popular of all the fine and performing arts in Lebanon. Their first
collaboration, when they were students at the Lebanese University, was the stage
adaptation of an early novel by the influential writer Elias Khoury. Since then, Mroué
and Saneh have always worked in tandem, sometimes jointly authoring their
performances, sometimes alternating leading and supporting roles. The
lectureperformance entered their oeuvre as a means of solving a problem they
faced with realism in theater and the role of actors onstage. Like Raad, they have
used the form to call photographs and other such documents into question.

Looking for a Missing Employee (2003) tells the true story of a man who disappeared
from his job at a government ministry in Beirut. Mroué sits among the audience with
a camera projecting his image onto a screen onstage, following the case through a
barrage of notebooks and newspaper cuttings. The more we see, the less we know
about what happened but the more we understand about the circumstances in
which a man could vanish. The Inhabitants of Images (2009) and The Pixelated
Revolution (2012) investigate disturbing photographic phenomena such as
Hezbollah martyrdom posters (often doctored) and mobile-phone footage of snipers
in the Syrian civil war. Riding on a Cloud (2013) turns to the story of Mroué’s brother
Yasser, who was shot in the head in 1978, and thereafter suffered from a strain of
aphasia—he could distinguish objects in everyday life but not in photographs. “I had
a problem with representations,” Yasser says, seated at a desk onstage. In a passage
that offers a poetic description of the entire Beirut-based, photographydriven,
lecture-performance genre, he explains, “The memories in my head are like still
pictures. There are no scenes from the past. My memories are motionless. Only
pictures. One disappears and another appears. Most of the time | don’t understand
the connection between a picture and the one next to it. | need someone who knows
me to tell me about it. In other words, | need someone to set the picture in motion.”
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