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Abstract  
 
The capital city of Lebanon has borne witness to violent and degrading events. Marred by 
incessant destruction, wasting, and latent promises of prosperity, the image of the city is 
enshrouded with a hauntingly resilient memory characterized by unresolved conflicts and urban 
alienation. These experiences have left their visual and experiential mark throughout the urban 
space producing a state of involuntary suspension. While memory appears initially to be a 
strictly temporal phenomenon, this article propounds the spatial repercussions of memory. 
Additionally, The aim of this article is to turn to artistic practices for the production of new 
images leading to an aesthetic experience of the presence. The article highlights selected projects 
by local artists and designers that attest to the formation of new aesthetic experiences of 
presence. These experiences provide a way out of the deadlock of past memories and tropes in 
favor of an alternative chronotopic image of Beirut. 
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Introduction  
Beirut, the capital of Lebanon, has been synonymous with the myth of the phoenix. The city has 
been destroyed and rebuilt around 7 times throughout its history. This symbolic narrative 
provides a more optimistic view, as the destruction has been a result of “specific historical 
socioeconomic conditions of episodes of violence” (Naeff, 2018: 86). Additionally, times of 
prosperity carry their own violence, one that is characterized by a sense of creative destruction; 
the demolition of buildings that could have been restored, ruins and unfinished construction sites, 
and infrastructure backlogs. Aesthetic experiences of events conditioned by “careless wasting” 
(Naeff, 2018) have become a prevalent characteristic of the Lebanese collective consciousness.  
This article explores through theoretical analysis the work of contemporary Lebanese designers 
and artists that attempt to propose an alternative to this city aesthetics of wasting.  The aim here 
is not to revitalize a nostalgic image of the prosperous days of Beirut. This article, however, 
posits the works as a reflection on the fact that “from the contemplation of ruins emerges a 
yearning for the dignity that should have been” (Segneurie quoted in Naeff, 2018: 91). In other 
words, memory, in the case of Beirut, does not only take the form of a loss of people and places, 
but encompasses irretrievable moments in which harm was done which cannot be set right. This 
heralded the start of traumatic experiences for the city inhabitants and dwellers. This traumatic 
experience is highly visible and visual throughout the urban fabric. The aesthetic evidence of this 
trauma consists of damaged buildings, degrading interior spaces, infrastructure backlogs, and 
ruination that act and interact to experientially produce this state of involuntary suspension. 
The aim of this article is to turn to artistic practices for the production of new images leading to 
an embodied experience of the presence. Aesthetics of presence usually is defined as the 



opposite of representation, however, the projects included in this article may utilize elements that 
stand in or represent that which is absent. This does not characterize the entire project nor does it 
reduce the overall experience, aesthetic and embodied, to pure nostalgia or remembering. These 
projects resist representation in favor of creating an extremely new experience, or to be more 
precise new images of Beirut. The use of certain representational elements enables the 
experience to depart from a certain familiarity. This sense of familiarity is necessary when 
embarking on an unforeseen and unknown journey. Moreover, the selected projects are spatial in 
nature. They are proprioceptive, immersive, or fully architectonic. “While memory appears at 
first sight as a phenomenon that concerns temporality above all, if we take a closer look it reveals 
a constitutive and non-random relation with spatiality” (Violi, 2017: 72). This has  alluded to 
both in notions of how the natural landscape and its evolution over time bears witness to a 
compilation of memories, as well as the importance of space is enabling memories to be lived or 
embodied.  
  
 
Aesthetics of Disposability  
Beirut has been characterized by what Judith Naeff coins as a condition of careless wasting, 
where the city’s past and present violent and devastating events are captured and immortalized 
through “ruins, debris, dumps, and squander…. by thus overlapping the unresolvedness of past 
loss and the volatility of imminent wasting, sites of disposal are privileged places for the 
articulation of Beirut’s suspended now”  (Naeff, 2018: 85). 
Naeff proposes that the space of the city is to be considered as a disposable space. This 
disposablility exists due to the haunting notion of loss that originates in the past but persists as a 
structural reproduction of carelessness in dealing with the image of the city. Additionally, in her 
book Precarious Imaginaries, Naeff explicates how a shared experience of time and space in the 
post-civil-war city of Beirut, what she coins “the suspended now” exists and is evident in local 
artistic, architectural, literary and cinematic expressions. Moreover, Naeff argues that this 
suspended now has developed in the last two decades from a temporary transitional postwar 
phase to a lengthy and sustainable experience of uncertainty and instability. Accordingly, the 
concept of the “suspended now” is a collective experience of the contemporaneity of living in 
Beirut. It is akin to living in an extended present moment. This present moment, the now, bridges 
past and present without setting a clear future.  
 
The book defines and elaborates on the words suspended and present. These are relevant to my 
argument as the artworks I am considering resolve any problematic that these words and Naeff’s 
use of them ensue. For the word suspended, she utilizes both its meaning of the literal act of 
hanging from support source, as well as the notion of preventing through deferring.  As for the 
word present, which signifies a double entente, it presents an overlapping of experiences that are 
actually happening in the now, and a chronotopic relation that amalgamates events happening at 
different instances to create an almost surreal narrative that founds its own time defying and re-
evaluating what we know and experience as the now. This is what Naeff refers to as a 
transitional present state, or in her own words the suspended now.  
 
The following paragraph introduces Kevin Lynch’s notion of imageability as an elaboration on 
the temporal consideration of experiencing Beirut as the precarious city of wasting and 
disposability.  



 
 
Proclaiming Beirut’s Presence, a historical background 
In the paragraph above, I presented and elaborated on Judith Naeff’s consideration of the 
temporal experience of Beirut as a city. Her argument were consolidated by the materialization 
of temporal wasting and suspension through infrastructure backlogs, ruination, violent acts of 
demolition and construction, as well as the recurring emergence of dumpsters and rubble. This 
notion of wasting and disposability seems to persist as the garbage crisis of 2015, the violent 
demonstration that took the streets in October 2019, and the most recent blast in August of 2020 
have proven.1Each of these crises had left a mark on the image of the city, or to be more precise 
has proclaimed a perceptual image of the same city. The common denominator, however, 
persists as those varying ways of imagining the city were a result of an abundance of wasting 
brought on by carelessness, corruption, and violence. “Beirut is photogenic. Always has been. 
Always will be. Ironically, the war made it even more so” states Miriam Cooke (2002)2.  
However what influence does this aesthetic appeal and the prevalent images of Beirut hold over 
its architectural urban one?  
Kevin Lynch (1960) states that the imageability of a city is strictly defined by the spatial 
qualities of the physical experience and their effects on the observer’s mind. Lynch suggests 
movement is at the heart of any imageability that might form, as he believes paths, edges, 
districts, and landmarks are elemental in enforcing an experience-based percept. In the first 
encounter with a city, the viewer follows a certain walkway that is characterized by varying 
directions of linearity, materialized in the form of alleyways, pavements, streets, or railroads. 
These trajectories form a relational organizing grid for other elements as well as from 
themselves. The edges of these paths and routes create boundaries that divide two or more 
regions or districts. These boundaries introduce breaks in the rhythm and the flow of the 
experience. These breaks are usually a result of walls and city limits or the enclosures, sometime, 
virtual, that define perceptually distinguishable landscapes. And finally, Lynch defines 
landmarks as physical objects acting as points of reference within the layout. Mostly, these 
landmarks are visibly dominant from a distance or simply familiar elements. All in all these 
physical elements interconnect to establish an experiential operation that enables the city 
dwellers to internalize this experience and thus forming their perceptual image of the city.  
Now when it comes to Beirut city, there is a lack of recognizable addresses or street names. 
Several paths seem to intertwine, overlap, or suddenly come to an abrupt end. Moreover, 
generally, there is a lack of planned urban development and therefore, districts and varying 
landscapes have blurred boundaries if any. With a discontinuous urban fabric formed by illegal 

                                                        
1 In 2015, and with a lack of a clear plan to manage waste in the country, garbage started piling up everywhere, and 
municipalities were randomly dumping garbage in valleys and dried riverbeds, and in uninhabited sites within 
residential areas. On October 17, 2019 people took to the streets demanding the resignation of the government and a 
series of demonstrations were started against the corrupt ruling oligarchy. Then in March of 2020 the COVID-19 
pandemic hit the country and the authorities lacked an effective and clear plan to counter its spread. Adding insult to 
injury, on August 04, 2020, a huge blast shocked Beirut destroying half the city and killing over 200 people, leaving 
many homeless and injured. 
2 Cooke based her analysis on two photographic publications that contained photographs of violent acts during 
wartime. The first book is entitled Harb Lubnan (1978) depicting the early stages of the civil war. Whereas the 
second is Beirut City Centre (1992) captures the massive destruction and annihilation of the capital of the country at 
the end of the war. 
 



settlements from various rural regions across the country and the lack of the implementation of 
any governmental planning, “the dominant feature of the urban landscape is the high density of 
concrete structures, mostly indiscriminate mid-rise and high-rise buildings that cast their 
shadows on the remaining vestiges of villas or low-rise yellow houses of the French Mandate 
period” (Verdeil, 2005). In addition, back in 1994, and at the end of the civil war, a private 
company known as Solidere3 was established and started executing its plan to reconstruct the 
heart of downtown Beirut. “This plan was somehow controversial, for being much more 
interested in the tangible qualities of architecture and urban design, through a top-down/market-
led approach, and less to memories and identities of different communities” (Bravo, 2017: 208). 
One thing to mention here is that it is neither the intention nor the aim of this article to delve into 
urban planning or architecture. I am simply demonstrating the effect Beirut’s urban fabric has on 
its imageability. 
As it seems, the spatial condition is characterized by precariousness especially when dealing with 
city planning. The state of suspension lingers both spatially and temporally. In line with Lynch’s 
concept however, and due to the lack of any appropriation or an approved plan, several 
landmarks that were key actors during the civil war—from 1975 to 1994—were left without 
being renovated or demolished. I will be elaborating on this point when I discuss the design 
proposals and artworks at a later stage in this article.  
 
It is clear then that a reconciliation of the violent warring past and some sort of a closure, 
whether it is through the dignity of what should have been, or through a shared collective 
memory is indeed necessary for the city to break free from this state of suspended nowness. 
Therefore, what happens if and when the image-movement and the memory based mental 
construct overlap or contradict? And in the case of Beirut, where they are rarely identical, what 
are the repercussions?   
After all these catastrophic events, the very image and idea of Beirut as a resilient city and a 
testament to hope is fading. Its past is bleak, its future is unknown, and its present is laden with 
trauma and frustration (Harrouk, 2021). Accordingly, Lebanese Artist and Architect Bernard 
Khoury propounds there are two camps to representing contemporary Beirut: those who depict 
the golden age starting with the independence in 1943 and ending with the beginning of the civil 
war in 1970s, and those who are strictly obsessed with the war. “This [second] major tendency 
regarding Beirut’s representations makes me reflect on the mechanisms that construct the city’s 
image as well as [the fact that]…local artists are undeniably prisoners of a [haunted] space. Or of 
the pictures they make of it” (Khoury, 2010). This has them resort to a past spatial condition and 
therefore dwell in the realm of memories. Moreover, Khoury combines both images of Beirut in 
his artwork entitled Catherine wants to Know. On a 286x150 cm lightbox, Khoury combines 
both represenations in a photomontage. This work is a direct critique of the stereotype image of 
Beirut. Khoury moreover, utilizes this artwork as a controversial statement conveying the present 
tense of the city’s image. He believes the lebanese not only have been subject to several 
traumatizing events, but they have been deprived of their own history, as there is no record of the 
spatial consciousness of Beirut. This stems out of the fact that there is this false glorification of 
past years—the 30 years between independence and the start of the civil war—and then there is 
Solidere’s manufactured modernity “a futureless future…which is completely sterile and whose 
visual references are a frightening collection of cliches and stereoptypes” (Khoury, 2010). 
Additionally, Khoury believes Beirut should be a city in and for the present, an actual present 
                                                        
3 an acronym of Société Libanaise pour le Développement et la Reconstruction de Beyrouth 



rather than a suspended state of alienation. therefore the imageability of the city cannot be 
reduced to an urban map that presents no subjective view and consequently restricts city 
experience to stationary constructs and snapshots.The aesthetic experience of an urban 
enviroment is directly linked to a “certain type of space production, and not necessarily to a 
particular type of object” (Tursic, 2019). Tursic proposes that every human experience can be 
spatialized. Spatializing emerges when relations are set between things. This is akin to what 
several philosophers have coined as double intentionality. Put simply this propounds that our 
experience of the world is first and foremost imaginative; we intend to perceive thoughts about 
the object that is presented in real time and space. But we simultaneously we conjure an 
imaginary which is related to and influenced by the object that exists in real space-time.  This is 
what Maurice Merleau-Ponty refers to as ‘monde propre’, the experience of the world based on a 
subjective point of view. This to him is a world of possibilities whereby individual subjective 
aesthetic experiences of spaces overlap generating novel dynamics and relations “through which 
memories of the past, the latent reality and the actualized perceived present are conjured 
together, informing one another” (Tursic, 2019). 
 
 
Aesthetics of Enacted Memory  
In 2012 Artist Chafa Ghaddar presented her artwork entitled “Spectrum” at the Beirut Art 
Center. The work consisted of a combination between pigmented paper printing and fresco 
technique on a wall within the exhibition space. The work took nine days to be completed on 
site. The artist sought to materialize her memories of her childhood home. A space she has spent 
most of her time in while growing up, it was damaged by a fire, and was constantly eroding. Set 
out to capture the fleeting presence of all those personal and intimate events that took place 
within that house, she utilized several phenomenological cues in order to create an experience for 
the viewer. She created a molding and degrading surface to capture the fleeting reality of the 
house. The artist mentions that house still exists, but her presencing is slowly decaying. In an 
attempt to resist this decay she implemented the fresco technique that allows stability to the 
artwork (Ghaddar, 2021). Additionally, as the fresco dries the work itself will be laden with an 
olfactory quality that enforces the artist’s intentions.  Producing varying intensities and 
expressions within the artwork itself allows for subjective experience of the gallery wall akin to 
that of time travel. Ghaddar manages to present a new spatial experience that evokes her own 
‘monde propre’, thus translating personal memories and a past reality into an actively presenced 
experience for the exhibition visitors.  Although what Ghaddar achieves in her work is the 
materialization of trace. She in fact conjures personal effects that embody her memories of her 
house.  She has always referred to her work as trace centered, and therefore makes use of fresco 
as an expressive medium.  
She is successful through her embodiment of those weathering elements indicative of spatial 
occupation and dwelling of habitation, to first convey the existence of presencing or being in the 
moment in a defined space. Although that space is in the past, by appropriating this lived 
experience into the presence of the exhibition space, she manages evoke this experience of 
presencing in the exhibition dweller who has never been in her childhood home let alone is 
familiar with its spatiality.   
 
Here I am arguing towards an enacted spatial experience. Given the above, an aesthetic 
experience of Beirut does not necessarily imply a space of wasting and disposability. It might if 



one were to only examine the physical image at hand. However, as there has been no resolve to 
the conflicting and warring memories of past traumatic experiences, or a serious attempt to 
construct a shared collective imaginary of the present Beirut, I will present in the following 
paragraph an attempt to deter the discussion from trying to reconcile opposing views of the city 
in favor of how certain artistic proposals enable a “process of constructing a mobile 
architectonics of space” (Bruno, 2016: 189) akin to Chafa Ghaddar’s ‘Spectrum’.  
In Abou Warde El-Santa (Abou Warde El-Santa: Rewriting History | LAU News, 2017), a play 
directed by Aliya Khalidi, had the audience, and after being divided into four groups based on 
the color of their entry ticket, to walk and take different paths consisting of varying unfamiliar 
walkways, edges, and landmarks all contained within the premises of the Lebanese American 
University campus, where the play was being held. These paths simulated past wartime 
narratives. “What I decided was to bring in people from four different entrances to the building, 
and have each one of them go on a different trajectory, while watching the same things,” stated 
Khalidi. She had staged different routes with particular details and physical experiences, having 
all four groups however exposed to the same layering of visual images that were being projected 
on various surfaces, as  “the events during the Lebanese war were the same for everyone, but 
what we are stuck on is the angle from which we view the war” (Abou Warde El-Santa: 
Rewriting History | LAU News, 2017). Moving through this performative theatre piece was akin 
to moving through the space of memories, revisiting in a present spatio-temporal being the past. 
Relatively, Guliana Bruno (2016) emphasizes on the role of space in art. She posits that art seeks 
to continuously initiate thinking and enacting space. She draws a similar conclusion when 
dealing with the imaginary of a city. Accordingly, this imaginary becomes that which is 
projected on our own ‘monde propre’. Additionally, for Bruno, this spatial aesthetic is the 
outcome of the accumulation and layering of the urban images and memories across time. Here 
Bruno is asserting that a city’s history determines its spatiality, however, she believes that the 
urban imaginary is open to novel interpretations. Akin to a palimpsest, this imaginary is in a 
constant state of alteration with mnemonic narratives enabling the materialization of unforeseen 
new ones. As for her elaboration on how art is at the forefront of the mobilizing novel 
architectonics of space, Bruno believes that “in art we can feel the texture of an image and the 
substance of a place when layered forms come to be visible on the surface and mnemonic 
coatings become palpable to our sensing” (Bruno, 2016: 189). Aesthetic space then owes much 
of its existence to the past as much as it is activated by a present embodied experience. The 
current users of a city are the ones that are tasked with unlocking the re-imaginative possibilities 
and the multiple paths that ensue. 
“This is because the urban archive contains more than what has actually occurred or already 
happened. It is made up of trajectories of image making that are varied, some not yet existing or 
materialized, others not even achievable” (Bruno, 2016: 189). Based on the former, this 
activation in the case of Beirut is lacking, as there has not been any serious attempt to display 
any of the mnemonic narratives nor to render them the building blocks of more present and 
engaging imaginaries, at least not on the urban scale. Bruno’s argument however does not 
provide a mechanism for the amalgamation of past narratives and its presenced 
reterritorialization. Moreover, Bruno’s interest is in the surface as a haptic space. I am concerned 
here with the founding of a spatio-aesthetic experience that enables a present being of Beirut. 
 
 
 



Witnessing Presence  
In his proposal for a famous landmark in downtown Beirut commonly known as the egg 
photographer architect Anthony Saroufim attempts to answer, “how can we see what the Egg 
saw?” (Khoury, 2017).  The egg is a part of the unfinished Beirut City Center commercial project 
that began being built in 1965. Due to the break of the civil war in 1975 the project was put to a 
halt and it then witnessed the entirety of the war. It withstood significant damages and still bare 
witness to that era through the several shell shrapnel and bullet holes on its façade. Moreover, 
“as a witness of the city’s evolution, the egg was then transformed into an actor, constantly 
shifting roles and adapting to the changing theatrics of the city” (Anthony Saroufim Proposes To 
Transform Beirut's Egg Into A Camera Obscura, 2021). Saroufim opted to transform the egg into 
a camera obscura. Making using of the shrapnel and bullet holes, he places optical lenses that 
magnify, distort, and capture the image of the city and reflect it into the interior space.  
The effect of these lenses and therefore the image formed on the interior is unpredictable and 
unplanned.  Visitors are allowed to circulate on the exterior of the egg moving from one lens 
position to the other. The scaffolding enable the support of the egg’s structure as the lenses were 
placed in the areas that have sustained heavy damage and thus are the most structurally 
vulnerable parts. The interior remains in a pristine un-tampered condition as no access is 
allowed. The camera obscura therefore generates new unforeseen images of Beirut and redefines 
the relationship between the Egg, its spatiality, and the city. Akin to Barthes’ (1993) notions of 
studium and punctum, this work first allows for an in situ survey of the material evidence of 
memory. The damage sustained by the Egg’s exterior throughout the Lebanese war is 
emphasized and highlighted both in the production of an imageability—the placement of the 
lenses—and in the architectural promenade that consists of the supporting structure. Dwelling 
about the scaffolding and being in close proximity to the surface, not only provides visitors with 
an aesthetic experience of the war scars, but puts them in close proximity with an embodied 
experience of the passage of time. The scars as well as the entire surface of the egg was subject 
to many degrading environmental actors; erosion, efflorescence, rust… In the same manner that 
we learn about the passing of time from such actors, bullet holes become yet another layer of 
erosion that hold a temporal lesson of presence. These holes are the products of a past image of 
the city and therefore something that is no longer an actuality, or a present condition. This gets 
me to the punctum notion of Saroufim’s work.  The network of lenses reflects multiple gazes of 
the current city as they sustain it within the interior of the Egg. These gazes overlap thus 
producing an image that is presented for the first time. This presentation of the new unseen 
image is held, or more precisely preserved within the unaltered interior of the structure. The 
proposition here is not about the meaning or the interpretation of such an image. Nor is it 
concerning with the aesthetic value of the result. However, and in contrast to Barthes, the image 
here does not only exist for Saroufim or for any specific subjective viewer, nor is it the result of a 
consensus of what or how to view and represent Beirut. It is in its entirety a being of pure 
presencing. The images “are not actual memory or history itself. However, they become part of 
memories and a modern historical context” (Khoury, 2017). 
 
 
Aesthetics of Presencing and the experience thereof 
Solidere’s answer to a presenced aesthetic experience of Beirut was to create a core that is 
devoid of interpretation. “A flight from interpretation is the attempt to have in the ordinary sense, 
no content” (Sontag, 1966: 101). In this regard, an exercise was held back in 1990 right in the 



midst of the reconstruction project. A series of interviews were conducted with three groups each 
designating a specific age category. The first were university students under the age of 25, whose 
collective opinion was to treat Beirut as a tabula rasa and build everything anew regardless of the 
previous image of the city. Those aged between 24 and 35 were able to recollect on and draw a 
mental image of the city right before the start of the creative destruction process. As for those 
aged between 35 and 45, they all wanted a return to the pre-war image of 1970s Beirut. For each 
of those groups the presence of the city was directly correlated to their personal embodied 
experience and imaginary. “Admittedly, presence in some sense can never be completely 
designed because of how much personal memory and events of history and culture contribute to 
the feeling of a space” (Cruz, 2019: 25). What is required then is not simply an aesthetic 
experience that remains solely a byproduct of the visual impact of the city, or the objects that 
define the imageability of a city. What is required is an encounter with a truely presencing 
experience. 
In recent years Otto Scharmer (2016) proposed a new change management methodology he 
coined theory U. At the heart of this theory lies the procedural concept of presencing. According 
to the author, this concept defines a journey along several paths whereby presence and sensing is 
constantly applied. These paths are enumerated as follows: (1) a movement down the U which 
connects us to the outside world, (2) a movement to the bottom of the U which connects us to the 
world within, (3) a movement up the U which brings forth that which is new (Scharmer, 2021). 
Moreover, these movements enable the meeting of past and future “at the bottom of the U”.  
This concept is not novel as Martin Heidegger first introduced the term presencing (anwesen) in 
his seminal work Being and Time. Although he used the term in developing his philosophy of 
being, for the sake of my argument, it is his use and elaboration on presencing in Poetry, 
Language, Thought (Heidegger, 2001) that I will be referring to. This is where Heidegger deals 
with aesthetics, and where he proposes that an experience of presence might not necessarily 
mean an aesthetic experience. For him presencing suggests an encounter with the work of art 
rather than simply visually experiencing that which is in front of us, the art object. This non-
aesthetic encounter, accordingly, helps enframe a new spatio-temporal being. He believes that 
the actual experience of presence is only brought forth by the withdrawal of subjective 
interpretation. However, phenomenologically speaking, our experience of the world is strictly 
interpretational. Moreover, in the case of the city, those concerned with ‘framing’ its imaging, 
artist, urban designers, and architect, tend to interpret their experience of it either in a conceptual 
manner, or in an experiential way (Bosselmann and Gilson, 1993). The former is abstract and 
stems out of subjective interpretation. As for the latter, it is always reliant on representing how 
the human senses encounter and experience the phenomenological characteristics of 
environments. Both together consist to a larger extent the act of perception and therefore our 
experience of the world, or at least the context we are found in at a given moment in space and 
time. 
For Heidegger (2001), the presencing aspect of a work of art then should present us with the 
possibility of sensing that constitutes that moment. Additionally, he believes that artistic 
experiences enable for that which is naturally fleeting to linger. One thing to clarify here is that 
this bringing forth or ‘enframing’ is not in any way a suspended now, but it alternatively create a 
new spatio-temporal beginning, one that is triggered by and relative to the present-at-handiness 
of the event. This Heidegger explain is an alternative mode where the inability to represent that 
which is in front of us is ‘exposed’. This mode presents itself to us albeit as a pre-conceptual and 
purely sensational experience. This is to say, this exposing characteristic of the event, strips it 



from any presupposed semantic interpretation. Instead of making meaning of the event, we 
should favor a making sense of it.  
A recent interview was conducted with local architect Paul Kaloustian4 on the repercussions of 
the Beirut blast on contemporary buildings that were just finished, or were still under 
construction. Kaloustian stated that the three devastating events that have marred Beirut in 2019-
2020—the economic collapse, the coronavirus, and the blast—forced the Lebanese “to take a 
step back, look from afar and reflect on our reality…the reality being our infected and corrupted 
past life” (Harrouk, 2021). Additonally, Kaloustian referred to this event being a transformative 
act that prompts new possibilities of framing. Instead of immediate reparation or reconstruction, 
which evidently is a step back to the past through restoring what things looked like before the 
event, he proposes to allow for something new to come forth. For Kaloustian however things 
would look after the event is up for imagination, but definitely everything should be new, as 
“when the image is new, the world is new” (Bachelard, 1994: 47). 
 
In this regard, Heidegger propounds that a work of art is an event of presentation in which things 
are distinctively sensed but collectively read based on an immediate presence in a particular 
phenomenological context. This embodied experience not only enables the experience of that 
which is presented but it put forth being in the world. In other words, this notion emphasizes a 
presenced experience that does not allow any recollection or reprisal of past presentations. This 
means art does not re-present that which has was once presented, but brings into attention things 
new things never before considered.  
 
 
Subverting the Photogenic 
Bernard Khoury collaborated with new media designer and architect Yasmine AlMachnouk on a 
commissioned artwork for the National Museum of Contemporary Art and Architecture 
(MAXXI) in 2010.  The project proposes subversion of the passive experience of Beirut and its 
experiential stereotypes. Additionally, the proposal aimed to discredit any form of current or past 
narratives concerning the conflict and the outcome of the war.  
Khoury did not intend this project to be a reconciliation of what has been, nor a clarification of 
the reasons that fueled the civil war. In a Carnivalesque manner, Khoury proposes a roller 
coaster like circuit that utilizes certain landmark destinations that have imbued the city with  a 
photogenic sense. Selections for the route of the roller coaster included  “neo-orientalist 
promenade..start[ing] with the Corniche that has been used and abused by various contemporary 
artists…, all the way to fetishizing the war with the Holiday Inn Hotel and taking you to 'wild' 
destinations such as Tarik el Jdeedeh or even Haret Hreik, which are certainly on the agenda of 
any contemporary curious tourist, as they are much more exoticized now than Solidere 
[Down-town Beirut]” (Abboud, 2021). 
Rendering the city into a joy ride experience, Khoury enables the ‘traveler’ to criticize the 
identity of the city. This is established through an embodied that supersedes any aesthetic or 
spatial tropes that had so far portrayed the city as a wasteland and a space of temporal 
suspension. The ride dwells in between and around what are “expected representations and 

                                                        
4 an article featured on ArchDaily.com entitled “The Contemporary Approach to Rebuilding Cities Post-Disaster: 
The Case of Beirut” featured an interview with three local architects whose work has been affected and damaged by 
the August 04 Beirut blast. 
 



clichés of our city. Beirut becomes an exotic amusement park destined to be consumed through 
representations of a History that escapes us, postcards that will hopefully be deemed historical 
waste” (Khoury, 2021).  
 
 
 
Aesthetics of Dwelling  
Tim Ingold (1993) coins the term dwelling perspective as a means for bridging the cap between 
human beings and the landscape which has been caused by technological, scientific, and 
historical developments. Although this notion is meant to reconcile our relationship with nature, 
for the purpose of this article, I am elaborating on the importance of Ingold’s Dwelling 
perspective in enabling a presencing being within the artificial cityscape. Ingold believes that the 
landscape should be experienced as an unfolding narrative. The natural landscape has evolved 
and witnessed several states throughout time. Therefore it contains a memory that can be lived, 
or embodied. The act of perceiving the landscape as we dwell around it allows us to recollect on 
details and signs. The compilation of such signs will eventually enable us to not only be 
immersed within the landscape, but also more importantly establish a sense of presence and unity 
with it.  
In a critique of the above, John Wylie (2012) states that Ingold’s dwelling affords a way of 
reconfiguring cultural topographies through embodied experience, but seems to neglect the 
fleeting temporality of the present as well as the ever-changing perception caused by constant 
movement about a given space. He believes, moreover, that those two shortcomings are what 
should be emphasized as constant motion throughout the landscape has the ability to generate 
multiple spatial experiences having multiple temporalities. This echoes what I have previsouly 
mentioned concerning my critique of Kevin Lynch’s imageability. As our state fluctuates 
between being stationary at random instances, or being mobile to varying degrees of speed and 
distance. This produces different temporal experiences, and therefore leads to the presentation of 
never before encountered aesthetic experiences. Wylie, however, includes the familiar and its 
representation as that which can collaborate to this novel experience through a reconfiguration of 
such elements to fit personal narratives. Inhabitants who are tediously familiar with the city will 
eventually map their own trajectory accordingly. He adds, these familiar sights are the products 
of others and therefore any experience that ensues is never particular or specific to one subjective 
meaning, but answers to global needs. But what if any attempt at dwelling is strictly based on 
performance rather than cognition? This means that instead of the pre-determined knowledge of 
the destination as well as the reliance on pre-determined landmarks and anchoring points, can a 
consideration of the performance of the materials, and the events of these landmarks introduce a 
new aesthetic experience? As I have demonstrated in Khoury’s subversive proposal, this 
derailing is not only a physical possibility given the speed of the journey or its precarious tracks, 
but the very perceptive act of what tourists and locals alike pre-supposed to be the image of 
Beirut is subverted and re-evaluated.   
 
 
Aesthetics of Death and Wasting 
Perhaps, the most traumatic experience that marks Beirut’s image is death. From mass graves, 
sites where executions and violent acts took place, to the poverty and socio-environmental 
atrocities that leave numerous ridden with disease and in fatal situations.  



In this sense, Architect Samer Eid (2014) attests to even set up the conversations Lebanese in 
general and Beirutis in particular never seemed to have a propos death.  
The unspoken, unshared, and unavailable communication that would have led to produce an 
image of presencing takes form in an experimental proposal. When it comes to the reconstruction 
of Beirut, he believes that there has been no discussion or debate concerning forms of knowledge 
that this entire urban reconstruction embodies. Moreover, instead of embracing the tragedy of the 
events, the historical context and the traumatic impact were undermined to the extent of being 
denied presence. This was in favor of a deceptive urban experience aimed only at profit making. 
“Hence, the threat of a schism still lurks, for without dialogue no lessons can be learned and 
reflections can never be translated into dynamic fields of action. So it could be argued that such a 
society failed to deal with death” (Eid, 2014).  
 
Consequently, there exists several burial sites dispersed around the city and that mainly contain 
victims of the war. Each of these sites is marked with a particular secular aesthetic. Despite the 
fact that they all suffered the same fate under the same violent circumstances, religious divide 
and rivalry persists. “In a country with a complex religious map, where multitudes of groupings 
and splinter sects rule with intricate patterns of divisions and rivalry, a unifying culture of death 
should prevail. Needless to say, such a society needs a monument that unifies through history 
and death” (Eid, 2014). Eid proposes to consider an accidental landmark icon of the war, the 
Murr Tower. This tower stands at the southeastern perimeter of the downtown area and had been 
unfinished ever since construction work stopped in 1978. Its 40 floors and strategic location 
rendered it the ideal landmark for snipers. Moreover, it delineated the green line separating west 
Beirut and east Beirut. As a witness to the atrocities of the war, and having been an actor in some 
of it, this tower turned urban warfare icon, is to be transformed into MOR.TUARY.  
The role of the human interaction and embodied presence is central to the achievement of this 
space. The tower is hollowed out and a system of vertical circulation is put in place linking 
overlapping prismatic levels. Each contains a specific program based on communication and 
encounter with other dwellers. The upper levels are reserved to storing and burying the dead. 
Those have already been dead and lost or neglected or even purposefully hidden as to deny the 
gravity of the atrocities of war. These bodies will be transported via a funicular system linking 
the tower with the network of burials around the city. Designated spaces enable dwellers to share 
or communicated their memories, or meditate and reflect on their own existence. The final 
destination of the journey leads to the ‘living dead lair’ where bodies are cremated and released 
unto the city’s atmosphere (Eid, 2014). 
The very fact of digging up all these graves and exhuming the bodies whilst displaying their trip 
from underground places to the highest point in the city calls for a collective experience of the 
affective qualities that define Beirut. Through exhuming the dead, we enact the excavation and 
of the historical and cultural layers that have shaped the city throughout history. By transporting 
the dead we follow lines of actions and paths that link the various ‘hotzones’ and subvert the 
neo-orientalist promenade through further derailing. And finally, by cremating the bodies, we 
forgo of the locality of traumatic past experiences embodied in the victims of the war.  
“This body expresses place in itself: its point of view is none other than the perspective that 
place brings with it” (Casey, 2013: 173). Therefore, the dead bodies are burdened with the 
representation and the literally embodiment of violence, trauma make up a haunting space. 
Remembering the dead is linked with the location they rest and the cause of death. What if the 
location was the cause? Therefore, the very places of resting become catalysts of introspective 



images, memories of what have been. The excavation, transportation, and eventual subsuming 
smoke from the crematorium enshroud this introspection with a citywide extrospective percept. 
“Transposed to the realm of ideational and disembodied existence”(Sørensen, 2009: 125) expired 
embodied experiences of the city’s past dissipate as they contrast the physical presence of those 
currently living. “This presencing event becomes the site for realization, where what has begun 
in the domain of affects is actualized or more appropriately embodied” (Akoury, 2020). 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
In the 2012 remake of Total Recall5, and after having strange recollections, and conflicting 
memories, the protagonist Douglas Quaid/Carl Hauser goes to meet with Matthias, a dissident 
character who has the knowledge and technology to access and extract information from the 
human brain. 
As they first meet, they have a conversation where Quaid/Hauser tells Matthias that he has come 
here to remember so he can be myself or who he was again. Matthias asks him why would he 
want to do that? Moreover he informs him that the answers about who we truly are always lies in 
the present and never in the past. Quaid/Hauser proceeds to reply that the past is what shapes us 
into what we’ve become. Matthias then suggests, “the past is a construct of the mind. It blinds 
us. It fools us into believing it. But the heart wants to live in the present. Look there. You'll find 
your answer” (Total Recall, 2012). Similarly, Memory, in the case of Beirut, does not simply 
present itself as a series of recollections, but is a question anchored deeply in identity.  
“It is true that Solidere rebuilt a city where everything had been torn down, with new buildings, 
spaces, dwellings and shops, but it is quite evident that it was not successful in building a new 
civic life, in a process involving the living society and was not interested in speaking to the heart 
and soul of Beirutis” (quoted in Bravo, 2017). 
There is a constant questioning as to whether we need the city to be what it was in the past again 
or if we should focus on the how it truly is in the present. This question has been influential on 
the image of the city; both that which is represented and perceived. However, this article has 
argued that there are artistic attempts to not only subvert the images of the past, whether those of 
the pre-war glorious golden years or of the atrocious ruination of the civil war. These artworks 
however utilize the debased spatiality, scarred appearances, and the deeply inherent sense of 
malaise to create an alternative aesthetic condition that liberate city dwellers and the Lebanese in 
general from the deadlock of compulsory suspension of the current moment. Moreover these 
alternatives present us with new images that prompt an epitomized insight of the presence.  
Beirut today is in ruins, a bleak present akin to the desert of the real.6 Wasteland, deaths, 
destruction, and an overall frustration, the phoenix has been maimed beyond rejuvenation, its 
will broken, its reason for living questioned. Will these proposed images influence urban 
planners and city legislators in rejuvenating Beirut? And more importantly, would the embodied 
experiences of such projects inspire a change in the collective perception of Beirut? 
 

                                                        
5 the first movie version was directed by Paul Verhoeven in 1990 and loosely based on “We Can Remember it for 
You Wholesale” by Philip K. Dick. 
6 in the 1999 film The Matrix Morpheus reveals the truth about the real world with scorched skies and wastelands 
due to massive warfare as he announces, “welcome to the desert of the real” 
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