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How art is helping Beirut recover from the
ravages of war

13 April 2018

With a multitude of recognised religions, Beirut is the Arab world’s most diverse city. But
for 15 years a civil war ravaged the Lebanese capital. In An Art Lovers' Guide, ALASTAIR
SOOKE and JANINA RAMIREZ discover how culture is helping it to recover from its

troubled past.

L

Jorge Rodriguez-Gerada created this graffiti on a building riddled with shrapnel holes | © Photo Joseph
Eid / AFP Photo / Getty
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Despite coming to an end
in 1990, the devastating “
effects of the Lebanese

civil war are still starkly
apparent in parts of

People say

Beirut. 1 1

e here, it’s as if
What of the artistic amneSty has
responses to the conflict? turned to
In 2017, Cuban-American amnesia
artist Jorge Rodriguez- . .
Gerada used a shrapnel- Janina Ramirez

pocked building as a

canvas for a huge piece of

graffiti. The work,

depicting a child playing with a piece of computer
hardware, was commissioned by the Beirut Digital
District, a project which is attempting to, in part, heal the
wounds of that conflict. (Critics have argued, however,
that the BDD is more concerned about gentrifying
impoverished neighbourhoods than anything else.)

While the Foreign Office advises against travel to
southern suburbs of Beirut, Beirut wasn't visually what
Janina Ramirez expected.

She says: "The ancient market, or souk, is the historic
heart of the city, but there’s not much trace of its past
left. And in some areas of the city, it's hard to see that
Lebanon ever suffered a civil war. In the 25 years since the
end of the war, everywhere you look has been rebuilt and
repurposed.

"For many Beirutis the rebuilding went too far. Hardly a
trace of the war remains, and you can’t help noticing
there’re no memorials. As people say here, it’s as if
amnesty has turned to amnesia."

There are some people though, like architect Youssef
Haidar, who are actively trying to remember.

Beit Beirut — House of Beirut — was an old residential
block that became a notorious sniper’s den on the war’s
frontline. Youssef Haidar was commissioned to turn this
house into a memorial.
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The modern-looking old town in Beirut
| © imageBROKER / Alamy
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Youssef tells Janina about the philosophy behind the
reconstruction: "This building is a living being and
working with it is a healing process. We work like
surgeons, we heal the wounds, and if some part is
missing, we replace it with a prosthetic element.”

Why preserve a place responsible for the deaths of so
many innocent people?

It's only at close quarters that you can see how a
functional object could become something else. After
showing Janina the interior of the building, Youssef takes
her outside. He says: "All you see in fact is a door.

Youssef Haidar shows Paris mayor
Anne Hidalgo around Beit Beirut. The
French capital provides project

i ‘ management help | © Joseph Eid /
Generally you are afraid of a tank or a soldier, you are AFP Photo / Getty

never afraid of a door or a house. But the house in this
case became a weapon or a killing machine."

Janina is incredibly moved by see Beit Beirut at first hand.
She says: "It’s a scarred building, but what | think Youssef
has done so amazingly is he’s not shied away from that,
he’s not sugared the pill. It’s unflinching, it’s disturbing,
it's moving, but it’s actually really beautiful."

But its not just in retrospect that Lebanese artists
engaged with the topic of war - they also created work
about the conflict while it was still going on.

Abdel Hamid Baalbaki, a
Shia Muslim who t‘
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witnessed the fighting, L]
created arguably the most
famous image of the

In his mind, it
Ic:?;[;céc, The War Mural, was the whole
city of Beirut
that was being

destroyed
Saleh Barakat

Baalbaki died in 2013, but
Alastair Sooke finds out
more about the story of
this painting from
Baalbaki's friend, gallery
owner Saleh Barakat.

Barakat says: "He had to

leave Beirut because of the bombings. On the way to the
south he saw the village of Damur being burned, the
massacre. That affected him deeply. He saw everyone
fighting as monsters. The ones suffering were the poor
people. | can see here there’s a figure actually aflame,
burning.

"But in his mind, it was the whole city of Beirut that was
being destroyed. It feels he’s going for a timeless,
mythical effect. These strange, gloomy creatures of the
night - owls, bats. He came up with all these monsters,
the people behind the wars, the people that financed the
wars."

Despite the peace, Beirut is still largely split
demographically between Muslim West and Christian
East. But contemporary Lebanese artists like Yazan
Halwani are working to create art which resonates across
divisions.
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The War Mural (1976)
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Saleh Barakat Gallery
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44 likes
ecritureautomatique

#schedulemetonight #beirut #beyrouth

#opening #vernissage at 7pm
@salehbarakatgallery
ABDEL HAMID BAALBAKI 1940-2013

Saleh Barakat Gallery invites you to a retrospective of
Abdel Hamid Baalbaki‘s work. The opening night will
coincide with the book launch of a monograph on the
artist by Gregory Buchakjian.

The retrospective showcases Abdel Hamid Baalbaki's
oeuvre from his early years as a student at the Lebanese
University's Institute of Fine Arts until his last paintings of
the mid 2000s. As an artist whose practice developed
during the years of the war, Baalbaki was concerned with
how to represent his reality. He rejected the aestheticism
of many of his peers, and refused to participate in the art
salons of his time in resistance of art's commodification.
He sought a critical form of realism to address the
everyday in his region of Jabal Amel in the Lebanese
South. Inspired by the Mexican muralists’ engagement
with socialist realism, he produced “murals”, but on the
portable medium of canvas. Towards the end of his life,
he began to paint landscapes as a way to confront the
rise of ecological disaster, as well as the political
desolation that accompanied the emergence of the new
world order.

#artcontemporain #contemporaryart #lebanon #liban
#salehbarakatgallery #mexicanmuralism #retrospective
#abdelhamidbaalbaki #jabalamel #landscape #mural
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Lebanese diva Sabah appears on a side wall of a building in Beirut's Hamra district | © Joseph Eid / AFP
Photo / Getty

Alastair went to meet him in Hamra, a traditionally Sunni Muslim area in West Beirut. It was previously
known for its vibrant cultural scene but became more commercial following the end of the civil war.

Yazan has brought art back to the area with a massive mural of legendary singer Sabah, a figure popular
with all. "She came from a a Christian community," Yazan says, "but she was loved everywhere. She is one
of the few figures able to transcend the sectarian cultural barriers.

"What | do in the public sphere is to create artworks which create some sense of unity, or searches for a
national identity. | think the soul of Beirut is in this internal quest for finding the soul of Beirut. Lebanon

has always been in flux, you cannot peg any identity on it because it’s in transit."

An Art Lovers' Guide: Beirut will be on BBC Four at 9pm on Monday 16 April and afterwards on BBC
iPlayer.
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