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A program commissioned by the Available Light Screening Collective, Ottawa Canada (tentative date April 22, 2004). The English-language programs will continue to the Images Festival (April 24, 2004), Toronto. The French-language program will be exhibited at Vidéographe, Montréal (September)

Fadi Yeni Turk, Demo (Lebanon, 2002, 6:00)

Roy Samaha, Untitled for Several Reasons (Lebanon, 2003, 8:00)

Amal Kenawy, The Room (Egypt, 2003, 12 min)
Lina Ghabieh, Sad Man (Lebanon, 2000, 4:20)

Hassan Khan, The Eye Struck Me and the Lord of the Throne Saved Me (Egypt, 2001, 4:00)

Vatché Boulgorjian, Noble Sacrifice (Lebanon, 2002, video, 38:00)

Mohamad Soueid, Civil War (Lebanon, 2002, excerpt of 85:00 video)

Rabih Mroué, Face A/Face B (Lebanon, 2002, 9:00)

Meyar Al Roumi, Cinema muet (Syria, 2001, 29:00)

Leila Kenaán, La maison de mon père (2003, 24 min)

It’s never the right time for Arab experimental media: the title reflects the constant state of political and economic crisis, compounded by Western scrutiny, in the Arab world. As a result, events are postponed, artists are enjoined to self-censor, and “merely personal” issues are postponed until such time as the political situation will concede them to be relevant. Despite this atmosphere of indefinite postponement, Arab independent media are flowering.

Two programs reflecting the vibrant independent and experimental media scene in the Arab world, centering on Beirut. Numerous independent media organizations have sprung up in this city after the end of the civil war. Their work reflects the political and aesthetic urgency to come up with ways to represent the impossibly complex position of the post-war Lebanese people and the Arab world always aware of the influence and scrutiny of the West. And after less than a decade, a new generation of Lebanese artists, often university trained, is already turning the carpets on its elders. A similar movement is nascent in Cairo and other Arab cities, and Palestinian artists persevere in creating powerful work to spite the cruel occupation. Made independently of state resources, Arab independent media has a low-budget creativity and resourcefulness, if not an “aesthetic of poverty.” Informed by Western art movements but innovative on its own terms, this work is well aware that it cannot and need not translate completely to a Western audience. Intimate, droll, fierce, coolly conceptual, ready to break your heart when you least suspect it; the Arab world is producing one of the most important movements in independent video today.

Guest artist Mohamad Soueid is Lebanon’s pioneer of independent video production. Acknowledged to have produced the first independent video in Lebanon, in 1990, Soueid has produced a powerful video oeuvre. He is the author of a book-length study of Lebanese cinema and a novel written, Georges Perec style, without the letter y. A founder of the independent media collective Beirut DC, he currently produces and acquires independent documentaries for the satellite channel MBC. Accomplished in many media; a tireless promoter of creative and progressive expression by Arab artists; a lover of Orson Welles whose style is nevertheless uniquely Beiruti, Soueid is excellently positioned to share creative resources for personal and political expression with Canadian artists and organizers. Soueid will offer a lecture and a production workshop through Available Light.

Screening 1 (English subtitles)

Fadi Yeni Turk, Demo (Lebanon, 2002, 6:00)

An experiment with digital editing makes ghosts of casual observers at the demolition of a Beirut highrise.

Roy Samaha, Untitled for Several Reasons (Lebanon, 2003, 8:00)

A video asking which of our perceptions is real: what we see, or what our eyes feel? Received mass media images—pornography, BBC coverage of the war in Iraq—layer and thicken, until the image can only be grasped in its pixel materiality. Images become infected with bit rot. Sound, edited from the image feed, pushes this haptic image into the body. Finally a real cityscape appears; but in the wake of the image feed, it shimmers insubstantially. 

Amal Kenawy, The Room (Egypt, 2003, 12 min)

Disregarding the barriers between media, this astonishing work jams the video medium with performance, delicate sculptural installation, clay animation, and incantatory stitching. Strange fetishes embody, poetically and quite viscerally, the entrapment felt by a sacrificial bride. Intended to accompany a performance piece, The Room stands on its own as a work of uncanny power.
Lina Ghabieh, Sad Man (Lebanon, 2000, 4:20)

Accomplished animator Ghabieh captures emotion in the quality of her line. Sad Man is a bachelor living in unkempt quarters in a grubby Beirut neighborhood. His repetitive daily routine generates surprising variations, as when, washing his sad face, the water in the sink offers a happy reflection. Delicate nonverbal sounds make this animated creature seem more than human.

Hassan Khan, The Eye Struck Me and the Lord of the Throne Saved Me (Egypt, 2001, 4:00)

Vatché Boulgorjian, Noble Sacrifice

(Lebanon, 2002, video, 38:00)

Ashura is the annual ritual mass bloodletting performed by Shia Muslims to mourn the martyrdom of Imam Hussein, whose murder in the late 7th century marked the split of Shia and Sunni Islam and remains an inspiration for martyrdom operations (suicide bombings) among Shia and others today. The ten days of Ashura culminate in a march where Shia men cut themselves with swords and razors and beat the wounds until they bleed profusely, literally spilling a river of blood. Boulgourjian refuses to clean up Ashoura. Instead he shows a deep respect to its practitioners, framing the gory ritual in Shia theology and politics. The punkish low-tech aesthetic refuses to let the viewer “understand” Ashura from a distance, instead challenging spectators to embody Ashoura, to live it as the ordinary young men in the video do.

Mohamad Soueid, Civil War (Lebanon, 2002, excerpt of 85:00 video)

Wickedly clever and wearing its soft heart on its sleeve, this experimental documentary investigates the mysterious death of cinematographer Mohammed Douiabes in 1999. But it’s really about the schizophrenic life of post-war Lebanon, where unadmitted war trauma shows up in the people’s dental hygiene.  

Screening 2 (French subtitles)

Rabih Mroué, Face A/Face B (Lebanon, 2002, 9:00)

“En 1978, mon frère Manuel, venu de Cuba, écrivit des paroles pour un chanson inspirée d’une air russe. Nous avons chanté ce cantique jusqu’à le retenir par coeur. Ensuite nous l’avons enregistré sur une cassette et l’avons renvoyé à mon frère Abu Salam qui vivait dans ce temps-là dans l’Union Soviétique.”

Meyar Al Roumi, Cinema muet (Syria, 2001, 29:00)

Un jeune réalisateur syrien retourne en Syrie après avoir fini ses études de cinéma en France. Il est choqué par la censure qui fait échouer son tournage. Il fait le portrait de quelques cinéastes syriens qui parlent de l’impact de la censure sur leurs oeuvres et vies. La conclusion rend le spectateur muet.

Leila Kenaán, La maison de mon père (2003, 24 min)

A hilarious, surreal hyper-narrative in the style of Amélie and Delicatessen. This stunningly accomplished student film jams together Lebanese folklore, Catholic fetishism, Israeli invaders, antique pornography and much more—and the love stories all resolve happily.

Viewing room:

Mohamad Soueid, Nightfall (Lebanon, 2000) 

Mohamad Soueid, Civil War (Lebanon, 2002, 85:00)

Joana Hadjithomas and Khalil Joriege, Khiam (Lebanon, 2000, 52:00)

