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INTRODUCTION

On Jayce Salloum’s
‘There Was and There Was Not’

In ‘There Was and There Was Not’, Jayce Salloum presents objects he collected during his
sojourn in Lebanon in 1992-1993. As a second generation Canadian of Lebanese descent,
Salloum's travel to Lebanon was a return of sorts; a return not to a geographical locale once lived
in, but to a strangely familiar Lebanon. ‘There Was and There Was Not’ is an exploration of what
constitutes Lebanon as a familiar space, one that is recognized but also inevitably mis-recognized.
It is important to keep in mind the dis-
tinct places of Beirut and Lebanon as par-
ticular representatives of the Orient not
only for Europeans but for other western-
ers and Arabs in general. The naming
and visualizing of the Lebanon of the past
two decades betrays an ambivalence that
is apparent in the popular media’s oscil-
lation between nostalgia and fear in its

coverage of Lebanon. In the 1940's,
50’s, and 60’s, Beirut and its residents were often represented as the Middle East’s most cos-
mopolitan. But by the mid-1970's, when the civil war broke out, Beirut relinquished its title as the
‘Paris of the Middle East’ only to adopt the mare damning association with anarchy and destruc-
tion. Jayce Salloum’s ‘There Was and There Was Not' must be viewed and examined alongside
these fantastic and baffling characterizations that have dominated western and Arab popular
media coverage of Lebanon.

The objects displayed in ‘There Was and There Was Not' constitute a particular kind of
archive; an archive that functions as both artifact and repository, a body of records as well as &
place. This archive brings together objects that usually circulate in different contexts, and places
that seldom occupy the same space. The artist’s studio thus becomes the gallery, the gallery the
artist's studio; the matchbox is within range of an exploded shell placed close to a lottery ticket
and a 5 Lebanese Lira bill. However, this is by no means an arbitrarily structured archive.
Syntagmatic and paradigmatic relationships abound as Salloum unpacks formal, political, and cu-
tural relations between private and public objects, documents, and places. In this work, Salloum
also exhaustively blends the audio, visual, and literary typical and atypical encapsulations through
which Beirut and Lebanon are experienced and understood. If these are the ‘lenses’ that shape
the language, perception, and form of the encounter with Lebanon, Salloum’s compilation points
not to their mis-representation of the place he visited, but to the hold they have on him. His
exhaustive collection inevitably points to what also escapes these representations and objects,
that which is in excess of them. ‘There Was and There Was Not's productive aspect is that this
excess is not situated outside the journey, the type, the souvenir postcard, but rather emerges
through them, through Salloum’s exhaustive compilation of documents and objects. In this show,
Salloum’s interest is not with a facile ideological reading of seemingly banal and stereotypical - and
as such politically fraught - objects and representations of Lebanon and the Orient in general.
Salloum redeems the objects and representations he collected not by ignoring the political and ide-
ological assumptions that inform their status as objects of knowledge, but by highlighting how they
also function as forms of identification. Salloum points, in other words, to how these objects and
representations always make possible and plausible different ways through which Lebanese and
non-Lebanese subjects are formed. The documents and objects are also not simply on display. In
this show, they are seen ‘at work’, as they connect and/or are distanced physically, politically, and
formally from the other objects and documents they share a room with. They inevitably point to
the producer’s critical attention to the various relations between objects and representations that
shaped his encounter with Lebanon, and raise the following questions: What do we come to know
and how do we come to know anything about Lebanon from the representations and objects pre-
sented in ‘There Was and There Was Not'?

- Walid Ra'ad

Walid Ra'ad, a Lebanese media artist, is an Assistant Professor of Video Production and Cultural Studies at Hampshire College. Ra'ad holds
a PhD in Cultural and Visual Studies from the University of Rochester, his dissertation is titled: Beirut ... (& la folie): A Cultural Analysis of
the Abduction of Westerners in Lebanon in the 1980's.

..this is not Beirut..
an interview / essay
with Jayce Salloum and Francois Dion

Francois Dion: After reading a lot of articles on your work to prepare for this dialogue, a question
came to mind ; is it possible to isolate a part of your practice as an artist, let's say your video tapes,
or your photography, or installation work and consider it individually? Any attempt at questioning and
analyzing these aspects of your work as if they were wholes, standing for themselves, seems to me
practically impossible since they are so dependently linked in their process of realization, as in the
subjects they address. Taking the nature of your theoretical and practical methodology, the constant
questioning of the conventions involved, your use and re-use of materials found and collected
(iconography, film and media footage, sound recordings, concepts...), | believe it is reductive to talk
or write about your work in terms of separate fields of cultural and artistic practices.

An installation such as, * &S L & 5 (Kan ya ma Kan) / There was and there was not’
seems to exemplify what | just said. The gallery is filled with paper clippings, video monitors, pho-
tos, posters, plans and postcards, etc. This collection of material related to Lebanon is not precisely



dated nor can we identify a common source for its components. | think that, contrary to what Molly
Hankwit* implies in a recent article, all this accumulation of material and information came not only
from ‘many excursions to, and prolonged stays in, Lebanon’. Extensively diverse in its content and
in its variety and degree of ‘exoticism’, the found material must have come from America, Europe,
the Middle East and elsewhere. Obviously, this whole accumulation is not about how Others see
themselves but how representation occurs here and there and through the world; in the past, until
now, and simultaneously; in the media, on the web, as in the banal postcard. These collected mat-
erials show the multiple viewers implied in this complex issue as well as the consequently multi-
plied facets of the reality supposedly addressed. All this underlines an uncanny familiarity with the
image of the Other, precisely because representations (especially the ones that address cultural
and political means) deal with many conventions, stereotypes, prejudices and misunderstandings
that lead our attempt to know about what is going on out there. A question of yours summarizes
this : ‘Who are we really talking about, us or them, or some other construction in-between’?

Jayce Salloum: | do consider all aspects of my work separate from each other, both as separate
mediums and as separate pieces within each medium. This is out of necessity and practicality, a
type of filing system where in order to be productive the burden of representation has to be broken
down into manageable units. They are all linked conceptually as well as physically and in the gener-
al sense there is an overall project, in this case, the ‘Lebanon Project’, before that others that were
less specific such as the 10 year project dealing exclusively with appropriated media imagery, and
now a current project that has to do with urbanization and the discourse of resistance. There are
sub-groups, for instance this installation which in its totality is comprised of components, some of
which are made to be viewed both within and outside of the installation, e.g. the ‘wall works', the
single channel videotapes, the light boxes, and the large photo text series ‘(sites+) demarcations’.
In each of the components are other units of relative separation/identification i.e. clusters
(images/objects depicting the same physical or conceptual areas of specific historical and social
importance), stacks (various collections/files strategically placed), piles (loosely configured stacks),
clipboards (of enlarged quotes/text excerpts), loops (edited video/audio sequence?, shelves (the-
matically/conceptually arranged), strips (SX-70 Polaroids shot live and from videotape which was
recorded using the video camera as an image collecting device, oblique indicators of representation,
highlighting the process(es) of mediation, and forming markers of position, distance, closeness, and
nostalgia, [L f. Gk(nostos return home, algos pain)]), boxes (idiosyncratically categorized), bundles
(of documents and records), lists (informational, not quantifying/qualifying but critiquing this strain
of scientific materialism), and object/spatial designations; desktop, west floor-left corner, east wall,
right of entrance, etc. There are thematic areas that can contain several units or parts of them, the
central areas being the ones focusing on South Lebanon, the ‘Orient’/Orientalism, and sites of sig-
nificance. Though not a singular area my working process, interface, or evidence of construction
permeates the material surfacing at many points throughout the installation. Each of these units of
measure could be read and talked about metonymically (determining the chain, linkages) or as
synecdoches (in a part to the whole relationship) because that is the way they are constructed, each
unit a microcosm of the general paradigm. The isolation of something is always an artificial act in

__its production as well as its reception, it is a necessary stage from both directions and as material
traverses culture and media, being re-used, recycled, so must the viewers' interaction shift in their
range of experiences available inside the piece. This movement is cyclical, as material and refer-
ences reappear in different forms and the temporal is highlighted within the spatial fix.

The means to these ends (which are actually just beginnings) are never clear. | shun the for-
mulaic in preference to changing modes of interpretation/interpolation midstream. As viewers our
capabilities are not usually challenged enough, my work can be overwhelming on first glance/gasp
and demanding from one end to the other. Hopefully there are rewards and pleasures taken along
the way and from the levels of interaction evident in past installments (people spend hours sifting
through the materials), it does change the notion of an exhibition and the relationship the view-
er/reader has with the work.

Framing this discussion and work of this nature are issues of polarity or positionality. It is
imperative that we know where we are speaking from in that by extension we are always talking
about ourselves, well, if not ‘about’, then ‘of or at least ‘from’ there's no escaping this, it's inher-
ent in the process of language, enunciation and speech. The real emphasis should be on, ‘how’
are we talking , ‘what’ are we saying - how this relates to all three positions (“..us or them, or some
other construction in-between”), especially the one in flux, and who are we ‘speaking to’. Isn't that
the essence of communication, that
there are these three overlaying predica-
ments which are entwined, and somehow
in the mix, sense and non-sense is made,
we relate to predetermined realities and
are exposed to new or at least different
ones. The directional shifts and avail
able/refined intelligibility determine who
one is ‘speaking to’. This installation is

structured to be read or interacted with
by different people at different levels of accessibility to the material (linguistically, semiotically, polit-
ically or personally) and to the historical and personal connections to the ‘site’ in question.

FD : So we do agree on the fact that these units you distinguish in terms of practicality and man-
ageability are something like microcosms of a more general paradigm. And this is where your work
is particularly interesting, in trying to articulate the “space” between the unit and the general. | think
that the important contribution art can have in the broader field of contemporary thought is to put
the accent on this interface, on the relation between the unit and the more general paradigm. This
underlines the existence of some conceptual gaps in the perception of reality and in representa-
tions of this reality. Somehow, this is an inquiry, a kind of resistance. Could it be resistance that
runs through your work as a general paradigm? It seems like all the “units” put emphasis on the
idea of resistance: to different types of power, to conflicts conceived in terms of polarity, to a pas-
sive conception of cultures and cultural activities.



Your tape ‘..This is not Beirut’, is to me an example of one of these units. Some parts of this
and other tapes have this capability to make us aware of interfaces. I'm thinking here of the image
of a bush, on the front line, behind which the positions of the belligerents are known, explained but
invisible; and this long circular pan, in a Beirut apartment, creating a “circle of friends” in what could
be taken for a desolated city; or this other apartment in the south of Lebanon with its ‘Eastern’
decor. And the constant questioning, the constant move that we can also find in your photo work.
The issue here seems to be like a refusal of fixed and typical aspects of reality and an emphasis
on the complexity and activity within contexts or sites. In this view, the resistance in play here is an
inquiry, a “work to be done within the machine” as Paul Virilio would say. Which is also what poli-
tics is all about. How do you define resistance and politics in your attempt to analyze and work on
and in a specific context or site?

JS: This distinction of units of work is not made only in terms of administrative functioning, this sep-
aration due to practicality is the least important aspect; the most important determination is the
conceptualization of the perceived political and social exigence and through the process of making
the work, determining the most appropriate format to offer, describe and make present these fac-
tors in/on the site being present(ed). For instance, in order to present the case of South Lebanon;
the continued aggressions, bombings and blatant oppression in many different forms by Israel in
this area since 1973, their establishment and maintenance of ‘detention (interrogation and torture)
centres in South Lebanon since 1978, the passing of UN Resolution 425 (March 18, 1978) calling
for the ‘unconditional withdrawal of all Israeli forces from the area’, and the almost total lack of rep-
resentation of these concerns here in the ‘west’ and the complete support of Israeli actions by our
successive (Canadian, American and European) governments, one has to develop a multi-faceted
strategy to deal with this, a strategy that is essentially informational, materially conditional, critical
and aesthetic/visceral/tactile. As you can see in the installation and in the tapes, the political and
social issues are cycled through various manners of depiction and elucidation, and recycled into the
different mediums and acts of presentation. Many of the images and objects | use function in this
manner and are dragged through the discursive mill, enacting this ‘resistance’ that you picked up
on earlier. As a ‘general paradigm’ | would agree, ‘resistance’ could be thought of as a key, the
underlying precept to the impetus of my work. Some of the visible layers to this ‘resistance’ are
the ‘gaps’ in representation and perception, the leaps of faith or suspension of ‘disbelief’, the
enjoining of the previously mentioned conceptual ‘gaps’, the contextualization within and outside of
other discourses, the politicized decoding of documents/objects, the reliance on a combination of
meticulously packaged ‘information’, speculative conjunctions, formalist materiality, a visceral, tac-
tile engagement that draws viewers in for hours at a time and the severance of nostalgia and lin-
gering sensuality when one leaves the space.

In the videotape "..This is not Beirut', the interfaces are made evident, this is the first step in
identifying an inherent ‘politic’ or ‘political entity’. | rely heavily on the ability in myself to produce
and in the viewer to perceive/reproduce dialectical montage as not solely a representational sys-
tem but as representational of ‘what?’, as directly referential to the situation on the ground, in the

_site and in the context of the subjects and forces at work, including the relationship to the view-
er's/producer’'s assumptions, previous knowledge/experience and the constructions of our collec-
tive and individual psyches. Lebanon was chosen as the site for much of my recent work because
it embodies the dilemma, the ‘crisis’ of (mis)representation involved with the contestation/inscrip-
tion of identity, identity politics and the agency of resistance, militant, quotidian, philosophical, and
representational. In the work we produced there not only was ‘resistance’ being represented, the
resistance to the occupation of South Lebanon by the Israeli Army, the resistance to the represen-
tations that were in circulation, and resistance to the notion of Lebanon as a ‘laboratory’ for the
West (both actual and metaphorical in the testing of new & banned warfare technology, in the ‘cov-
erage’ by writers, journalists, travelers and ‘experts’, and as a case study for social/cultural stud-
ies), but ‘resistance’ was also being (re)produced structurally, formally, and ideologically in the
pieces themselves albeit in a much different capacity. In the videotape ‘Up to the South’ we the
viewers are continually being addressed, through us the mediators, confronted and challenged by
the 'South’ Lebanese.

This is part of the definition, as a matter of praxis (practical action) in the modes of cultural
production we are involved in as viewers, commentators and producers, going beyond a simple level
of the recognition of injustice to scrutinize the underlying ideologies at work and the hold they have
on us. There is a public and private aspect to this experiential mode of interaction/interpolation with
an artwork, | try to collide the ‘normally’ distinct spaces of political discourse/inquiry and subjec-
tive presence to collapse the ‘objective’ positionality of the critical observer and the position of the
engaged subject. When the subjective inclinations and presence of the viewer and producer meet,
the experience is changed from passive to active.

NOTES

1. Front Magazine, Western Front, Vancouver, Vol.6, #4, 4/95.

2. The five videotape loops consist of;

i) A sequence of pre-war (pre 1975) Lebanese postcards currently in circulation, with audio overlays from personal notes, texts, recorded
radio and music followed by a second sequence of silent black & white film footage shot in Beirut in 1933 by tourists from Florida.

il) A long shot from the ‘Bourg/Place des Martyrs', of the Rivoli building ‘ORIENT" billboard in a slow zoom out showing the square and peo-
ple out on a sunny afternoon. Superimposed over this is a text roll of metaphors/descriptions of Lebanon and Beirut taken from western head-
lines and journalistic accounts, sequenced in a chronological gradation, i.e. 'Paris of the Orient, Switzerland of the Middle East, Jewel of the
Levant, The Last Sanctuary, City of Etemity, City of Bliss, Crossroads of Civilization' — ‘A Polyglot Worid, A City of Middiemen, The Suckling
Child, A Trojan Horse, Improbable City" — ‘City of Regrets, City of Fear, Forbidden City, Hell by the Sea, Lebanam, Land Beyond Redemption”
— ‘Neither Victors Nor Vanquished, Une Ville Qui Refuse de Mourir, Mille fois Morte/Mille Fois Revécue’. This is followed by a ‘Chicken and
the Bean’ story told during an interview with by Abu Bischara followed by a murky image of Beirut seen in the distance from the sea.

iii) Video and audio clips from film archives, tourism films, western movies, interviews, news reports and documentaries on Lebanon. This
is followed by footage of Bob Hope giving an ad-ib performance for the US marines in Beirut in 1983. Subsequent to this is a news report
on the marines’ lack of televised football during their Thanksgiving dinner; and ‘live’ uncut footage of an American joumalist reporting from
a downed Israeli jet while he was being shot at by snipers.

iv) A collection of 1975-85 testimonial interviews with participants in the Lebanese national resistance movement/‘sacrificial martyrs' (their
label), before they committed ‘suicide’ (the West's label) operations against the occupying Israeli (IDF)/SLA (South Lebanese Amy) forces;
followed by LNRM (Lebanese National Resistance Movement) militia/PPS (Parti Populaire Syrien) party archives of historical reenactments
of operations and attacks (in Arabic).

v) A series of tracking shots from an automobile taken while driving through Lebanon with Walid Ra"ad, with voice-over conversation/discur-
sive struggles about the nature of working our media projects in Lebanon, and our positions in relationship to this construction of ‘knowl-
edge’/information as westerners and people from the region.

: os LL le (Kan ya ma Kan) / There was and there was not’, has been exhibited at American Fine Arts, Co.-New York, New Langton
Arts-San Francisco, Western Front-Vancouver, Kunstierhaus Bethanien-Berlin, the Shedhalle-Zurich and Update ‘96-Copenhagen. In late 1996 it
will continue to be exhibited and produced as an ongoing research & exhibition project at Optica Gallery-Montréal and YYZ Artists’ Outlet-Toronto.



Jayce Salloum has been working in installation, video, photography and mixed media since 1975, as well as curating exhibitions, conduct
ing workshops and coordinating cultural events. His work deals with a variety of contexts critically engaging itself in the representation of cuk
tural manifestations and other cultures, Salloum has shown at numerous institutions throughout North & South America, Europe, the Middle
East and other regions, including venues such as American Fine Arts, P.S.1. - New York, LACE - Los Angeles, The Wexner Center - Ohio, Walker
Arts Center; Oboro, Articule, Optica GalleryMontréal; Westem Front, Contemporary Art Gallery - Vancouver, Canadian Museum of
Contemporary Photography - Ottawa, Galerie Nationale du Jeu de Paume - Paris, Kunstlerhaus Bethanien - Berlin, Museo Nacional Centra De
Arte Reina Sofia, American University of Beirut and Théatre de Beyrouth.

Frangols Dion is an art historian and critic living in Montréal. His work has concentrated around different aspects of photographic represen-
tation and other contemporary art practices. More recently, he has been working on the concept of time and its integration in various recent
art practices. He curated the exhibition ‘Emprunts’, for the Galerie Vox (Montréal) in 1995 and was assistant curator for ‘Les Absences de
la Photographie’ presented at the Goethe Institut, Montréal in October 1995. Frangois Dion is a board member of Optica,

“(...) Salloum's work is intimate, re-tracing his career which began in 1975 and pointing to the philo-
sophical journey which any artist, but particularly an artist who works with issues of identity, makes
through his or her life. That Salloum has chosen to explore his history by linking his family to its rural
roots in Lebanon, pursuing a means to document the elusive city of Beirut and the colonial presence
in South Lebanon, and simultaneously providing us with a critique of the western media for its ori-
entalist bent and open his world to strangers, allows * QIS LG OG (Kan ya ma Kan) / There was
and there was not ' to be read in a variety of contexts which when combined draw head-on the muk-
tifaceted problem of history itself. In adroitly jamming the systems we so easily take for granted,
Salloum has created an original and empowered methodological mirror in which ideologically-imposed
images are made crystal clear, and lose, by exposure, their hold on perception.”

-Molly Hankwitz in ‘Art Papers’, May/June 1995, of the installation in the ‘Cultural Attaché' series at New Langton Arts, San Francisco.

Molly Hankwitz is the curator for visual art at Artists' Television Access, San Francisco. Her writing has been featured in Art Papers, Leonardo
Online, the New Mission News (San Francisco), and in the forthcoming anthology, ‘Architecture and Feminism™Yale Publications on
Architecture, Princeton Architectural Press.
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