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3. SURFACE CITY 

 

 

The reconstruction of Beirut continues. No-one would still dare to believe in the 

resurrection of this city “punished for its insouciance.” The city centre takes on form. [...] 

The buildings have been redone. With their façades of pretty pale ochre, their sandstone 

bricks called ramlé, they have something illuminating. But there it is: posh people occupy 

the restaurants and cafés; tourists stroll in the aseptic streets; the artisans of the old days 

have been dislodged; the regulars have lost their bearings; the memory places no longer 

exist. All of it seems too artificial. Like a theatre set. 

- Alexandre Najjar (2005: 458) 

 

 

“The Novel of Beirut,” written by Alexandre Najjar, from which the epigraph above has 

been excerpted, is a nostalgic historical account of the city of Beirut, conveyed to the 

narrator by an elderly upper class Christian. Nostalgia certainly runs through this 

description of contemporary Beirut’s Central District: “the artisans of the old days,” “the 

regulars,” “the memory places.” This nostalgia is a widespread sentiment in 

contemporary Beirut. More interestingly, this quotation offers other causes too for the 

sense of absence that the district inspires. Economic exclusion is one of them, 

represented by the “posh people” in the restaurants; inauthentic influences coming from 

the outside, represented by the tourists; exaggerated cleanliness, too, of the “pretty pale 

ochre” façades and the “aseptic” streets; and, finally, a sense of irrecuperable loss, 

because Najjar asserts that there is no longer any hope of resurrection. In a way, he 

argues that the superficiality of the post-war city proves the myth of recurrent rebirth 

wrong. The result is a theatre set, meaning that in this city any sense of belonging or 

even of reality has been lost. 

 This chapter analyzes similar imaginaries of Beirut Central District, as well as 

representations of Beirut more broadly, through the concept of superficiality. Building 

upon a scholarly tradition that has theorized the relation between city life and the 

modern condition, my analyses demonstrate that superficiality is a flexible notion, which 
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expresses a complex relation to social space in Beirut, a relation that is characterized by 

temporal disruption. The first section will briefly conceptualize “superficiality,” linking 

the concepts of “alienation” and “the spectacle” as they have been developed in relation 

to European and American cities since the end of the nineteenth century. The 

subsequent sections each conceptualize a material surface in the urban environment of 

Beirut, enriching the understanding of superficiality as the alienation of the spectacle 

with a range of complex layers, including imitation, disguise, erasure and exclusion. 

These layers are all interrelated and sometimes hard to distinguish. The aspects 

distinguished by sections are not meant as rigorous categories, but rather as nuanced 

shades of meaning, each overlapping, complementing and often reinforcing each other. 

 Running throughout the different sections is the temporality of the surface. The 

suspended now, as I have developed it in chapter one, recurs in various manifestations. 

Superficiality is almost invariably understood to effect or to constitute a disconnection 

from the past. As a result, the environment inspires a sense of emptiness or absence, a 

sense of not belonging. Interestingly, this leads to often psychoanalytic formulations of 

an ailing national or urban identity. I argue that these are harmful because they tend to 

essentialize identity and construct some lost pure authenticity – in the transitional city – 

which is particularly problematic in a place like Beirut, where there has never been a 

majority agreement on such a thing as identity (see the sections on Lebanese identity 

constructions in the introduction, pp. 14-24). 

 In contrast, some texts and objects employ urban surfaces to raise issues that are 

thoroughly grounded in the present, such as socio-economic exclusion and the spatio-

temporal proximity of war violence. Rather than retrieving some lost reality behind the 

surface appearance, these tend to point to ways to negotiate the surfaces that people 

encounter in their environment, for example by inscribing their presence on urban 

surfaces to contest the spaces and imaginaries from which they have been excluded. 

Reflective windows or mirrors, in this precarious chronotope, do not reflect each other 

over and over into an alienating empty infinity. Instead, they reflect the gaze of the 

subject back onto her- or himself. This may instigate self-scrutiny and reflection on the 

issue of answerability in a precarious environment such as contemporary Beirut.  

 

Alienation, Spectacle and Contemporary Urban Space 

This section seeks to develop the concept of “superficiality,” as it has been articulated by 
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a Marxist tradition of cultural critique. The lack of depth implied by the term 

superficiality may in some contexts refer to a lack of intellectual or artistic profundity, 

but in the context of the urban environment, superficiality most often refers to a lack of 

authenticity or social and historical integration, and at times even to a lack of reality. The 

tendency to describe an environment as superficial derives from a gap that the subject 

experiences between her or his sense of self and the environment. The perception of 

such a lack of belonging has been extensively theorized. Key to this scholarship is the 

concept of “alienation.” 

When, in the nineteenth century, industrial modernization profoundly altered the 

social life of cities, this new urban experience was theorized in different ways. A 

materialist and a sociological approach are worth highlighting for their profound 

influence on later theorizations of the relation between the urban environment and 

social relations. Karl Marx first developed the concept of alienation as the result of the 

objectification of the labourer and the fetishization of commodities in industrial 

societies. Because the labour process no longer involves a personal investment in the 

produced object, the latter appears as an alien being. The experience of alienation is 

described as follows: 

[...] the more the worker expends himself in work the more powerful becomes the world of 

objects which he creates in face of himself, the poorer he becomes in his inner life, and the less he 

belongs to himself. (Marx, 1964 [1844]: 13-14) 

Alienation is thus described as the experience of not belonging to oneself. 

This sense of “not belonging” was developed at the turn of the century by Georg 

Simmel as a numbing of the senses, which he considered the prime characteristic of 

modern life. Rather than a direct effect of social relations that could be overcome, as in 

Marx, Simmel located alienation at the level of the individual (see Capetillo-Ponce, 

2004). He approached alienation as a psychological effect, inherently human, but 

intensified under the conditions of modern capitalism, which not only transformed 

social relations, but also created a peculiarly urban environment characterized by an 

increasingly vast and rapid flow of stimuli. While Simmel thus made a direct relation 

between the alienated city dweller and the urban environment, he explains the gap 

between subject and environment not by the city’s supposed empty superficiality, but  

by a mental defence mechanism against the city’s overwhelming dynamism and 
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heterogeneity.  

 Guy Debord revisited Marx’s concept of alienation in the 1960s, when he 

observed a shift from a fetishization of the commodity object, in the context of a highly 

industrialized capitalism, towards a fetishization of the commodity image, in the context 

of early deindustrialization. Building upon Marx, he describes how the capitalist 

economy’s domination of social life transformed first with the industrial revolution and 

then again with the rise of mass media and commodity culture (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 9). 

The latter produces a “social relation among people, mediated by images,” which Debord 

calls “the spectacle” (2002 [1967]: 7). Debord’s description of the alienated spectator 

reveals his indebtedness to Marx:  

 

The more he contemplates, the less he lives; the more he identifies with the dominant images of 

need, the less he understands his own life and his own desires. (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 11) 

 

Individual experience (Debord, 2002 [1967]: 44), critical awareness (10) and 

community (52) are all smothered by the spectacle. Thus, lived history – as the 

combination of personal and collective memories – historical awareness, and a sense of 

belonging, have been replaced by an image of “pseudocyclical time” (Debord, 2002 

[1967]: 43), a perception of time that strongly resonates with the suspended now as it 

has been developed in chapter one. 

Debord’s observation of the accumulation of images, or the growing significance 

of appearance more generally, prefigured substantial and diverse scholarship on post-

Fordist consumerist culture in the 1990s. I would like to highlight two concepts here: 

Jean Baudrillard’s hyperreality and Marc Augé’s non-place. The first is relevant because 

of its emphasis on appearance. The second makes an explicit connection between the 

spatial environment and alienation. 

 Baudrillard builds upon Debord’s society of the spectacle. Relying on semiotics, 

he maintains, in Simulacra and Simulation, that images used to represent a profound 

reality; then masked a profound reality; then masked the absence of a profound reality; 

and finally, in the order of simulation, lost any relation to reality whatsoever 

(Baudrillard, 1994: 6). He thus describes a society where the complete fetishization of 

images and signs gradually replaces reality altogether, reducing it to mere appearance. 

Hyperreality, then, refers to an obscene version of reality, a society dominated by 
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appearances that infinitely refer to themselves in an endless cycle of signifier and 

signified. He compares it to Luis Borges’s story of a map that was so detailed and precise 

that it coincided with the territory it was supposed to represent. Such a cycle, then, also 

cancels out linear time. In 1970, Baudrillard had already claimed that “cultural 

consumption may thus be defined as the time and place of the caricatural resurrection, 

the parodic evocation of what already no longer exists” (Baudrillard, 1998 [1970]: 99). 

History and even memory only exist as spectacle, as perverted images of themselves.

 Marc Augé is a very different thinker. Where Baudrillard is a philosopher who, 

overwhelmed by the spectacle of mass media and the entertainment industry, finds 

himself more and more alienated from the images he consumes, Augé is an 

anthropologist, who finds himself physically confronted and fascinated with the reality 

of such consumption. He calls this reality super-modernity, that is, the phase of late 

capitalist modernity, and its “world [...] surrendered to solitary individuality, to the 

fleeting, the temporary and ephemeral” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 78). His description of non-

places refers to specific spaces of transitoriness – the airport, the motorway, the 

shopping mall – in which users are “alone, but one of many” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 101-

102). In these spaces, like in Baudrillard’s hyperreality, linear time is cancelled out: 

 

There is no room there for history unless it has been transformed into an element of spectacle, 

usually in allusive texts. What reigns is actuality, the urgency of the present moment. Since non-

places are there to be passed through, they are measured in units of time. (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 

103-104) 

 

So despite their different approaches, these thinkers describe the experience of late 

capitalist modernity as disjointed from the passage of time, as a suspended now. 

 In the age of the internet, mobile devices and social media, spectators in many 

parts of the world no longer passively undergo an overwhelming stream of images. 

Instead, each spectator actively navigates this stream, produces new images and brings 

them into circulation. However, even though we connect more actively with the images, 

these connections are still marked by the fleeting and the urgent, and dominated by the 

fetishization of appearance. While the spectacle has thus remained a salient 

characteristic of contemporary society, its appearance has become more diffused and 

integrated into the various spaces and times of our everyday lives.  

 Augé’s non-places, too, have spread out. The way in which we navigate and 
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consume media images is increasingly marked by fleeting glances. Our trajectories on 

the internet, as well as through urban public spaces, are marked by social anonymity 

and professional surveillance. Hence it could be argued that the ephemeral and 

anonymous character of social life in Augé’s non-places resembles internet sociality, as 

well as the increasingly privatized and/or securitized spaces of our cities. Sites of 

heritage and memory are often commoditized to such an extent that they seem to have 

lost any connection with the present environment except through spectacle. These 

spaces seem to be without history, and are therefore unfavourable to deep-rooted and 

long-lasting relations. 

Superficiality, then, refers to two related phenomena in contemporary social 

spaces, both urban and virtual. First, the significance of two-dimensionality, that is, the 

fetishization of two-dimensional images and screens, as well as the salience of surface 

appearance more generally in the society of the spectacle; and second, the shallowness of 

relations, particularly between individuals and their socio-spatial environments, that is, 

the lack of “roots” – yet another figure of speech related to spatial depth. It is in this 

latter aspect that the concept resonates with the suspended now. The relation between 

the two, as I have demonstrated in this section, has been extensively theorized in 

relation to modern and contemporary urban life. 

In the following sections, I will elaborate on the notion of superficiality as 

developed above and demonstrate the various layers of meaning of the concept in the 

context of post-civil-war Beirut’s urban imaginaries. One of those layers is the fact that a 

sense of superficiality in many places, particularly in the former colonial peripheries, is 

constructed as the reflection of an elsewhere. Another crucial insight provided by the 

analyses in this chapter is that superficiality only exists in relation to depth. Like a 

material surface inevitably suggests that it conceals something behind it, superficiality 

suggests a concealed profundity, even if that constitutes a profound sense of loss and 

absence. This dialectic between surface and depth is crucial to the way in which ideas of 

Beirut as a surface city have been given meaning. Imaginaries of probing the depths 

beyond the city’s appearance of polished façades or erased tracts of land will be 

explored more fully in the subsequent chapter. 

Large parts of this chapter focus on the redevelopment of Beirut’s Central 

District, not because this district is so important to Beirut’s urban life, but rather 

because it is the most important site around which debates about the future shape and 
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character of the city are played out (see introduction, pp. 27-32). In addition, and this is 

important to this chapter specifically, the district is associated with a certain class and 

lifestyle that are considered superficial or artificial. Apart from a class dimension 

through which lower class hardship is constructed as a more authentic form of life than 

upper class privileges, this also has to do with the district’s orientation towards global 

consumerism, which is considered to be less authentic than those upper class cultures 

that have been articulated around more sectarian-based identities, such as Sunni 

middle-class conservatism or Lebanese articulations of French bourgeois culture 

associated with a Christian urban upper- and middle class 

Mirrors: Shattered Reflections 

In Beirut, ideas about the superficiality of BCD or Beirut more generally build upon 

broader notions of urban modernity, as conceptualized in the previous section. 

However, they should be seen in the context of the city’s self-proclaimed role as 

mediator between “East” and “West” or as the “West’s gateway to the East.” In those 

societies where the acceleration of modernization and urbanization historically more or 

less coincided with colonialism or imperialism, these social transformations have often 

been understood to be synonymous with cultural westernization. Most phases of urban 

modernization in Beirut were initiated under imperial control, first Ottoman, then 

French and today, arguably, global corporate imperialism. As a result, the alienation in 

both early modern industrial society and in the late modern society of the spectacle is 

understood as a reflection of “the West,” whether violently imposed or gradually 

incorporated. Indeed, “many people contend that Western modernity resembles a 

Faustian bargain in which you have to sacrifice your variant and traditional familial, 

tribal, ethnic, religious and national identities/attachments for the tediously 

monotonous materialism of the present age” (Boroujerdi, 1997: 2). This imperialist 

dimension has been overlooked in the conceptualization of alienation and the spectacle 

described above, which has been articulated from the perspective of (former) 

imperialist centres. In many parts of the world, superficiality, as the lack of strong and 

long-lasting relations between an individual and her or his spatial and social 

environment, is constructed as coming from outside. Fakeness is understood to be 

imitative. 

In a similar vein, discourses of Beirut’s urban identity often connect two-
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dimensionality and outward orientation. Poet and journalist Abbas Beydoun, for 

example, argued that, because Beirut’s art scene has always looked at the West and 

followed its trends, no artistic vernacular has been allowed to develop. The 

cosmopolitanism of the Lebanese visual arts has therefore, according to Beydoun, 

paradoxically produced superficiality and imitation (Rogers, 2008: 9). Critics of 

Solidere’s reconstruction of the central district also often ascribe the superficiality of the 

planning and design to the orientation towards global capital, and the concomitant 

absence of connectivity to the local (Makdisi, 1997: 704). Beirut as a surface city is thus 

imagined as a reflective surface, a mirror. 

 This section will explore such imaginaries of Beirut as a mirror. In addition, it 

seeks to tease out how this perspective on Beirut as a mirror relates to ideas on urban 

identity formation. Interestingly, in the following discussion of the mirror in the context 

of urban identity constructions, there are several allusions to immaturity, bringing to 

mind “the mirror stage,” a concept developed by psycho-analyst Jacques Lacan. The 

mirror stage denotes the phase during which the infant first perceives its own bodily 

totality, and assumes “the armour of an alienating identity” (Lacan, 1977 [1949]: 4). It is 

the moment when the subject recognizes its own identity as distinct from the mother’s, 

and it is a crucial phase in the formation of the “ego.” My use of Lacan’s notion of the 

mirror stage does not serve to psychologize urban imaginaries, but serves to 

demonstrate the pervasiveness of such a psychological understanding, even if not 

explicitly articulated as such. Not only this chapter, but the thesis more generally shows 

that notions of self-formation and mental health are recurring frequently in the 

narratives and practices through which place identity is constructed. I argue that the 

application of theories of psychological identity formation to the social imaginaries, 

which are cultural or place identities, is highly problematic, because I understand the 

latter to be constructed and imagined through dynamic social relations. 

 Two cases will be discussed that illustrate how the figure of the mirror is invoked 

both as a tool for the formation of Beirut’s urban identity, and as a metaphor for that 

very identity. First, I will analyze the way in which two architectural projects with 

mirroring façades have been marketed for the city. Second, I will analyze the metaphor 

of Beirut as a “broken mirror,” as coined by Elias Khoury. These examples show that the 

metaphor that compares Beirut to a mirror has been taken up in both intellectual and 

popular discourses. Together, they also demonstrate how the idea of Beirut as two-
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dimensional and imitative is intricately related to the construction of Beirut as not 

having developed a mature identity – as not having passed through the mirror stage. 

 The Beirut Exhibition Center (BEC) and the Mirror Tower are both projects that 

propose a mirroring façade and promote that design feature in relation to Beirut’s 

identity. The BEC is a not-for-profit art space, which states as its mission the promotion 

and development of “greater recognition and appreciation of contemporary art 

throughout Beirut and the region” (Beirut Exhibition Center). Because the centre was 

established by Solidere, the project should also be considered in the context of broader – 

profitable – efforts to develop the newly reclaimed land of the Waterfront District into “a 

prime, active, multiuse district with distinctive architecture” (Solidere website). 

Moreover, it explicitly states to aim “to contribute in establishing the capital as a 

sustainable artistic and cultural resource” (Beirut Exhibition Center). Hence, the project 

is involved in the desire to increase real estate value in its district and to contribute to 

Beirut’s city branding. 

 I will focus on the way in which the mirroring façade of the centre has been 

marketed in relation to the city’s identity. The architectural company L.E.F.T., which was 

responsible for the design, published this description: 

 

The skin, designed in custom corrugated anodized mirror aluminium, becomes an index for the 

growth of the city, a place holder that derives its identity from that of the ever changing context. 

The city becomes a work of art, an abstract expressionist painting in motion. Beirut finally sees 

itself in the mirror. (L.E.F.T.) 

 

The word “finally” in the last sentence suggests that the city is long overdue in seeing 

itself in the mirror. Seeing itself is proposed as a positive or necessary process, 

associated with having a reality check, taking responsibility for itself, or with the 

formation of the ego in the Lacanian “mirror stage.” This urge to make Beirut come to 

terms with itself resonates with the unresolvedness discussed in the first chapter, in 

particular the unresolvedness of contesting identity constructions, as described in the 

introduction. 

 Even if not overtly intended in a psycho-analytical understanding, the mirror has 

everything to do with identity. Behind the idea that a city could look at itself in the 

mirror lies the assumption that there is such a thing as a delimited urban self on a level 

that exceeds the city’s material appearance or the collectivity of its inhabitants. Such an  
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Figure 3.1 Beirut Exhibition Center. 

assumption also underlies the processes of city branding in which the BEC project takes 

part. However, both “place” and “identity” are constructed in dynamic processes 

involving “materiality, institutions, practices, and representation,” all interconnected 

and all “permeated by continuities and discontinuities in time” (Kalandides, 2011: 37). 

Hence, if there is such a thing as place identity, it always escapes the commoditization 

inherent in city branding, which demands a relatively fixed delineation of “a sense of 

place.” Therefore, “branding … runs counter to, even while it draws upon, the tight 

relation between identity and place” (Malpas, 2009: 191). 

The Mirror Tower, a design by LAN Architecture for Beirut’s Central District, 

provides a similar example. It was submitted for a competition but has not been 

implemented. This design too has been marketed in relation to ideas about Beirut’s 

urban identity. In a paragraph entitled “the city that wouldn’t disappear,” the brochure 

explains that: 

“Its envelope will be an integral part of the city’s physical reality, giving it back a body, reflecting 

its myriad facets. In doing so, it will open up an invisible inner space, strike chords within us, 

mwuite1
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almost effacing itself to become an active agent in Beirut’s reconciliation with itself.” (Lajo, 2009: 

2) 

Here, the function of the mirror is more explicitly psychological. The mirror is supposed 

to instigate a form of self-reflection that would eventually help to realize “Beirut’s 

reconciliation with itself.” Again, it is unclear how such a reconciliation should be 

envisioned on the level of urban identity, but there is a clear sense of unresolvedness, to 

which an introspective reconciliation is supposed to bring future salvation. 

Figure 3.2 The Mirror Tower. 

mwuite1
Text Box
For copyright reasons, this image is not included in this download.



140 
 

The question remains: what does Beirut see when it “finally sees itself in the 

mirror”? LAN’s paragraph on technology reveals what image of the city this gigantic 

mirror offers to Beirut, in order for the city to come to terms with its identity: 

 

 The aim was to precisely orientate over 30,000 facets of identical size so that the tower can 

reflect some of Beirut’s monuments and remarkable districts, and that these reflections should be 

visible from precise areas of the city. The remaining facets are orientated to produce smooth 

transitions between these panoramic viewpoints. (LAN, 2009: 7) 

 

Hence, the image of the city that supposedly leads to self-scrutiny and reconciliation 

consists of “monuments and remarkable districts” – only to be seen clearly from 

“panoramic viewpoints.” From all other points in the city, we merely see “smooth 

transitions.” In other words, if the architects imply that their design participates in the 

process towards a resolution of Beirut’s unresolved identity formation, their mirror 

offers precisely the spectacle, the commoditized and decontextualized city-image that 

was discussed in the previous section. This is not surprising, because the design is fully 

part of the neoliberal logic of Beirut’s redevelopment process. What is surprising is the 

way in which the marketing alludes to a sense of unresolvedness in the matter of place 

identity. 

 More interestingly, BEC’s curved mirrors offer the city a distorted and 

aestheticized image of itself: “a work of art, an abstract expressionist painting in 

motion.” So while the blurb calls upon the city to take responsibility for its identity, it 

also acknowledges the fact that such an identity remains ungraspable. The architects 

continue: 

 

Working with the topography, the building sits in a reflective pool of water that further reflects 

both building and context into an immaterial state, just like the city that will ‘become’, but ‘is’ not 

yet. (L.E.F.T.) 

 

Here, they not merely state that the reflections of Beirut and its transformations, which 

can be perceived in the mirroring façade, and then again in the water pool, reflect the 

city; rather, the comparison is turned around: the surface does not reflect Beirut, it is 

Beirut itself that is “like a reflection,” as ephemeral and “becoming” as a mirror.  

These architectural projects thus offer us two interrelated perspectives on the 

city, while also grappling with the demands of high-end real estate development. On the 
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one hand, they suggest that Beirut needs to look into a mirror – or perhaps in psycho-

analytical terms Beirut still needs to enter its mirror stage – in order to develop a 

coherent identity and come to terms with itself. The need for an urban Lacanian mirror 

stage should be understood within the context of Lebanon’s unresolved contestations 

over national identity, as discussed in the introduction (pp. 14-24). Rather than a 

mother or a fatherland, Lebanon is imagined as a child or an immature adolescent. The 

legendary Lebanese singer Fayrouz, for example, in the 1977 song They Say my Country 

is Small (byi’ūlū zġayyar baladī) written by the Rahbani brothers, addresses Lebanon 

with the words “oh child crowned on the battlefield tomorrow,” reflecting widely held 

notions of political immaturity and naiveté, as well as the innocence of the nation with 

regard to its history of violent conflict. In Jayce Salloum’s 1994 video This is Not Beirut / 

(kān yā mā kān), a list of aliases for Lebanon and Beirut scroll upwards on screen. 

Between a whole range of nicknames expressing the imaginaries of sanctuary (e.g. “Land 

of Welcome and Tolerance”), intermediary (e.g. “Crossroads of Civilization”) as well as 

orientalist exoticism (e.g. “Le Pays du Miel et de l’Encens” – Land of Honey and Incense), 

the alias “The Suckling Child” appears. As the capital of the nation, and housing 

communities of all minorities present in the country, identity constructions of Beirut 

reflect the same issues at stake as these national identity constructions do. 

 Since identity is constituted by memory and history, this discourse that calls 

upon the city to look at itself in the mirror is intimately linked to the narrative of 

collective amnesia that has been dominating post-war debates on the city. The word 

“reconciliation” in the first citation of the marketing of the mirror tower clearly refers to 

the post-catastrophic aspect of a failed identity formation. This will be elaborated in the 

third section of this chapter (pp. 158-167). 

 On the other hand, Beirut’s identity is constructed as something ephemeral, 

multiple, complex and in motion, and the material of the mirror allows the designers to 

create a building that shares these attributes. In other words, the city is compared to a 

mirror. The comparison suggests that urban life in Beirut is two-dimensional, but also 

that Beirut is reflective or imitative, and finally, that it lacks a proper and delineated 

identity, always transforming in response to its surroundings. In the latter 

understanding, the metaphor of Beirut as a mirror strongly resonates with the 

perspective above, which suggests that Beirut needs to look at itself in a mirror, enter 

the mirror stage and develop an autonomous identity. These examples have highlighted 
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some of the ways in which cultural and psychological notions of identity converge in 

narratives of Beirut, outside the narrow circle of activist and intellectual debates. 

They resonate with the terms on which the memory debate has been conducted. 

Author and journalist Elias Khoury, for example, in his contribution to the publication 

Beyrouth, la brûlure des rêves (2001), writes that, in the pre-war period between 

independence and the outbreak of the civil wars (1943-1975), Beirut was presented 

with a choice: to be either a mirror reflecting developments in Lebanon and the Arab 

world, or a laboratory in which a new voice and vision could develop. Both options 

locate agency external to the city, which could easily fuel the narrative of “a war of 

others” – a phrase that refers to the attempts in Lebanon to displace responsibility for 

fifteen years of violence outside of its national boundaries (Haugbolle, 2010: 13-20). The 

laboratory presents urban space as a receptacle, the content of which is characterized by 

multiplicity, interactions and the production of the new. It also implies both the freedom 

and the risks of (social) experimentation. 

The mirror, on the other hand, constitutes a surface, itself both evanescent and 

superficial, and only functioning in relation to its surroundings. In Khoury’s account, 

Beirut’s refusal to face and accept the consequences of its unconditional hospitality 

eventually led to its collapse. By hosting fugitives from Arab dictatorial regimes, and 

with them a culture of ideological dissent, Beirut lost its marginal position. Yet, instead 

of embracing this new centrality and functioning as a role model, the city, according to 

Khoury, continued to merely function as a barometer for developments in Lebanon and 

the region at large – developments such as the fragmentation of Lebanese society, the 

rise of conservatism and repression in the Arab world and the destructive violence of 

the state of Israel. Mirroring and converging these developments, the mirror that Beirut 

supposedly constituted eventually ignited them into violence, as evoked in the title of his 

essay “The Broken Mirror.” 

One of the most critical consequences of the metaphor of the city as mirror is that 

it suggests the absence of content, of a proper identity or tradition, of dynamics and 

practices. By depicting Beirut as a mirror, all its developments are constituted as 

reflections of developments elsewhere. This not only participates in the discourse of 

“the war of others,” it also perpetuates accounts of Beirut’s alleged lack of authenticity.  

By equating Beirut to a mirror, the city is presented as facing outwards and therefore, 

precisely, as a city that does not look at itself. By displacing identity – and related  
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Figure 3.3 Façade in Beirut. 

notions such as history, tradition, practice, creation – such a view considers the city in 

terms of superficiality and absence. 

Tracing back Khoury’s use of the broken mirror metaphor, we should go back to 

the 1980s. In contrast to his essay for Beyrouth, la brûlure des rêves, which seeks to 

combine a historical analytical perspective with a sensibility to poetics and myth, his 

earlier use of the metaphor was thoroughly immersed in the violence and destruction 

that was unfolding in Beirut at the time. In a 1985 interview, Khoury stated that “today, 

Beirut lives her most glittering, her most dazzling moment; she is henceforth at once the 

mirror and her reflection… she is more beautiful than ever before” (cited in Makhlouf, 

1988: 135). The author seems to rejoice at the spectacle of destruction. Framed by his 

recounting of the myth that Beirut was effaced and rebuilt seven times, Khoury’s awe for 

the violence in Beirut, his adjectives – glittering, dazzling – are rooted in a fantasy of 

complete erasure that would engender, according to the myth, true regeneration. The 

mirroring fragments of the city, he seems to suggest, will reflect each other until they 
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efface themselves in their own dazzling light, making way for the purity of a new-born. 

 In her analysis of a debate in 1990, Evelyne Accad analyzes the tropes “Beirut, the 

prostitute” and “Beirut, the broken mirror.” She points out that audience member Ali, 

who brings up Khoury’s broken mirror in the discussion, presents the fracture as an 

inevitable fate and experiences “this destiny as a personal rift” (Accad, 1996: 180). Even 

though Beirut as a mirror may defer the formation of a proper identity and the 

confrontation with responsibility, those who employ this metaphor can still identify 

with the allegedly lacking identity of the city. While neither Khoury nor Ali refers 

explicitly to psychoanalysis, Accad convincingly argues that the projection of “the 

broken mirror” on the city can be understood in its meaning as put forward by 

psychoanalyst Claude Olievenstein. His broken mirror denotes a partly failed Lacanian 

mirror stage, when a subject breaks away from its fusioned self-mother, but fails to 

perceive its own totality. Instead, the mirror breaks and presents a shattered image of 

the self (Olievenstein, 1982: 14-15). Accad reads masculine desires to destroy the city-

woman as a desire to rid the supposed lack in Arab masculine identity of its 

“carnivorous mother” – a role fulfilled by “the West” – in an attempt to finally constitute 

a coherent autonomous identity (1996: 180-181; see also Sheehi, 2004, on the notion of 

failure in Arab identity constructions). The city-woman Beirut has opened her port-

womb to Europe. This promiscuity threatens Arab purity and should therefore be 

destroyed. 

 Like the architectural projects with mirroring façades, Elias Khoury defines 

Beirut’s identity in terms of lack and absence, which he interprets as being produced by 

superficiality and imitation. Whether this is framed by the notion of immaturity and 

couched in a narrative of an unfulfilled identity formation, or by the notion of impurity 

and couched in fantasies of erasure, these urban imaginaries construct post-war Beirut 

as a transitional city. In contrast, the installation Circle of Confusion (Hadjithomas and 

Joreige, 1997) relates Beirut’s sense of absence to the materiality of the mirror while 

imagining Beirut as a precarious city. The installation consists of an aerial photograph of 

Beirut, measuring four by three meters, which is cut up into 3000 pieces and stuck on a 

mirror. Each visitor is invited to choose a fragment and take home a piece of the puzzle. 

The fragments are numbered on their backside along with the phrase “Beirut does not 

exist.” It is a provocative statement in the precarious geography of post-civil-war Beirut, 

which provokes fears and desires of an urban apocalypse. But in the context of the 
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installation it also means something else. Each visitor carefully chooses a fragment, 

perhaps because there is an important building on it, or a place of fond memories, the 

childhood neighbourhood, or the sea. So the Beirut of the installation is not only 

fragmented physically, but also by the perspectives of the visitors, who bestow the city 

and parts of the city with different meanings. “Beirut does not exist” could therefore also 

mean “no single Beirut exists.”  

Gradually, the aerial photograph disappears, making way for the mirror behind it. 

The visitor is now confronted with her or his own gaze. The mirror repeats the 

statement “Beirut does not exist” because it shows how Beirut is yourself, your 

perspective on the city. The title Circle of Confusion is a technical term in optics and 

photography. Real lenses can never focus precisely on a point, but rather on a spot 

within which the image will always remain blurry, the circle of confusion. Beirut, too, the 

installation seems to suggest, will always remain out of focus, reminiscent of the 

architectural blurbs that use the mirror to express the ephemeral and ungraspable 

aspect of the city.  

Figure 3.4 Circle of Confusion (Hadjithomas and Joreige, 1997) 
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 Yet, there seems to be a more serious layer to the installation, because when 

more and more fragments have been taken away by visitors, the city appears impaired. 

The image of an impaired city resonates with Beirut’s actual geography of destruction, 

dotted by ruins and empty lots. In the place of these holes, Circle of Confusion shows a 

blank shiny surface with its connotations of erasure. These surfaces that wipe out parts 

of the cities, then, seem to be less innocent than a mere reference to multiple viewpoints. 

In this interpretation, your own face gazing back from the empty lot not only speaks of 

the matter of perspective, but also of accountability. By taking a fragment home, the 

visitor has become responsible for the disfigurement of the aerial view. Hence, the 

mirror does not signify a supposed lack of authenticity, but rather reflects the multiple 

subjectivities that both construct and disfigure the city. If the city is you, then you are 

also responsible for your city. The mirror of Hadjithomas and Joreige’s installation, then, 

succeeds in moving beyond the superficiality of its material, not in the least because the 

desired self-reflection alluded to in the architectural blurbs is moved away from the 

constructed identity of the city to its individual subjects. 

 I argue that comparing Beirut to a mirror, like Khoury and the architectural 

blurbs do, is harmful because the metaphor defines the city’s identity in terms of 

absence and imitation, rather than plurality and disagreement. Framing contestations 

over place identity as psychological immaturity feeds desires for the development of, or 

a return to, an imagined authentic and mature purity and legitimizes aggression against 

the status quo. It also obscures how Beirut’s identity is embedded within and 

intertwined with Lebanon’s history of disagreement and compromise. Instead, it is often 

the modernity of urban life, with its openness to the exterior, that is understood to be 

imitative, or promiscuous, and the cause for the lack of “roots.” The first layer of 

meaning that the concept of superficiality as developed in the previous section gains in 

the context of contemporary Beirut – and I would add in many other postcolonial cities – 

is that of imitation. However, when the mirror in this metaphor is turned towards the 

subject who lives in the precarious city, like in Hadjithomas and Joreige’s Circle of 

Confusion, it may pose a demand of ethical answerability. In that case, “Beirut, the 

mirror” does not imply the inauthentic reflection of an exterior other, but the city as a 

reflection of the subjects who make up the city and as the consequence of their practices. 

 



147 

 

 

Façades: Appearance and Disguise 

The highly contested reconstruction of Beirut’s Central District (BCD) has often been 

bemoaned for its superficiality. This section will discuss those statements that 

understand the area’s surface appearance as a sign of inauthenticity. Starting from very 

concrete concerns about heritage policy in BCD, I will engage with broader perceptions 

of artificiality, for which the district’s pristine façades serve as both example and 

metaphor. Finally, I will engage with the idea of the spectacle as disguise in post-war 

literature. Two observations stand out. First, the artificiality of urban space produces a 

disconnection from linear history experienced as the suspended now. This is in line with 

the theory of alienation and the spectacle discussed in the first section. Second, fake 

urban space and fake social behaviour are understood as a strategy to disguise violent 

conflict. The layer of meaning that the case of BCD adds to the concept of superficiality, 

as developed in the previous two sections, then, is the idea of surface appearance as a 

disguising tool, in this case to gloss over conflict. 

 Many critics of Solidere’s project have argued that the Central District’s large-

scale demolition and subsequent restructuring of lots have resulted in a 

decontextualization of monuments, religious edifices and archaeological sites, which 

eventually led to their musealization and commoditization, that is, superficiality and 

appearance (Salam, 1998: 132). Saree Makdisi articulates this type of criticism when he 

writes about the then yet to be built Beirut Souks: 

 

[The new Beirut Souks] will appear or, to be precise, […] will be marketed as a re-creation of what 

was there before, rather than as something that is entirely novel, something that, properly 

speaking, has no historical depth because it has no past at all, because it is part of a much broader 

process that has from the beginning tried to strip away the past and lay bare the surface of the 

city as sheer surface – spectacle – and as nothing more than that. (Makdisi, 1997: 688) 

 

Surface, in this context, refers to a lack of historical integration. It is directly produced by 

neoliberal urban policies that prioritize the increase of a city’s competitive value on the 

global market (see for example Swyngedouw et al., 2002). In Beirut, as in many other 

cities, this means that a non-political notion of authenticity or cultural identity, virtually 

absent in modernist and socialist architecture and urban planning, is introduced to 

distinguish the city from global or regional rivals. Some remarks by Angus Gavin, 

supervisor of the development of Solidere’s master plan, are telling in this respect. 
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Considering archaeological findings, their “display and celebration [are seen] as an 

important attraction to visitors as well as an opportunity to project the uniqueness of 

Beirut in comparison with competing cities in the region” (Gavin, 2005: 25). Gavin is 

refreshingly open about the main drive behind relevant decision making. “A very high 

standard of infrastructure and public space design and execution was established from 

the outset, since the company perceived that there was a direct relationship between 

this and the protection and enhancement of the value of its main asset – development 

land” (2005: 24). Critics claim that, as a result of such a profit-driven approach, the 

relation of the reconstructed and newly constructed buildings with history is reduced to 

an easy pastiche of merely visual references (Makdisi, 1997: 678, 686; Yahya, 2004: 4; 

Ragab, 2011: 111). This predominance of the visual as a replacement of social and 

historical ties is precisely what Guy Debord names the spectacle. 

 Like the concept of superficiality, the district’s lack of historical roots and social 

integration is brought into direct relation with its two-dimensionality, as embodied by 

Solidere’s emphasis on shiny façades, from meticulously renovated French colonial 

heritage to hypermodern glass structures. This concerns a two-way process. The 

perfectly renovated sandstone masonry in the historic core of the Central District 

invokes the impression of a stage set (e.g. Tabet, 2001b: 56; Najjar, as cited in the 

epigraph to this chapter, 2005: 458; see fig. 3.5). The overly present and pristine 

surfaces suggest an absence of depth and interiority. Actual emptiness also, conversely, 

reinforces the impression of superficiality. A large amount of floor space in BCD has 

remained vacant for long stretches of time, because the country’s instability has kept 

most international businesses and tourists at bay (fig. 3.6). The shops and cafés that 

have risked investment form nothing other than a postmodern shopping mall, exactly 

like Makdisi predicted in 1997 (686). 

 The pastiche of purely visual historical references, the dominance of façades and 

the emptiness behind them, all lead to the often heard comparison with Disney theme 

parks, expressed by critics, city dwellers and visitors alike (Makdisi, 1997: 686; Cooke, 

2002: 409; Larkin, 2010: 14). The renovated buildings look like their antecedents, but 

“not quite” (Cooke, 2002: 409). They seem to belong to the realm of the imaginary, but 

they are expected to function as real urban space. The reconstructed downtown belongs 

to what Baudrillard calls the “hyperreal” (1994: 12). The façades belong to the realm of  
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Figure 3.5 Renovated sandstone façades. 

 

 

Figure 3.6 The empty souks.
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the third order of simulation, that of playing at being an appearance, by referring to a 

non-existent golden past, feeding on nostalgic longing and the widespread desire for 

effortless distractions (Baudrillard, 1994: 6; Ragab, 2011: 111).  

 A 2010 anthropological survey demonstrates that the young generation also 

associates Solidere’s project with the concept of superficiality. Seventeen-year-old  

Ibrahim is quoted as commenting “It’s just a show, just buildings, what’s being built on 

the inside of Lebanon, nothing” (Larkin, 2010: 13). This respondent juxtaposes the 

superficiality of the real estate development not to historical integration, but to more 

constructive investments in the development of the nation. He may be referring to the 

socio-economic contrast between the high profile development of the city centre and 

the lack of employment and basic living conditions for a large part of the population. He 

may also be pointing to the lack of political nation building – the fact that no sustainable 

solution has been developed to the issues that initially sparked the wars, resulting in 

continuously tense and precarious national politics. For him, it is not the reconstruction 

of the past city, but the construction of the future city, optimistically formulated in 

terms of progress and modernity, that remains restricted to the surface only. 

 In Hassan Daoud’s novella As She Once Was (2013), the narrator describes BCD 

as follows: 

 

Everything is new here. And it reminds you of its newness every day; its newness is a consistent 

effort, for the employees never stop wiping dust and polishing glass and oiling the metal of the 

escalators and hoisting up large billboards displaying provocative women dressed in lingerie or 

skintight pants. (Daoud, 2013: 18) 

 

Interestingly, this passage emphasizes the reiterative temporality of the district’s 

newness. Even though the metaphors of the stage set and the spectacle imply a 

combined human effort at work behind the scenes, this aspect has received little 

attention in theorizations such as Debord’s and Baudrillard’s, which are concerned with 

the fetishization of the image from the perspective of the consumer. In contrast, when 

Daoud’s narrator describes how the environment produces the suspended now – “it 

reminds you of its newness every day” – it immediately links this to a more durable 

temporality – “its newness is a consistent effort.” 

 This duality is also at stake in the larger narrative of the novella. The narrator 

feels alienated and excluded from BCD and from the lifestyle the district represents: 
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During my morning journey, passing through the scores of shops whose windows turn as I turn, I 

don’t find myself looking at the clothes they display but at my own image, reflected in the glass. 

As if I am following my own shadow, step by step, observing how it walks, how my thighs move in 

that walking motion, wondering whether I appear like a transgressor to the hip pants designed 

for a generation no longer satisfied with the pants I always used to wear. (Daoud, 2013: 32) 

 

The reflective surfaces of shop windows increase his awareness of the gap between his 

sense of self and his environment. However, the novella traces a gradual transformation 

in his disposition towards the district. The turning point is his friendship with three 

immigrant cleaning ladies. The narrator passes them daily, fascinated by their sense of 

style and admiring their indifference to the environment from which he feels excluded 

(Daoud, 2013: 31-32). While female immigrant workers are arguably the most 

vulnerable community in Lebanon, the narrator perceives a form of agency and 

independency that contrasts sharply to his own alienation with regard to the 

environment.  

 When he eventually decides to reach out to them by buying them croissants, he 

learns they are cleaning ladies. Arriving in the early mornings, they take active part in 

the district’s continual production as a new and polished space. Crucially, as cleaning 

ladies, they have a type of access to the urban environment that the narrator has been 

denied. The narrator’s awareness of the physical labour of the cleaning ladies tears 

down the fetishization of the polished surfaces, revealing their material reality, and the 

labour invested in their protection against dust and deterioration. This does not 

constitute a form of resistance against the amnesiac and exclusionary social and spatial 

processes at play. However, it does offer some kind of access to the environment, as well 

as to the present that was previously unavailable to him. He now enjoys wandering all 

its little alleyways and sometimes even enters the shops of which the shop windows 

seemed impermeable throughout the rest of the novella. 

 This access is made possible by the chronotope of the precarious city, which 

makes available to perception the processes through which the spectacle is continually 

reproduced, contrary to its appearance, which seems to exist outside of time, in a 

suspended now. In the chronotope of the city in transition, “old” and “new” are seen as 

subsequent phases, alienation is explained as a result of the rupture that prevents 

access to the past from the radically new now. In the precarious city, “old” and “new” 
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are designations complicit in the process that conditions what is worthy of sustenance 

and what is excluded and considered disposable.  

 In addition, a more elusive form of urban superficiality characterizes the 

experience of Beirut’s Central District, which presumes that the artificial appearance 

described above serves as a disguise. One of the respondents to Larkin’s anthropological 

survey, Yasser (34), claims that “people going [to Beirut’s Central District] are acting 

fake” (Larkin, 2010: 14). He thus extends the artificiality that he notices on the level of 

architecture to the level of behaviour exhibited by those who inhabit the place. A class 

dimension in which certain upper and upper middle class lifestyles are considered to be 

less authentic than lower class behaviour should not be ruled out, but Seidman’s study 

of cosmopolitanism in Hamra may provide additional insight in the meaning of Yasser’s 

observation (2012). Given the failure of the Central District to function as a common 

ground, the western district Hamra is arguably the closest to a “city centre” as it gets in 

Beirut today, with many shops and entertainment outlets catering to a mixed clientele. I 

will leave the particularities of this neighbourhood aside, but one of the main arguments 

Seidman makes concerning social mixing in Hamra is relevant to the Central District as 

well. Seidman argues that the urban topography of Hamra stimulates the fast flow and 

circulation of bodies, rather than offering spaces to pause and gather. This, Seidman 

argues, may promise a certain release from the burdens of customary rule, as well as 

from recent history. 

 Solidere’s attention to surfaces in Beirut’s Central District is only equalled by its 

investment in infrastructure (Makdisi, 1997: 683; Summer, 2006: 5). Like Hamra’s, its 

urban topography is designed in a manner that stimulates the circulation of bodies, 

information and commodities. Here too, a sociality characterized by mobility and 

exchange may provide a sense of liberation from the restrictions of kin, village, sect and 

patron, the regulatory power of which is felt to be most pervasive in the more 

homogeneous neighbourhoods. It resembles Marc Augé’s non-places, where the user in 

transit “tastes for a while [...] the passive joys of identity-loss, and the more active 

pleasure of role-playing” (Augé, 1995 [1992]: 103). Indeed, one of Larkin’s respondents 

sees his work in one of the restaurants in the area as a way to escape from the rigid 

sectarianism that marks other parts of the city: “it’s a business area and Lebanese […] 

can join together on business” (Larkin, 2010: 12). The sense of “not belonging” that BCD 

offers can thus be experienced negatively, captured by the concept of alienation, but 
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also positively, as a liberating form of anonymity. 

 This is particularly meaningful in the context of heightened sectarianism, such as 

in 2005, 2008 and 2011, which has shaped a disposition of fear and “barely contained 

loathing towards the sectarian other” (Seidman, 2012: 12). Seidman concludes that in 

Hamra, the conjuncture of urban topography, history and sectarianism has led to a 

disciplined indifference in urban public life. “Presenting an emotionally neutral even if 

glossy (colorful, richly textured) bodily surface allows the self to navigate Hamra’s 

public terrain with minimal social interference and tension” (12). In other words, the 

liberation offered by Hamra’s and BCD’s topography comes at the cost of a decrease of 

“emphatic engagement” (Seidman, 2012: 12), leading to Yasser’s imputation of acting 

fake. It seems that precisely this superficiality allows a space relatively free of 

oppressive social ties and intercommunal tensions. This superficiality pertains to the 

urban environment – which is favourable to circulation and unfavourable to social and 

historical belonging – and to social behaviour – in which a glossy appearance allows for 

minimal emotional and social interaction. In this sense, the appearance also works at 

Baudrillard’s second order of simulation, that of misrepresentation, by masking the 

profound reality of violent destruction (Baudrillard, 1994: 6; Cooke, 2002). Unlike 

Disneyland, the new Central District superimposes very real and often traumatic 

memories. 

 Shortly after the war, surface appearance was much more often directly 

associated with masking in Beirut. In 1993, Etel Adnan wrote “as if responding to the 

traffic jams, History itself seems jammed because all sorts of propaganda machines 

cover up what’s true or what has to be told. Disguise and money make up death’s new 

visage” (106). Like in the critique of Solidere’s reconstruction, practices of disguise and 

appearance in the name of economic prosperity are considered to disrupt the natural 

passage of time. With the memories of the war’s excessive violence still fresh in mind, 

the post-war economic activity seemed a perverse disguise. In the 1995 novel Dear Mr. 

Kawabata, Rashid El-Daif describes the narrator/author’s former comrade in battle and 

alter ego as follows: 

 

The smartest thing about him was his suit. A grey suit, with a carefully knotted tie, and a white 

shirt with a collar that circled his neck without constricting it. 

A suit that had only just emerged from the cleaner’s, pressed for some special occasion. 

And smiling! 
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As if nothing had happened. 

He was smiling ever so gently, looking in front of him into the distance, just over the heads of 

everyone else, as if he were constantly afraid that the camera of history would surprise him in an 

unhistorical pose, and would convey to coming generations a distorted picture of him. (Rashid al-

Daif, 1999 [1995]: 136-137) 

 

The neatness and cleanliness of the man’s suit, his attitude and his smile, are all directed 

towards an imagined camera. Here, too, the character’s attention to surface appearance 

is interpreted as an attempt to silence or cover over the past, “as if nothing had 

happened.” It puts him into sharp contrast with the narrator, whose letter to the dead 

Japanese novelist Kawabata that makes up this novel, is one long introspective, 

disillusioned and guilt-ridden account of his past. 

 In the opening sequence of the novel, the narrator walks in Hamra Street, the 

shopping street that was analyzed by Seidman:  

 

I was walking along Hamra Street in Beirut when I suddenly saw him, and for a moment I thought 

I was seeing myself. At first I thought I was merely seeing someone who resembled me closely, 

but I quickly realized there was more to it than mere resemblance. “I must be in front of a shop 

window or mirror,” I said to myself, “that is reflecting an uncannily sharp image of myself.” But 

the reflection was walking in a different direction, with a different gait, wearing different clothes. 

This was not my reflection, then, but myself. I was seeing myself. 

[…] 

For a moment I thought that I was seeing myself walking along the opposite pavement just a few 

metres away. The moment, however, seemed to become longer, increasing not just my surprise 

but also my feeling of emptiness. 

For a moment – a moment which was growing longer and longer – I thought that I was 

disintegrating and that each part of me was going in a different direction. I went weak at the 

knees and almost collapsed to the ground before I could pull myself together. (El-Daif, 1999 

[1995]: 1) 

 

We can see here a dissolution of time and of identity, when the narrator faces the 

reflective shop window. An acute sense of the suspended now is described, in which the 

present moment stretches out disconnected from the natural passage of time. The 

dissolution of identity resonates with the ideas about a failed mirror stage discussed in 

the previous section. The narrator fails to see an image of his self that is consistent with 

his sense of self.  
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 In the subsequent paragraphs of the novel, it appears that in fact the narrator 

does not see his reflection, but his former comrade: the gently smiling man in the neatly 

pressed suit that the narrator despises for his hypocrisy. Throughout the narrative, the 

former comrade is juxtaposed to the narrator. The first looks forward and is 

opportunistic, swiftly changing ideological positions without remorse. Yet, the opening 

of the story shows their similarity. It is, precisely, the moment in which the narrator 

sees the comrade as his own reflection, as his nauseating flipside, that opens the novel 

and sets off the introspective and retrospective account of his youth and his part in the 

war as a member of the communist party. Here, the forward oriented spectacle of the 

post-war city – as embodied by the former comrade, as well as by shiny reflective 

façades – forms a mirror reflecting the subject’s accountability back to himself, like the 

mirror of the Circle of Confusion. 

 The disguise of the spectacle is ultimately failing, partly because authors, artists 

and intellectuals – such as Etel Adnan and Rashid El-Daif – continue to provide depth by 

producing works that reflect upon history, society and the city. Samir Kassir writes in 

his monumental history of the city: 

 

Beirut was, and is, a very real place, whose playfulness and love of show and spectacle fail to 

conceal its inner seriousness. It is perhaps in just this that the true modernity of Beirut resides, 

that its value must ultimately be weighed in relation to its place in the history of mentalities and 

in the history of ideas. (Kassir, 2010: 30) 

 

In this understanding, the muṯaqqaf, or public intellectual, has a crucial role, whose 

profundity serves as a counterweight to the superficiality of Beirut´s culture of 

entertainment and consumerism. However, as was briefly mentioned in the 

introduction (pp. 6-8), a new generation of artists and thinkers defines its role in society 

differently. Even though continued precariousness has failed to disrupt artistic and 

intellectual production, it certainly has unsettled art’s relation to notions such as “true 

modernity” and “history,” which Kassir still employs in a self-evident way. 

 An example that may shed light on this development is Zena El-Khalil’s memoir. 

The work belongs to a different decade and a different generation than Adnan’s and El-

Daif’s works cited above. In the aftermath of the 2006 war, El Khalil describes a walk 

past the shop windows in Hamra. One of the ultra-thin mannequins starts to speak to 
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her from behind the window: 

 

She tells me that there will always be war, and I have to get used to it. That at least the latest 

fashions are still able to come through the Beirut port. That I might as well, at least, look good 

when I die. That lycra is the best remedy for anxiety. And that turquoise and yellow will make it 

all go away. 

[...] 

Please, please, I beg her, there has to be more than this. I know there is. I remember a different 

time. [...] 

“You are silly,” she replied through the glass window, “that was just an illusion. It was relative 

calm. [...] Zena, everyone knows that Beirut is not real. You can create your own reality and live it 

the way you want. It is all a game. There are bigger players who control everything.” 

[...] 

“You know,” I am now speaking with my back turned towards her, “I know more about this street 

than you can ever imagine. I am a participant. You are just an observer. It is my reality, but only 

your illusion.” (El Khalil, 2009: 107) 

 

El Khalil proceeds to describe to the mannequin what it really feels like to wear that 

colourful lycra – all extremely uncomfortable – and then finds the courage to walk away. 

She enters a bookstore but finds nothing but self-help guides. Its tiny section of 

Lebanese literature she has already read, and those books are all about the war. She 

leaves empty-handed and at the end of the street she feels a choking sensation, “Beirut 

trying to strangle me” (El Khalil, 2009: 109). Then she takes a pink marker out of her 

backpack and draws a big X on the wall. “Beirut. Can you hear me? It ends now. Right 

here” (El Khalil, 2009: 109). 

 Here, the relation between surface appearance and time has drastically changed, 

compared to the view of authors like Adnan and El-Daif described above. Artificial 

appearance is not designed to cover up a violent past, but is presented as a symptom of, 

or a way of dealing with, continual violence. It is precisely the mannequin, herself part 

of the glossy appearance that was interpreted in the 1990s as a cover-up, who asserts 

that the money and spectacle of Beirut’s consumer society did not cut off the past, did 

not jam history, because there is neither progress nor rupture and there never was. 

Moreover, surface appearances do not disguise reality. After all, it is the doll herself who 

tries to convince Zena that any reality outside of violence is a mere illusion. The fashion 

industry merely provides embellishment, sedation, perhaps even solace in the 
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precarious life of Beirut. Desperately looking for some more profound truth or reality, 

Zena, unlike Adnan and El-Daif in the examples above, is not able to find it underneath, 

or preceding, the world of surface appearance. Rather, she contrasts its artificiality with 

sensual and emotional experience: the touch of latex and spandex; the feeling of 

despair; and the capability of leaving a physical mark on the urban environment, no 

matter how inconsequential. “It is my reality.” 

 In the 2000s, surface appearance is no longer seen as an illusion disguising the 

reality of past atrocities embedded in a linear history. Rather, appearance is understood 

to form part of the violence that produces the precarious reality of Beirut. In contrast to 

Kassir, who claims that under the disguise of the spectacle, Beirut’s reality is one of 

“true modernity” and a valuable “history of ideas,” El Khalil seems to maintain that the 

harsh reality of violence and the spectacle combined can no longer be disguised by this 

illusion of progressive history. In such a view, Beirut’s Central District is thoroughly 

implicated in Beirut’s precarious geography, and not an image that conceals it. Rather 

than searching for a deeper truth, her response is to claim space within that 

environment, by sensing it corporeally and by leaving her mark on it. 

 The first half of this section showed how BCD’s shiny façades are understood as 

artificial. This artificiality reproduces the suspended now because it presents a 

commoditized spectacle that bears no relation to history and that reduces social 

relations to consumption. An awareness of the conditions that continually reproduce 

this spectacle challenges the perception that it somehow exists “out of time.” Such 

awareness, as we have seen in Daoud’s novella, may open up a possibility of establishing 

meaningful relations with the environment and with others within it. The second half of 

this section established a connection between an artificial environment and artificial 

behaviour. The latter can at times deliberately or unintentionally be used to disguise a 

reality of mutual mistrust, or to deny responsibility for histories of violence. The 

traditional public intellectual of the war generation has seen it as his or her task to tear 

down this disguise, in order for society to face its past and current problems. In 

contrast, an author like El Khalil views spectacular appearance and consumer culture as 

inherently and openly intertwined with the continual violence of contemporary society. 

If there is a disguise, it is not provided by the spectacle, but by the grand narratives of 

progress and truth. Rather than uncovering a disguised truth, resistance takes the form 

of an affirmation of life in its vulnerable corporeality, claiming its presence in space.  
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Tabula Rasa: The Post-Catastrophic Now 

This section revolves around the concept of the tabula rasa as another meaningful layer 

of superficiality in Beirut. In contrast to the surface as disguise, which assumes that 

surface appearance covers over a deeper and often ugly truth, the tabula rasa relies on 

the idea of erasure. This notion of erasure is crucial to the myth of the Phoenix, as well 

as to apocalyptic narratives. The imaginary of the tabula rasa was particularly salient in 

the mid-1990s, when Beirut Central District was characterized by emptiness. Large-

scale demolition had taken place in the previous years and, apart from a limited number 

of preserved buildings waiting for recuperation, the area looked like a wasteland. 

Visible development activities were still limited to archaeological digging and the 

development of infrastructure, both of which took place directly under the surface and 

both of which were to be covered up after completion, with the exception of a small 

number of archaeological findings to be opened at the site for public display. 

Consequently, the physical shape of the city centre at the time was for a large part an 

empty surface. This landscape inspired, or resonated with, widespread fantasies of 

urban apocalypse. Some of these, as I have shown previously, were inspired by a desire 

to destroy the illicit city-woman; many by a fear for complete erasure; still others by the 

hope of a new beginning, befitting the myth of recurrent rebirth (see pp. 59-62, 143-

144).  

 It is in this context that Saree Makdisi writes “blank or not, the city center is a 

surface that will be inscribed in the coming years in ways that will help to determine the 

unfolding narrative of Lebanon's national identity” (1997: 664). He describes BCD as an 

empty surface, because physically that is what the city centre looked like then – a 

situation that was effectively brought about by largely unnecessary and often illegal or 

semi-legal rounds of demolition (Makdisi, 1997: 673-74). However, while he asserts the 

superficiality of the environment, he questions the blankness of that surface. For 

Makdisi, this empty surface is more a palimpsest than a tabula rasa. Both have 

etymological roots in a scraped tablet ready for reinscription. However, the tabula rasa 

suggests a blank slate, while the palimpsest emphasizes the traces of previous 

inscription. For Makdisi, the empty BCD is ready for inscription but remains marked by 

“the flow of Beirut’s past or the collective memories of the city” (691). Indeed, the area 

can never be a blank slate, if only for its symbolic meaning as the key site for the 

contestation over Lebanon’s self-understanding as a nation (666). Consequently, the 
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significance of the empty city centre by far exceeds the material and historical reality of 

the place. 

Moreover, the symbolic meaning of the site also means that war memories of an 

often traumatic nature have for a large part been symbolically transferred to the city 

centre, even though in reality the war permeated all spaces of society and the central 

district had been abandoned during most of the war years. The lack of an inclusive 

national history, which could potentially have accommodated personal and collective 

memory and experience, has turned place into one of the very few shared mnemonic 

anchors. It is for this reason that spatial erasure became an extremely sensitive issue. 

Makdisi expresses the fear that “it will be only a matter of years before the generation 

who remembered the old souk, the old Beirut, will be gone” (Makdisi, 1997: 686). 

Around the same time, Elias Khoury expresses a similar sentiment in his essay Memory 

of the City, writing that “the city's center, today, is an empty space, a placeless space, a 

hole in memory” (Khoury, 1995: 137). Hence, the tabula rasa created by Solidere’s 

demolition is understood to be amnesiac. Spatial erasure is understood to be complicit 

in the silence and forced amnesia of Lebanon’s post-catastrophic time-space. 

Artistic engagements with the tabula rasa express a sense of utter disorientation. 

In Fouad Elkoury’s video Welcome to Beirut, for example, images of the bullet-ridden 

martyr’s statue on Beirut’s central Martyr’s Square are voiced over by different visitors 

debating the former location of the statue (Elkoury, 2005). Some are certain it is in the 

exact same location as it was before it had been removed and reconstructed. Others are 

convinced it has been moved. The scene poignantly illustrates how Beirut’s inhabitants 

get lost between the newly arisen façades and decontextualized heritage of the city 

centre.  

In Hassan Daoud’s novel The Penguin’s Song, the narrator’s father has been 

evicted from his shop in the city centre. In the very first pages of the novel, the father is 

described as looking out over the city from the windows of their new apartment, 

locating his former shop with his index finger in the air (2014 [ 1998]: 10). Throughout 

the novel, the father loses touch with this place from his past. While the city is radically 

transformed by the reconstruction process he gradually loses his eyesight, 

He no longer asks what has happened to the shop in the old city that his finger, jabbing the air, 

was always seeking when we moved here. The whole of the old city has become a single façade 
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now, a single direction to which he points with his hand or his head, making a single gesture that 

takes in all of it. Afterward, he asks me where they are now. By this time, I know that what he 

means by his question is whether they have finished demolishing all of it. (Daoud, 2014 [1998]: 

118) 

 

Interestingly, this section suggests that the character does not experience the city centre 

– lost to him by his blurred sight and the demolition – as an absence, but as a façade. In 

this context, the impenetrable, if pretty, surface of the façade denotes both violent 

erasure and exclusion.  

 We find similar concerns in Sirine Fattouh’s elegant documentary video Temps 

mort (2005). A sombre elderly driver gives the spectator a tour along the places of his 

memory, now replaced by fancy cafés and boutiques with which he cannot relate. 

Searching for the location of his former shop, he becomes utterly disoriented among the 

pristine sandstone façades. The title Temps mort, literally “dead time,” is the French 

expression for time-out, signifying interruption and delay. Thus, here too the spatial 

disorientation is linked to a temporal disruption and postponement, the suspended 

now. 

 It is an important theme in Salhab’s work, some of which has been discussed in 

previous chapters. One of Salhab’s movies about post-civil-war city life in Beirut is 

significantly titled Terra Incognita (2003), invoking the figure of a land without history 

or memory, an unknown and therefore empty land to be inscribed – violently or 

otherwise – by its discoverers. The concept of terra incognita is thus very similar to the 

tabula rasa, except that the first blames a semi-innocent ignorance for the supposed 

absence of meaning and past, whereas the second – literally “scraped tablet” – explicitly 

refers to an active process of erasure. 

 The film revolves around a group of young people, some related, others 

unrelated to each other, who try to resume their lives after the end of the civil wars. 

Much like the characters in Beyrouth Fantôme, the characters are disoriented, spending 

much of the screen time smoking cigarettes, gazing at the sea or the city, driving the 

city’s streets, the radio blaring reports of regional politics and violence. Tarek has just 

returned from abroad, but his friends ask him why he has come back when everyone 

wants to leave. Nadim is an architect spending his time behind a computer screen 

designing an imagined city of the future. When one of his buildings is under 

construction, his friend Soraya is outraged at his participation in the erasure of her  
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Figure 3.7 Soraya (Carole Abboud) and Tarek (Rabih Mroué) 

in Terra Incognita (Salhab, 2003) 

beloved city. Soraya herself divides her time between guiding tourists along ancient 

ruins and inviting men to her bed. Ghassan Salhab has emphasized the importance of 

temporality in the movie. 

Terra Incognita reflects a frozen time, a country stuck in the present, but not in a positive way. 

It’s because it does not want to face the past, or the future. It’s imprisoned by the present. That’s 

why people come back and don’t know where they are. This is reflected in both space and time in 

the film. The film is ‘defragmented’ deliberately. [...] I wanted to remove the viewer from the 

comfort zone of linear structures. (Salhab, cited in Khatib, 2008: 163) 

Salhab engages extensively with the theme of urban erasure and of post-catastrophic 

subjectivities. However, the suspended now is as much defined by past horrors, which 

are never mentioned by name, as it is by continuing and impending forms of violence 

that impinge on the cinematic background. 

In the play Yesterday’s Man (Chakar et al., 2008), such spatial and temporal 

disorientation has been taken to the extreme. The main character, who – like the actor – 

is named Tiago Rodrigues, is a Portuguese visitor to Beirut. He has brought a map with 

him on which a location is marked by a sign. He decides to look for the location but 
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quickly gets lost. On his journey, he meets several men who are also named Tiago 

Rodrigues and who claim to live at the same address as he does. They are all looking for 

the same location. However, each of them carries a different map of the city. It soon 

becomes apparent that the men are walking in parallel time zones, each encountering 

different buildings or voids and different spatial uses of the city. So while two of them 

see a pit with remains of eighteenth or nineteenth century fundaments as well as 

ancient columns, one of them is convinced that there is a building with a movie 

advertisement in its place. Later in the play, one of the Tiagos is hiding in a dark and 

stinking shelter while a sniper, imperceptible to the others, rules the street outside. 

Though the play at times fails to dramatize its motifs – such as when one of the 

characters gives an exposition about the political exploitation of ancient ruins – it is 

imaginative in the way it interrelates time, space and subjectivity in Beirut’s material 

environment. The radical spatial transformations of the city over the past decades are 

experienced as unresolved. Its former shapes remain alive alongside the present ones. 

This leads to anomalies and ghostly appearances, such as a giant ship entering the 

streets. Their disorientation drives the characters to despair. Near the end of the play, 

the first Tiago, the narrator, abandons his resolve to follow the map, and instead starts 

to search for the sea, which he sees as an ultimate escape from the labyrinthine city. 

While looking for the sea, the city suddenly appears totally empty of life. Desperately 

wandering the empty streets, he hears a sound which he later recognizes as rolling 

suitcases, the sound of an invisible crowd leaving the city en masse. 

He proceeds to navigate the city following random signs, like numbers, a flower, 

or the first letter of a street name. In Yesterday’s Man, Beirut appears as a city 

impossible to navigate by traditional means. His irrational navigation of the city 

resembles the techniques of unplanned urban journeying, which the situationists 

named the dérive, aimed at achieving a more authentic experience of the city (Debord, 

1958). However, Tiago’s dérive is not consciously employed as a technique to attain an 

experience that goes beyond the expected and planned, but appears as the last resort of 

a disoriented subject driven by despair to the point of delusion. Surprisingly, this 

unplanned journey does have a destination, even if unplanned. It ends on a rooftop 

where the narrator shoots a picture, projected on screen for the public. It shows a 

sniper on an opposite building. With this photo, in which photographer and sniper 

mirror each other in a violent confrontation, the play ends. 
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 Interestingly, the apocalypse in this play is not characterized by erasure, but 

rather by departure. The city has become utterly unlivable because of the layers of 

unresolved pasts that the fast and violent cycles of destruction and construction have 

left in their trail. What remains is a labyrinth in which both time and space are out of 

joint. The only thing that appears crystal clear to perception is a direct and violent 

threat to life, in the form of the rooftop sniper. The sniper seems a terrifying memory 

from the civil wars. At the same time, the haunting exodus of the city seems an anxious 

vision of the future. The photo that captures the sniper rather suggests acute 

presentness. In other words, the playwrights have left the question as to which 

historical Beirut the sniper belongs unanswered. Indeed, the entire play revolves 

around the suggestion that in Beirut, it has become impossible to distinguish between 

past, present and future. Despite a fascination with apocalyptic imagery and what 

resembles traumatic flashbacks, the play therefore departs from the chronotope of the 

city in transition and shares a number of aspects with the precarious city, most notably 

the perpetual transformation of the cityscape and its relation to violence. 

 One thinker who has attempted to conceptualize the post-catastrophic emptiness 

discussed in this section is artist and writer Jalal Toufic. Although he does not explicitly 

engage with the amnesiac tabula rasa, he clearly sees catastrophe as a radical rupture 

cutting off the past. In addition, he brings the ensuing disorientation, as expressed in 

Salhab’s cinema and Yesterday’s Man, in relation to the supposedly failed identity 

formation of Beirut, as discussed in the first section of this chapter. In The Withdrawal of 

Tradition Past a Surpassing Disaster, Toufic argues that tradition – those works of art 

and intellect that are constitutive of a certain community – withdraw from those 

suffering a “surpassing disaster,” that is, a disaster that shakes the very foundations of a 

community (2009). After a disaster such as the attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the 

Nazi period, or the Lebanese civil wars, pre-disaster works of art, literature and 

philosophy, although materially present, are no longer available to the community that 

was struck by this disaster.  

  Toufic’s conceptualization is not only descriptive, but also normative. Art that is 

produced “past a surpassing disaster” should, according to Toufic, function like a mirror 

in vampire films (2009: 60). In the way these mirrors show the absence of the vampire, 

art should reveal the absence, the unavailability or inaccessibility, of pre-disaster art. 

This is where ideas about post-catastrophic emptiness and its disorientation are 
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brought in direct relation to ideas about a failed identity formation and the need for a 

mirror stage. Toufic too maintains that Beirut should look in the mirror to overcome its 

overwhelming sense of absence, because good art, according to Toufic, not only reveals 

the absence of tradition, but is capable through such a revelation to “resurrect” 

tradition. This narrative fits the imaginary of Beirut as in need of a Lacanian mirror 

stage, but the cause for its identity crisis is more explicitly situated in catastrophic 

rupture and art is ascribed a vital role in its healing. 

Toufic’s conception of the surpassing disaster as absolute rupture and his hope 

for future resurrection are clearly pervaded by the myth of urban rebirth as well as 

trauma theory, and embedded within the chronotope of the city in transition. Colla 

additionally links this temporality to a particular Shiite conception of time, when she 

maintains that the concept of withdrawal appears in Toufic’s work “as if it were the 

translation of the idea of ghayb, that which is occluded, hidden, supernatural, and more 

specifically, in Twelver Shi'ism, suggests the hoped-for reappearance of the hidden 

Mahdi [a disappeared imam and awaited saviour, J.N.]” (1998: 316). Elsewhere, I have 

argued that Toufic’s notion of tradition in this text implies a limited and exclusionary 

body of objects from the past, which bears an essentialist relation to group identity 

modelled on the Arab-Muslim construction of identity described in the introduction 

(Naeff, 2014; see p. 21). This relation is essentialist because the objects’ special status – 

as works that withdraw after catastrophe – define group identity in ways that are 

unaffected by the passage of time, allowing for the possibility of resurrection. This is a 

static and exclusionary conception of tradition and identity. Nevertheless, Toufic’s 

concept has repeatedly been taken up by fellow practitioners and scholars of 

contemporary Lebanese arts (e.g. Walid Raad in various commentaries on the Atlas 

Group Project; Colla, 1998; Westmoreland 2009, 2010; Elias, 2015). Withdrawal 

explains a widespread sense of emptiness, the impression that what used to seem self-

evident is no longer available to perception. At the same time, it serves as an 

explanation for the sense of temporal disruption that characterizes the suspended now, 

in particular its sense that the past is no longer accessible. 

Various expressions of this experience of absence have already been discussed, 

such as Salhab’s cinematic Beirut, Ali Cherri’s loop and Elias Khoury’s “hole in memory,” 

but Walid Sadek’s art work has perhaps been most consistent and rigorous in this 

respect. Whether in the form of tiny printed booklets or scarce architectural structures, 
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his work is radically austere. Visitors, upon entering his first solo exhibition Place at 

Last (2010), are confronted by the sheer emptiness of the exhibition space. Only after 

overcoming this “initial shock” (Najm, 2010) they discover tiny objects and texts that 

constitute little more than ephemeral references and gestures. One part of this 

exhibition, called Love is Blind, consists of tags referring to paintings of the Lebanese 

portrait and landscape painter Moustafa Farroukh (1901-1957). However, there are no 

paintings to be found. The absence of the landscapes to which the labels refer seems to 

constitute an instance of Toufic’s withdrawal. 

Above the wall labels, aphorisms are silkscreened on the wall. One of them reads 

“Here, most people are blind. The city in their eyes is lime like aureoles on suckling lips. 

Here, most know the city well, for knowledge is always in the now, yet live uneasily for 

tranquillity is made in pictures” (Sadek and Fattouh, 2012: 57). Despite the opacity of 

language, what appears from these words is not absence, but an intense presence, 

characterized by proximity and instantaneity, which inhibits visuality. It also suggests 

that the intimate knowledge that proceeds from this proximity is uneasy and restless, in 

contrast to the knowledge offered by pictures. In other words, it is the blinding 

proximity in the aphorism, which inhibits perception of the confident distanced view 

that the traditional landscape painter offers. 

Figure 3.8 Exhibition view Place at Last (Sadek, 2010) 
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While expressing a similar sense of emptiness, Sadek thus interprets it radically 

differently than Toufic. Indeed, he insists that: 

[...] the apparent absence of the paintings is not generated by a traumatic rupture and inevitable 

withdrawal of what was once available and known. Rather, the excessive living in a city without a 

future nearly blinds and yet generates an altered knowledge from which it is impossible to see 

the future that those paintings represented. (Sadek and Fattouh, 2012: 57) 

For Sadek, there is no tabula rasa in Beirut, because no erasure took place. The city is 

not even post-catastrophic, because Sadek insists that Lebanon is still in protracted civil 

war. Rather than marked by absence, Sadek’s city is marked by excess, lived by subjects 

who have witnessed too much. The sense of emptiness that emanates from his 

installations and publications, then, points not towards absence, but towards what 

escapes perception for those whose eyes are “stamped by violence” (from the 

description of Place at Last, 2010).  

In that sense, the work is also political. It stresses the limits to perception 

imposed, not only by violence, but also by a convergence of radically different 

viewpoints.  

“My guess right now,” he says, “is that if contemporary art means something, it must indicate 

forcefully that what is shared is very little, and it must be generous enough, even if the language 

it employs is difficult, to allow a conversation to happen. We have little that is shared but we have 

a lot at stake. And so we have a conversation, even though it disrupts the process of exhibiting 

and the reception of the work.” (Cited in Wilson-Goldie, 2010) 

For Sadek, the sense of emptiness and disorientation in Beirut, as expressed by a variety 

of artistic practices, does not emerge from the post-catastrophic tabula rasa, but from 

sharing a space with subjects who perceive a radically different reality – similar to the 

different Tiagos. This divergence of viewpoints, moreover, seems to be reproduced by 

the continuous proximity of violence. Sadek’s extensive reflections on testimonies of 

survivors and perpetrators shows a similar concern with the inhibited access to reality 

and to others, caused by the exposure to violence.  

This section discussed the figure of the tabula rasa, particularly with regard to 

the demolition sites in BCD in the 1990s. The suggestion of a blank slate materially and 

spatially articulates the utter disconnection from past and future that characterizes the 
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suspended now. In the chronotope of the city in transition, the figure of the tabula rasa 

is employed to give meaning to broader feelings of disorientation and emptiness. 

Memory makers, however, insist that the practices of erasure that characterized the 

early phase of reconstruction created a palimpsest rather than a blank slate, as traces of 

the past continue to give meaning to the city’s space, even if not always visible. In 

contrast, in Sadek’s expression of the precarious city, the experiences of disorientation 

and emptiness of Beirut’s suspended now are understood to be produced by the ways in 

which a continuous exposure to violence limits a shared perception, and particularly 

inhibits a view of the future. 

Billboards: Exclusion and Reappropriation 

This section engages with those urban surfaces that are perceived as exclusionary 

barriers, as well as the ways in which they offer opportunities to be reinscribed by city 

users, focusing specifically on the case of real estate advertisement billboards. Beirut 

has a complex geography of billboards, posters and graffiti, which testifies to Lebanon’s 

relative freedom of expression, but which also divides the urban territory along the 

lines of party politics. When Sune Haugbolle researched memory culture in Beirut in 

2003, for example, he found that public signs in the eastern neighbourhood Achrafieh 

“produced what we could call a uniformly Christian space” (2010: 179) within which 

internal divisions could be contested: 

Every day of Election week, the street would change appearance: posters were taken down, and 

others were torn apart or replaced with new ones. Some were desecrated and ridiculed in 

inventive ways, such as adorning Bashir Jumayil with a Hitler moustache. (Haugbolle, 2010: 179) 

The significance of this geography is acknowledged by politicians, who have banned 

political posters from the public sphere at least twice, in an attempt to restore harmony 

after a resurgence of intercommunal tensions (Haaretz, 2008; Daily Mail, 2015). 

Marwan Rechmaoui’s 2015 installation Blazon reproduces the space of the city 

as a series of flags, hanging from a framework installed on the rooftop of a Beiruti 

cultural centre. The city is divided into six legions with their own colour, each 

subdivided into multiple sections. Each flag of thick satin is embroidered with a blazon 

of its section, in the form of a building, a person or a word. Suspended in the air above 

the rooftop terrace, visitors can walk under the airy flag-city, while also enjoying a view 
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over the real Beirut it represents. The military terms of the installation – legion, blazon 

– express the ominous impression that the city is preparing for war. However, the city is 

not divided into two halves, but along multiple dividing lines, not only between the six 

legions, but also fragmented within those sections. The multiple and diverse 

identifications expressed on the flags are not only ideological or political, many concern 

landmarks or names, firmly linking the language of image and emblem to territoriality. 

The project description at the installation, provided by Konstantin Kastrissiriakis, links 

the installation to a complex temporality: “This collection of symbols plaster a world 

readily appropriated and recomposed, while the repeated rehearsal [of war] effectively 

delays an all-out war whose inevitability it has incorporated as its only horizon” 

(Rechmaoui, 2015). This temporality of delay and imminent violence, characteristic of 

the suspended now, is also expressed in the installation’s materiality. The flags are 

suspended in mid-air, hovering over the people who move below them, just like the 

perpetual imminence of war. This imminent violence is at once static – because heavily 

territorialized and fixated on steel wires – and fleeting – because the flags respond to 

the winds. 

 The realm of advertisement does not exist completely separate from the realm of 

these political and cultural contestations over urban territory. Advertisement visualizes 

an imaginary world, with the aim of stimulating the desire to spend and consume. By 

consistently excluding certain objects, people and lifestyles from this fantasy, it 

effectively discards them as undesirable, which is a highly political gesture. The novel 

Always Coca-Cola is characterized by a sensibility for the ways in which brand names 

and advertisement are intertwined with our intimate and everyday lives in ways that 

can be highly political (Chreiteh, 2012). The novel revolves around three young female 

friends. The narrator, Abeer, envies the looks of her friend Yana, who works as a model. 

Abeer desires to live up to the same ideal of spectacular femininity, although she, at the 

same time, has more conservative ideas about the extent to which this feminine bodily 

surface should be exhibited in public space. Their friend Yasmine, in contrast, refuses to 

embellish her appearance, embracing a gender-neutral or cross-gender appearance. 

 Across from Abeer’s bedroom window, a life-size billboard of a Coca-Cola 

advertisement is hoisted up, featuring her friend Yana. Each time Abeer is inspecting 

her body in the mirror, “looking for flaws,” she sees Yana behind her, with her opened 

lips painted red and wearing a red bikini (Chreiteh, 2012: 40-41). One day, however, 
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Yana’s body on the ad is covered over with black paint, concealing her bare body parts 

with what appears to be an abaya, a conservative Muslim robe and headscarf (64-65). 

This makes Abeer laugh, because Yana would never wear an abaya, but it makes the 

Polish Yana sad, because she associates the black robe with mourning. The novel shows 

how contesting identity constructions in Lebanon, including ideas about artificiality and 

authenticity, are articulated in demands on women regarding, precisely, their surface 

appearance. Interestingly, the surface of the advertisement billboard becomes a screen 

on which such political contestations over gender relations, cultural identity and urban 

space are played out. Global corporate advertisement is far from neutral in this context. 

 A very different example of how Beirut’s place identity is contested on large 

urban surfaces is that of Fady Al-Khoury, owner of the Hotel St. Georges. He forms part 

of the high end leisure industry of Beirut’s Central District, but stems from a bygone era. 

He has been fighting Solidere for years. Al-Khoury was able to generate media attention 

for his case by putting up a large banner on various occasions, for example in 2004, 

2007 and 2011 (see fig. 3.9). The owner not only resists expropriation, but also 

attempts to fight the construction of high rises that take away the sun from St. Georges. 

He lost a lawsuit against the construction of a new marina which has subsequently 

restricted the hotel’s access to the sea. Al-Khoury claims that the costs of his lawsuits 

have prevented him from renovating the building. Ironically, when reconstruction was 

finally underway, it was severely damaged again by the bomb blast that killed Rafic 

Hariri and 21 others in 2005. A bronze monument for the main investor and spokesman 

of Al-Khoury’s biggest opponent was subsequently erected on his hotel’s doorstep. 

 Hotel St. Georges was designed by Antoine Tabet in the late 1920s and forms an 

elegant example of early Lebanese modernist architecture. Yet, the argument of 

architectural heritage is rarely invoked in the media narratives of Al-Khoury’s case. The 

fight for preservation of the hotel, famous as a 1950s and 60s meeting place for 

celebrities and spies, mostly resonates with a widespread nostalgic imaginary of pre-

war Beirut. Additionally, the text on the banner constructs the building as a witness of 

war atrocities, an argument discussed in the section on ruins in chapter two (pp. 82-83). 

The issue of memory has been privileged over arguments of aesthetics. The stop sign on 

the banner implies a resistance to movement. The movement represented by Solidere’s 

transformational project, associated with economic and architectural growth and  
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Figure 3.9 Stop Solidere banner on the façade of the Hotel St. Georges. 

The banner reads: This old touristic landmark stays. The witness of a war that 

damaged it and the victim of an arbitrariness that targeted it. Is it allowed? 

amnesiac erasure, is thus opposed to the fixation of memory by the building, as a 

mnemonic anchor. 

It is the huge size of the banner, however, which makes this such a powerful 

image. By adopting the “language” of its opponent, that is, size and surface, the image 

raises questions not so much about the opposition between memory and erasure, which 

dominates the surrounding discourse, but rather between an individual entrepreneur 

and the marriage between a corporate business and the government. Like the Coca-Cola 

ad in Always Coca-Cola, the urban surface normally reserved to corporate power and 

state politics, is reappropriated for political contestations over cultural identity, social 

relations and urban space. 

El-Khoury’s sign re-emerges in one of Georges Daou’s post-apocalyptic 

visualizations of Beirut (fig. 3.8). The signs of Solidere’s upward movement, in the form 
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of the glass towers and the construction crane, contrast sharply with the two dangling 

corpses. The fear for violent erasure that appears from the empty and gruesome 

cityscape questions the viability of Solidere’s promise. While referring to post-

apocalyptic imaginaries of global popular culture, the abject scenes of transgressive 

violence in the once prosperous hotel district of BCD are also reminiscent of some of the 

most spectacular scenes of violence during the civil war – spectacular in the sense that 

its appearance was at least as important as its strategic efficiency, including the use of 

masquerade and excessive amounts of explosives. By replacing STOP by its anagram 

POST, Daou moves beyond Solidere’s temporality which moves towards future 

resolution. However, firmly rooted in the tradition of apocalyptic fantasies, the image 

belongs to the chronotope of the city in transition too. 

Figure 3.10 Part of the series D-scapes (Daou, 2013) 

This section focuses in specific on real estate advertisement billboards that seal 

off construction sites in the city. These billboards should be considered in a context 

where urban surfaces have served as a platform on which different visions of Lebanon 

and Beirut have been contested. They are particularly interesting because their spatial 

manifestation as a barrier reiterates the exclusionary politics of its visual 

representation, which in turn represents the process of exclusion at stake in the urban 

redevelopment of which it is part. In these objects, spatial politics, material culture and 

urban imaginaries are inextricably intertwined. 
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One of the most obvious dimensions of exclusion at stake in the computer 

generated images (CGIs) of new buildings is socio-economic exclusion. Twenty years 

ago, Saskia Sassen already observed that the presence of low-wage labourers, 

indispensable to the functioning of global corporate finance, was effectively excluded 

from its representation. “The representation of the city contained in the dominant 

economic narrative can exclude large portions of the lived city and reconstitute them as 

some amalgamated ‘other’” (2008 [1992]: 174, italics in original). 

However, the CGIs also exclude other elements, such as identity markers that 

point to other than white, secular, European, middle-class identities. Even though some 

real estate projects are developed in a neighbourhood rife with identity markers such as 

conservative religious clothes, martyr posters or catholic altars, these are effectively 

excluded from its representation in the advertisement. A good example of this is the 

Waad reconstruction of the suburban neighbourhood Dahiyeh, after the Israeli 

bombardments in 2006. Despite the explicitly exclusionary articulation of Shiite 

resistance in Waad’s marketing – reflecting Waad’s sponsor Hezbollah’s political 

narrative – the CGIs of the project show either white businessmen, or ghostlike 

silhouettes with no identity at all (3.11a and b). 

In addition to the lack of signs of lower-class culture and identity markers, the 

images exclude signs of urban (over)population, such as dense traffic, litter and tangled 

electricity wires, which are characteristic of Beirut’s urban environment. As a result, the 

CGIs are completely disconnected from the lived space of Beirut. The envisioned 

buildings could be located anywhere, or, more precisely, nowhere. The generic 

visualization of urban space in the CGIs presents a non-place. Dynamic is replaced by 

stasis, the real by the image, diversity by emptiness and depth by surface. The previous 

sections of this chapter have demonstrated that these are the very characteristics that 

are commonly attributed to the real cityscape of BCD. The hyperreal nature of the area, 

caused by superficial architecture, economic exclusion and the culture of consumerism, 

reflects the imaginary depicted in the CGIs and vice versa in a timeless cycle of signifier 

and signified (Baudrillard, 1994).  

This particular temporality of the hyperreal reinforces the suspended now. 

Walid Sadek compares a large billboard at Martyr’s Square in the 1990s, which displays 

a CGI of the then current reconstruction plan for that place, with the figure of Lazarus, 

because it places the radical under the guise of the familiar. “Resurrected, it stood,  
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Figure 3.11a Waad project (Bechara El Bacha Architects)

Figure 3.11b Waad project (United Architectural Agency) 
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visible but persistently unintelligible” (Sadek, 2006: 60). He proceeds to point out the 

political implications of this temporality: 

Rather than promise a picture of a feasible development out of current conditions, that image 

stood as an accomplished future looking down upon a protracted and derelict present turned 

dumb and tangible because reduced to a primary materiality of dust and asphalt. (Sadek, 2006: 

59) 

Radically excluded from the image, the temporal present and the material presence of 

the environment are rendered undesirable and disposable. The process of exclusion at 

stake in the image is therefore implicated in the precarization of Beirut’s environment. 

The vision of the future that it promises, excludes present reality and is therefore not a 

promise but a threat. In Yasmeen Arif’s ethnographic study of Saifi village, a residential 

area in BCD, this is poignantly illustrated by the following remark from respondent 

André: “Have you seen the maquette? Is it possible that such a nice and elegant 

maquette will have coffin makers in this street? One should be reasonable – they won’t 

keep this kind of business here” (2002: 122). Like the CGIs, the architectural model 

bears little relation to lived reality. Such exclusionary visions of the future increase the 

precariousness of the present. 

One of the few artistic engagements with billboards is the intriguing 

photography project Beirutopia by Randa Mirza (2011). The artist has captured real 

estate advertisement billboards within their urban environment in Beirut. Mirza allows 

subtle details of the real environment into the frame of her pictures, a road blockade, a 

car, a pavement. These details are not part of the advertisement image and do not add to 

the envisioned ideal. As a result, they disturb the commercial efficiency of the CGI and 

create a distance between the viewer and the commercial message, stimulating critical 

reflection. This disturbance is brought about by a variety of contradictions between the 

real environment and the virtual image. 

In some cases, the billboard image is dusty, sun bleached, torn apart or partly 

concealed by construction material or greenery, all of which compromise the message 

of the luxury life style that the original image is intended to convey (fig. 3.12). In others, 

the element from the real environment is so subtle that the observer initially fails to 

grasp what the photo is showing. Something seems unreal about the image, but it is not 

immediately apparent what it is. Once the detail is discovered – a very slight strip of  
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Figure 3.12 a charming residential building (Mirza, 2011) 

Figure 3.13 the essence of the Mediterranean (Mirza, 2011) 
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Figure 3.14 luxury time and space (Mirza, 2011) 

Figure 3.15 sexy has a new address (Mirza, 2011) 
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pavement (fig. 3.13), one branch in the foreground – the viewer still hesitates. The detail 

seems “photoshopped” onto the original. What is real, what is fake? This hesitation on 

the part of the spectator echoes the sense of artificiality, or hyperreality, discussed in 

the section on façades.  

 In ‘luxury time and space’ (fig. 3.14), the scale of the two scooters undoes the 

effects of depth and scale, achieved by lighting, perspective and human silhouettes, 

reducing the image to what it really is: a mere surface. Another conflict arises between 

the messiness of the real environment and the cleanliness depicted in the images. In 

‘sexy has a new address,’ the litter in front of the billboard stands in sharp contrast to 

the shining surfaces in the image (fig. 3.15). Without traces of users, the depicted urban 

space seems empty and static. Even the cabriolet, equally shining, seems to be frozen in 

time. The overly present surfaces in the image, like those in BCD, seem to exclude 

historical integration or social belonging. 

 Finally, a contrast may arise between the nature of the real life objects and that 

of the envisioned environment. The objects seem to always fall into one or two of three 

categories. They serve an obvious practical function, they belong to urban residues, or 

they are natural. The computer generated image, on the contrary, solely contains 

objects that add to the envisioned imaginary. Even objects that would normally have a 

practical function, such as the abovementioned car, seem to have lost their purpose in 

the picture. Residues are absent, nature is over-cultivated. By contrasting the CGIs with 

precisely those objects that are missing in the commercial utopia that they represent, 

the photos reveal their exclusion from the image. Together, these strategies succeed in 

defetishizing the images of the CGIs. 

 The titles of the images are real estate advertisement slogans that do not 

necessarily relate to the same project as the captured CGI. Beirutopia’s work description 

asserts that “the slogans are used interchangeably as titles of the project’s photographs 

because they embody the uniform concept of luxury, dream lifestyle and ethos 

associated with these structures” (Mirza, 2011). Nevertheless, it is precisely by 

decontextualizing them and putting them into conversation with a photograph that 

already destabilizes the real estate advertisement imaginary, that the hegemonic 

consumerist discourse they are part of is put into question. Often referring to issues far 

beyond the reach of the actual development project and within the uncertain, 

precarious and even political realm of the future (‘to new beginnings’ or ‘for a better 
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view of your future’), personal character (‘live up to your true nature’ and ‘designing 

inner beauty’) or geographical authenticity (‘the essence of the Mediterranean’ or 

‘Beirut is back and it's beautiful’), these slogans seem utterly beside the point, especially 

since the projects are set in the highly political space of post-war Beirut. 

 In October 2011, Beirutopia was displayed in a public outdoor exhibition in 

Beirut. Lebanese art exhibited in an unsecured public space of Beirut is extremely rare. 

The photos were displayed at the fence of René Mouawad Park. This public park is 

better known as Sanayeh Garden and arguably forms the only open space with truly 

public access in the Beirut – apart from the Corniche, the seaside boulevard, which is a 

stretch rather than a patch of land, and characterized by movement rather than pause. 

The photographs were put on the outside of the fence, thus creating a shock to some 

passers-by, who at first glance thought their precious park was sold for development.  

 

Figure 3.16 Exhibition view of Beirutopia on the fence of Mouawad Park, Sanayeh (Mirza, 2011) 

 

During my visit to Beirut in 2014, three years after the exhibition, Mouawad Park was 

being redeveloped. At the time, the park was sealed off by billboards and inaccessible to 

the public. The CGIs showed a pristine park occupied by young, middle class, Western 

clad residents (fig. 3.17). In retrospect, Beirutopia seemed prophetic. 

 By making visible a variety of contrasts, Beirutopia raises questions about the 

phenomenon of real estate billboards in Beirut. How can city dwellers connect to their 

built environment when real estate billboards conceal substantial parts of the city, and 

replaces them by static surfaces, carrying images that are characterized by, precisely, 

superficiality, stasis, artificiality, emptiness and exclusion? Yet, the criticism extends 

beyond the billboards themselves. After a building has been realized and the billboards 

have been removed, the same confrontation that one notices in the photographs 

continues to take place in the real cityscape. Many of the speculative real estate projects  
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Figure 3.17 Mouawad Park in 2014. 

throughout Beirut are heavily sanitized and securitized and refuse to become part of 

Beirut’s everyday unruliness. The sense of incongruity evoked by Beirutopia’s 

photographs thus reflects the way in which the newly constructed BCD, as well as other 

new real estate projects, is experienced by many Lebanese and visitors alike, as appears 

from the section on façades above. The billboard symbolizes this experience, because its 

materiality repeats the superficiality and exclusion at stake in its visualization as well as 

in the larger trends of urban renewal of which it is part. 

Mirza furthermore criticizes the widening gap between the consumerist luxury 

lifestyle that is being promoted through images and slogans under the pretext of 

progress, and the everyday reality of economic hardship for the majority of the 

Lebanese. As such, the contrasts framed in Beirutopia’s photos are not only those 

between commercial imaginaries and reality, but also between spatially stratified 

classes. The environment of the urban poor seems to be considered disposable; as the 

images make clear there is no place for it in the envisioned future. During the 

demonstrations that erupted following the garbage crisis in 2015, this sentiment was 

expressed when these words were sprayed on one of the real estate bill boards: “Beirut 

is not a drink and nightlife” (fig. 3.18). Thus, the high income development envisioned in 
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Figure 3.18 “Beirut is not a drink and nightlife” (2015) 

the CGI is explicitly related to an upper class lifestyle, which is subsequently removed 

from how “real Beirut” is alternatively imagined. 

As a physical barrier between the dynamics of the urban street on the one hand, 

and what is being envisioned in political and commercial imaginaries and realized 

behind the boards on the other, the billboard is a powerful image. It is by framing that 

physical disconnection that Mirza expresses the feeling of many Lebanese that real 

estate development throughout Beirut is spatially, temporally and socially utterly 

disconnected from the city of which they are part. The billboard embodies the concept 

of superficiality developed in this chapter, adding to it a strong dimension of socio-

economic exclusion, because it not only offers a two-dimensional space for the display 

of outer appearance, but also establishes a rupture that effectuates the exclusionary 

politics at play in society more broadly and alienates individuals from their 

environment. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have explored imaginaries of post-civil-war Beirut as a surface city. 

While I do not endorse descriptions of the city as a superficial place, the concept of 
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superficiality has proved productive in teasing out imaginaries that construct Beirut as 

a city that is imitative and artificial, as a city that disguises a disturbing truth, or one 

horizontally dotted by violently cleared tracts of empty surfaces, and vertically 

fragmented by erected boundaries. Superficiality is interesting because it relates the 

predominance of spectacular images and surface appearance in consumer culture to the 

shallowness associated with the modern or contemporary condition through a spatial 

metaphor. Scholars who have conceptualized these phenomena, particularly the line of 

thought from Marx via Debord to Baudrillard, and the anthropological work of Marc 

Augé, consider this superficiality to be a product of late capitalist culture. Superficiality 

in this conceptualization suggests a sense of radical disconnection – between subjects 

and their social and spatial environment, including its history. This sense of 

disconnection could be one explanation for the suspended now. 

A polished urban environment that is considered superficial is often highly 

exclusive. Economic deprivation and social stratification have always formed the 

necessary flipside to consumerist culture. The concept of superficiality is suitable for 

combining these elements, i.e. appearance, shallowness, and exclusion, because the 

materiality of a surface already suggests limited visual and physical access, reflecting 

processes of exclusion. Real estate billboards are particularly interesting, because their 

physical structure repeats the processes of exclusion and alienating artificiality that are 

at work within its imagery. At the same time, they offer surfaces that can be reinscribed 

by those who feel excluded from its representation. This is a global phenomenon.  

The case of Beirut adds to these layers of meaning. Firstly, superficiality is in 

many cases understood as imitation, particularly of the “West,” or more precisely 

France and the U.S. This is then often presented as a cause for Beirut’s perceived lack of 

a mature identity. In contrast, I would suggest that rather than an immature identity, no 

vision of an “imagined community,” in Benedict Anderson’s phrasing (1983), has 

managed to dominate others. Lebanon’s history of contestation between multiple 

minorities over national, regional and urban identities could be viewed as a positive 

alternative to the cultural and political hegemony of the majority in other places – were 

it not for the bloodshed in name of those identities. Both interpretations – that is, an 

immature and imitative identity versus a history of plurality and disagreement – situate 

the sense of absence at the heart of Beirut’s identity debates in the city’s post-colonial 

condition. This historical disruption of the city’s identity formation produces a sense of 
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unresolvedness, which contributes to the suspended now. While the first understanding 

tends to yearn for some lost authenticity, which works in the chronotope of the 

transitional city, the latter is less essentializing and even leaves room for a positive 

valuation of Beirut’s supposed “lack.” 

 Secondly, superficiality in Beirut is often associated with disguise. Artificiality 

and fakeness are often understood as deliberate strategies to conceal a disturbing truth, 

rather than to conceal the absence of any reality, as Baudrillard would have it. The 

artificiality of pristine façades and the fakeness of social interaction serve as a disguise – 

carefully crafted by the blood-stained hands of impeccably dressed leaders – concealing 

very real tensions under the surface, as well as traces of past crimes. The suggestion of 

concealed depth reproduces the suspended now, because it suggests the lingering 

presence of an unresolved past that can re-emerge to the surface in the future. For El 

Khalil, in the aftermath of the 2006 war, that surface illusion has been shattered. In her 

memoir, the fashion behind the shop windows does not disguise anything, but is an 

inextricable part of Beirut’s geography of precariousness. Surface appearance seems no 

longer designed to cover repeated violent destruction, but exists side by side with it in 

perverse normalcy. The doll demands women to comply with pain and discomfort for 

the sake of mere appearance, right in the face of suffering, and all in the suffocating 

absence of anything more profound, long-lasting and humane. In response, she restores 

her dignity by leaving her mark on a wall, significantly reclaiming agency by inscribing 

an urban surface. This suits Beirut’s geography, in which surfaces such as banners, 

posters and graffiti are important sites for the contestation of place identity. 

 A third layer of meaning is that of erasure. Demolition has erased large parts of 

the former city and destroyed much of its heritage, which resonates with apocalyptic 

fantasies. Even after reconstruction, former inhabitants and visitors remain utterly 

disoriented. For Jalal Toufic, this post-catastrophic surface is marked by withdrawal and 

the inaccessibility of tradition and heritage. This disconnection with past tradition then 

reproduces a sense of alienation that could be called the suspended now. It also causes 

Beirut’s supposed absent identity, which he seeks to resurrect through art. Yet, the 

tabula rasa can never be a blank slate. The imagined rupture is always incomplete. This 

is particularly significant in a situation like Lebanon, where conflicts have remained 

unresolved. “We want to be reborn, while we are not really dead yet,” as the voice over 

in Beyrouth Fantôme says. For Ghassan Salhab, then, the disorientation and emptiness of 
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post-civil-war Beirut are as much a post-catastrophic condition as they are a precarious 

one, perpetually exposed to renewed violence. Likewise, and contrary to Toufic’s 

concept of withdrawal, Sadek explains the disorientation expressed with regard to 

contemporary Beirut by a sense of intense and blinding proximity, an excess, not an 

absence, produced by protracted violence. 

In a 2001 essay, Jad Tabet describes the superficiality of BCD combining all of 

these layers of meaning discussed throughout this chapter: 

 

Why, then, this feeling of malaise, that emanates from the rehabilitated façades, like a strange 

impression to stroll in a stage set? Could it be that, in this reconstituted landscape, which seems 

out of reach to the corruptions of space and time, the patrimonial city, cleaned, tidied, prepared 

to meet the highest standards of embellishment and of media settings, appears at the bottom like 

a deformed reflection of the tabula rasa? Emptied of their occupants and their uses, of all those 

people in the shadow that give them their “matter,” undone of impurities that would disturb the 

image, the restored districts transform into spaces of representation, where the picturesque no 

longer serves anything but an argument for sale. As if, in that development of the city, there has 

been something of a killing of the city. (Tabet, 2001b: 56) 

 

Tabet formulates how the alienating superficiality of the Central District, as well as its 

practices of exclusion and disposal, can appear as “a deformed reflection of the tabula 

rasa.” That is, the façades of Solidere have not (only) been erected upon the erasure of 

war and demolition, but in themselves still constitute the same process of erasure. Two-

dimensionality, shallowness, exclusion, artificiality and erasure are all tied together, 

leading to the impression of a landscape “out of reach of the corruptions of space and 

time,” that is, suspended in a timeless present. 

 Indeed, the various layers of meaning of superficiality in Beirut have all been 

offered as causes for Beirut’s suspended now. Like material surfaces that obstruct 

access, even while perhaps displaying a nice image, the metaphorical use of 

superficiality suggests inaccessibility too. It is interesting that in most cultural objects 

analyzed in this chapter this inaccessibility has a temporal component, oriented 

towards the past. The spectacle renders history and memory a mere image; alienation 

disrupts long-lasting structures of belonging; disguise conceals past crimes; imitation 

destroys authentic roots; erasure disrupts tradition; exclusion makes spatial memory 

anchors inaccessible. As appears from words such as “belonging”, “roots” and 

“tradition,” the inaccessibility of the past is suggested to harm healthy identity 
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formation. For thinkers like Elias Khoury and Jalal Toufic, for the marketers of the 

architectural designs, and sometimes for El Khalil, Beirut is imagined as a psychological 

entity that has not come to terms with itself, whether because of trauma, because of 

immaturity, or because of promiscuity. I have argued that such imaginaries are often 

essentializing, because they tend to fall back on ideas of cultural purity and authentic 

origins that are especially harmful in a contested place like Beirut.  

 Works like Beirutopia and As She Once Was offer a different approach. They too 

are haunted by a sense of absence and by the suspended now, but they do not seek 

salvation in a return to the past. In the face of the social and spatial exclusion produced 

by real estate speculation, the invocation of past and future only reinforces feelings of 

alienation. Instead, the works propose a reorientation towards the present. Exclusion 

and detachment are spatialized and surface appearance is materialized in order to be 

defetishized. These works highlight that around and between the city’s surfaces, life 

continues to unfold, leaving its marks and traces, opening up spaces and connecting 

individuals. Precariousness, as a shared condition of vulnerability and an unequal 

exposure to harm, is only implicit in the attention of these authors to processes of social 

and economic exclusion. 

 This is different from the works of Salhab, Sadek, Chakar and El Khalil discussed 

in this chapter. They foreground the impact of violence on everyday life. While they, too, 

focus on the present, they turn attention to the difficulty of living in the spatial and 

temporal proximity of physical violence. They show that it is difficult to navigate the 

surfaces of the city, the structures of exclusion and erasure, when vision is impaired and 

little is shared. In Salhab’s movies, Chakar’s play and El Khalil’s memoir, the characters 

are disoriented to the point of desperation, not because everything has been erased, but 

because everything that is left remains exposed to harm.  

 The previous chapter discussed imaginaries of Beirut as a disposable city. It 

compared works that imagine Beirut as post-apocalyptic or on the verge of apocalypse, 

to works that imagine the city to be perpetually exposed to various forms of destruction 

and wasting. The chapter “Surface City” has taken up many of the themes that came up 

in the previous chapter, especially that of traumatic rupture versus a prolonged 

condition of precariousness. However, through the concept of superficiality, the focus 

shifted from what is being disposed of, to what is established by disposal: the cleaned 

surfaces of the modern city. I demonstrated that the concept of superficiality is 
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embedded in global imaginaries of modern and contemporary city life. In addition, 

Beirut’s relation to the notion has a long history – shared by many other cities in the 

former imperial periphery – that imbues the notion with the connotation of imitation. 

The post-civil-war context in Beirut, however, has added very interesting layers to these 

global and historical dimensions, most notably the aspects of disguise and traumatic 

rupture. At the same time, many interesting artists and authors have defetishized forms 

of surface appearance and sought ways to negotiate urban surfaces responsibly in the 

present, similar to the way in which some of the artists discussed in the previous 

chapter seek to reclaim agency over their lives by a critical reorientation to the 

precarious present. The next chapter will explore imaginaries of excavation and 

mourning. Excavation is often imagined as a practice that resists the disposal of chapter 

two, and that moves beyond and beneath the surface central to this chapter. 

  




