Cruel Weather, or, belief in the world

One of my first thoughts on looking at these films again was the rather banal one that
many of them required a lot of discussion. Not by a rush to what Derrida once

characterized as the “rigid formalism of context,”*

and not necessarily in the form of a
conversation by a panel of all-Arab film historians and critics to set parameters, (as Jalal
Toufic has written savaging similar notions, he only gained access to A Thousand and
One Nights by appropriating in turn Pasolini’s film version, or Edward Said, interviewed
on the eve of the first intifada, referring to non-Arabs Jean Genet and Noam Chomsky as
part of Palestinian literature, in its broadest sense), and not even necessarily by resorting
to words, in Genet’s sense that “reality in time” actually “slots itself exactly into the
spaces [between the words], recorded there rather than in the words that only serve to blot

it out.”?

To live in and expedite such a void, to be capable of learning from it, has little to
do with identification, that staple of mainstream movie-going (much as Genet’s adventure
with the Black Panther Party had nothing to do with wanting to be black, and time spent
with the young PLO fighters in the hills of Jordan if anything had even less to do with
ideas still batted around of identity politics). It often has little to do with information,
although these films frequently enough punch huge holes in the great mythologies of
information, and show its paucity, while adding other dimensions.® It is rare, but at
moments it is truly a question of time-travel, as in Roy Samaha’s experiment “as a way to
investigate one’s own past life.” Or a borrowing, maybe taking back, that is far more than
sampling, as the young rappers in Jackie Salloum’s Slingshot Hiphop (2008) transform

their style (in Merleau-Ponty’s sense of movement or whole “project” world of
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comportment of the body) in response to Tupac Shakur music videos, that seem to

emerge from their same milieux.

This set of films is far more about how artistic responses function or innovate in
particular circumstances; it has not much to do with defining works from a particular
geographical entity, since the knot of presuppositions named “Middle East” is but one of
a host that call for unraveling, precisely as a geo-political factor and ethnic description.*
Formally, there is sort of a wild multiplicity that exists between the levels of reflexivity in
Akram Zaatari’s highly influential experimental documentary This Day (2003) and the
nearly lurid revival of the Arab melodrama popular decades before in Youssef Chahine’s
Chaos (2007). It is not an accident so many of these films seem to occupy a zone of
impossibility. Wael Noureddine makes a film on why it is impossible to make a film on
war (July Trip, 2007); living in Beirut, he makes a film on why it is impossible to live in
Beirut (Ca Sera Beau, From Beirut with Love, 2005). Chahine raises the possibility of
justice in a national context, where, according to interviews he gave in the last years of
his life, he saw absolutely no hope for fulfillment. In What Everybody Knows (2008),
conceptual artists Ayreen Anastas and Rene Gabri painstakingly piece together from the
details of quotidian life in the Occupied Palestinian Territories a pattern of chilling
domination from the jigsaw puzzle made hazy by a willful “promotion of complexity,” a
nearly obsessive dedication to what Henry Kissinger, with his gift for language, once
termed “constructive blurring.”> Many works are about making links, experimenting
with links, braiding images. So it is not surprising Jalal Toufic’s Ashura (2002) can form
a diptych with his Lamentations: The Ninth Day and Night (2005), and is projected as a
trilogy. Linking and de-linking in the void are here another way of living what
philosopher Alain Badiou, trying to elaborate he called the “terms of a different durée to

that imposed by the law of the world,” that would stand outside the “dominant order,”
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termed the “endurance within the impossible.”® Jayce Salloum’s Untitled part 3b: (as if)
beauty never ends (2000-3) is likewise a link in a chain of four discrete videos, that range
in location from South Lebanon to the former Yugoslavia to indigenous peoples in

Canada, where “’strategies and means’ are arrived at through the laboring over the
material collected,” in that “they arise from the material or process itself and the process
informs the work being done on it. Stylistically the parts and projects may appear to be
drastically different from one another even within the same piece of work where an

appropriateness is sought after, determined, and utilized.”’

This weaving of relations is
analytic, yet, as many of the offerings here demonstrate, this processual critique is one
where the cerebral and visceral impacts are at once powerfully wedded. A creativity in
the void where the world has withdrawn, yet smacking of Pasolini’s argument that any

moment of montage constituted “is always in the present mode...a historic present.”®

In a region that has suffered by this point an almost incalculable number of massacres,
wars, occupations, and enslavements of which the all-out assault on the defenseless
population of Gaza in December, 2008 is only the most recent, we must take seriously
Toufic’s insistence that beyond trauma, and beyond pain, a more profound withdrawal of
“tradition past the surpassing disaster” has taken place.® That is why for the traumatized
survivors, Toufic writes, of Bosnia, Lebanon or Rwanda, psychiatric treatment or
“subjective working through” cannot on their own “succeed in remedying the withdrawal
of tradition, for that withdrawal is not a subjective symptom...but demands the

resurrecting efforts of writers, artists, and thinkers.” Without this, even a healthy or
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healthier survivor “soon discovers that tradition, including art, is still withdrawn.”*® The
stupefying non-response on the part of the world to the atrocities in Gaza, offers an all
too concretized and obscene example, or link, to what Gilles Deleuze meant when he
wrote we can no longer believe in the world — “Because the point is to discover and
restore belief in the world, before or beyond words.”** Restoring this “belief in the
world” that could “reconnect man to what he sees and hears” is what cinema could

12 \Where is the world? Hence Deleuze’s

possibly accomplish “when it stops being bad.
talk with critic Serge Daney on how, with the advent of the Second World War, with the
loss of belief “’behind’ the image there was nothing to be seen but concentration camps.”
After World War 11, there was “an altogether new question: What is there to see on the
surface of the image?” No longer looking behind the image for the withdrawn world, but
rather “whether | can bring myself to look at what I can’t help seeing — which unfolds on
a single plane.”*® Toufic attributes the prevalence of the video medium in the Arab world
to such reasoning, along with its obvious low-cost, writing that the attraction of flat
images, rather than of cinema,” is “because we believe in the depth of the earth where
massacres have taken place, and where so many...still await their unearthing, and then

proper burial and mourning.”**

One might expect any collection of moving images from the Fertile Crescent to revolve
around mourning. There are full doses of that here, but as Deleuze slyly suggested in the
documentary L’Abécédaire de Gilles Deleuze (1999)," there is a profound joy in the

lament: this passing beyond any social status, the paradoxical subjectivization wound up
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in the feeling that it is too big for me. This too, is a passage through the impossible, what
was expected as unendurable, or as the most horrible unexpected. It is the root of sacred
poetry, for Deleuze, and its transformations and struggles not only yield dangerous
insights, but also moments and splotches of real beauty. Present here, too, in full

measure.
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