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As many analyses have exposed, the presence of the so-called archival impulse (H. Foster,
2004) or archival fever (exhibition Archive Fever in 2008, New York) can be detected almost
globally within contemporary visual arts at least since 1989. The fascination of artists with
history,  memory,  collecting,  archiving,  that  is,  with various forms of dealing with the past
throughout the 1990s and onwards, has generally been interpreted as a symptom of the “post-
historical  era”,  and  specifically  in  the  art  context  as  “post-historic  art”  (related  to  the
proclamation of the end of art and art history during the 1980s). In contrast, some interpreters
(such as Boris Buden and Svetla Kazalarska) argued that dealing with the past was and still is
particularly characteristic for the contexts that were marked with radical political, economic,
social etc. changes, therefore archival art can be perceived as a sort of symptom, a tool, or even
a therapeutic activity for external circumstances artist werefacing.

On a more general level, archival impulse in contemporary art could be connected with what is
happening with time at the end of 20th century, namely with the so-called spatialization of time
if I use Fridric Jameson's term (1989). This can be at the same time linked with the logic of a
database as introduced in the framework of the language of the new media by Lev Manovich
(2001). The database understood as a tool of knowledge or understanding production through
organizing data (that is: through mapping, placing data into folders, rather than chartography),
among other on the one hand indicates  variability  and broken link between the data and a
referent.  On the other hand it  indicates,  as Peter Osborne (2013) suggests, the difficulty  of
defining the present and making this very present present. The very fact a logic of database is a
starting  point  of  contemporary  art  archiving  practices  therefore  implies  the  history/past  is
already understood as a construction.

Contemporary (archival) art is therefore not so much focused on exposing the factual reality or
– in this case – history/past is a discursive product, a fiction of some sort. Rather, it is derived,
in my opinion at least, from the understanding of historical narration in its social and political
function,  for  instance  as  orientational,  navigational,  etc.  tool.  Since  contemporary  archival
practices are exposing a close relationship between power and knowledge production through
data collecting and organizing,  the question of the effect of the fiction could be one of the
clarifying means to assign important differences in their approaches, as I will try to show based
on the  work  of  Lebanese-born  artist  Walid  Raad.  For  this  reason I  will  start  with  a  brief
contextualizationoftheRaad'searlyworkfromthe1990swithinthe  framework  of  The  Atlas
Group,  and continue to reconstruct  his  more recent  archival  approaches  within an ongoing
projectScratching on Things I Could Disavow: A History of Art in the Arab World(2007–). By
doing this, I will not so much focus on an analysis of particular art projects, but more on Raad's
general approach to narrating while concentrating on the function of fiction and fictioning. As



will be clear later on, I will use the terms “fiction” and “fictioning” in order to designate two
different effects of art archiving.

Majority of Raad's early work from the 1990s and within the framework of The Atlas Group
(1989-2005), the so-called imaginary collective and foundation self-proclaimed dealing with
the  recent  history  of  Lebanon  or,  more  precisely,  Lebanese  Civil  War  (most  often  dated
between 1975 and 1990), is usually interpreted in a sociologizing way. Raad, a representative
of the so-called war generation of Lebanese artists was during the 1990's, like many of his
colleagues, dealing with the result of the violent and traumatic past of his country. The 1990s
itself,  on the  one  hand,  represented  a  period  of  reconstruction  during  the  war-divided and
demolished capital, privatization and "neoliberal optimism", and on the other hand a period of
re-establishing the contemporary art scene in Beirut (Saghier, 2019) . In this context it is not
negligible to expose this very generation of artists was responsible »to move contemporary art
away from the beaux-arts tradition /…/ and toward a more capacious understanding of visual
culture, critical theory, and cultural studies (Wilson-Goldie in Filipovic, 2017, 323) Precisely
this (newly) established contemporary art scene during the 1990s became an important haven
for critical discourses, most notably the generator of "collective discourse on memory". The
latter can be thought of as a counterpoint to the "state-sanctioned amnesia (S. Kassir)" that
followed the end of the Lebanese Civil War, the reconstruction project of Beirut that  gradually
erased tracks of the war in the capital and the General Amnesty Act pardoning political crimes
committed during the civil war that made impossible to sanction human rights violations as
well as dealing with the problem of those who “disappeared” or went missing during the war.

The  work  within  the  framework  of  The  Atlas  Group  can  be  linked  with  the  Arab  Image
Foundation initiated by artists, Raad including, in 1997, and to some extent understood as an
anti-archive of AIF. While  AIF itself  is most often interpreted as a reaction to the lack of
existing  history  of  visual  culture  in  Lebanon and the  wider  region,  general  lack  of  public
cultural and art institutions as established generators of collective memory, a potential tool for
building  alternative  historical  narratives,  etc.,  majority  of  Raad’s  work  uses  historical
documents, but offers more conceptual considerations on their status and function. His typical
interweaving of history, memory and fiction can be understood as a research of how memory
and history are being (re)produced and affected in the specific socio-political context. That is
the  political  context  marked  with  the  lack  of  strong  homogenizing  force  of  the  historical
narrative due to Lebanese sectarian political system which aim is to secure representation of the
main  religion-based  sectarian  groups  and  by  it  eliminate  conflicts,  and  the  socio-political
context  marked  with  war,  violence  and  trauma  that  somehow  effect  the  memory  and
experiences of the past. 

The  fact  it  is  impossible  to  reconstruct  a  history  of  Lebanese  Civil  War  based  onThe
AtlasGroup's  archive  dedicated  to  this  very  history,  and  the  lack  of  homogenic,  unifying
historical narrative in Raad's work is therefore not so much a side-effect of, for instance, an
anti-imperialist standpoint, but more of a reflection of specific socio-political circumstances.
Raad  therefore  not  so  much  offers  a  critical  intervention  into  modern  western-type
historiography, form a  counter-narrative  or the  so-called  affective  history,but rather



exposes  – especially infrastructural – conditions of possibility of a unified and homogenic
historical narrative. Approaching Raad's work through reconstruction of the history and context
of  the  country  he  was  born  in  is  nevertheless  just  a  starting  point  to  interpret  his  work,
especially if we perceive it from the standpoint of mentioned new ongoing project focused on
the history of art in the Arab world.

As I already mentioned, Raad's work in the framework of The Atlas Group can be understood
as an anti-archive of the AIF, among other dedicated to collect and preserve the photographic
heritage of the Middle East, North Africa, and the Arab Diaspora. Raad's early work is  namely
to a smaller extend concerned with a more or less rigorous research based on collected actual or
(in his case) fabricated visual, audio and literary documents, that is, it is not concerned that
much with knowledge production, but more with fictionalizing the historical data which could
indicate his aims are not strictly commemorative or testimonial. This can be deduced especially
based on the importance of, often very poetic, narrative contextualization within his early work
where  he  is  either  connecting  actual  documents  with  fictional  characters  or  fabricated
documents  with  historical  facts,  all  within  the  wider  historical-narrative  framework  of  the
Lebanese Civil War. His aim is not to construct a storehouse of historical documents or past
experiences, neither to merely offer the opposite of the 19th century archive's epistemological a
priori (origin, continuity, close relation with the referent etc.), his work namely evokes a much
more complicated logic of temporality  – the temporality  characteristic  for trauma,  as Sven
Spieker suggests (2008, 158). However, it is very important to emphasize the subject of Raad's
»traumatic  temporality«  is  neither  the witness not the narrator:  the historical  documents  or
objects  are  namely  the  ones  that  gets  affected  by   violence  and  trauma,  as  could  be
reconstructed based on his concept »hystericaldocuments«.

Temporality that is characteristic for trauma in Raad's work is therefore to a lesser degree an
indicator of an inability of subjective recollection of war or violence »victims«, but says more
about the general breakage of the chain that connects perception, action and memory, that is,
the breakdown of the ordinary memory function. His early work is therefore only partially a
symptomatology of  dysfunctional  individual  or  collective  psyche,  but offers an exploration
how certain circumstances interrupt the mechanism of conservation, accumulation of the past
and present, anticipation of the future, selection between the preserved and the erased, how
they contribute to the breaking of causal and sequential logic as well as the connection between
the signifier and the referent.  As Raad himself puts it:  »The absence of the referent in our
earlier  works, our treatment of the documents we were finding and producing as hysterical
documents, was not theresult of a philosophical conviction imposed on our object of study.
It may have  been  due to  the withdrawal of reality  itself as a  result  of what Toufic
identifies  as »the  withdrawal  of  tradition  past  a  surpassing  disaster.«  (Raad  in  Gilbert,
2016)«

In contrast to the »traumatic temporality« in his early work, his more recent work has been
focused on the history of art in the Arab world (especially on the phenomenon of accelerated
establishing  of  new  art  infrastructure  in  the  Middle  East),  while  also  indicating  what  is
happening  with  time  in  the  framework  of  technocapitalism.  Majority  of  the  projects  in



framework of an ongoing project  Scratching on Things I Could Disavow are executed in the
form of  exhibition  display of  (mostly  fabricated)  historical  artefacts  and/or  documents  and
accompanying narration, often in the form of a lecture-performance. In the lecture-performance
Raad uses established didactic means and generate the lecture-performance based on a series of
at first sight completely unrelated stories originating in different times and spaces, while the
narration itself is accompanied either by video material or by a part of an exhibition display he
invites the public to look at more closely. As the performance-lecture takes place, the unrelated
stories  became  to  an  ever  increased  extent  interlaced  or  even  interdependent,  while  the
narration is getting more and more fictitious, fantastic and weird elements. Large amount of
data that Raad mediates in the lecture-performances could be seen as a means of mapping the
informational  and  financial  flows  between  the  world  of  finance,  real  estate  agencies,  the
military industry, the art world, market and collectors, so in a way indicating the sublime of
global  technocapitalism  that  cannot  be  experienced  directly  as  other  phenomenon,  nor
satisfactory rationally explained or represented. »It can only be observed symptomatically /.../,
but can never be seen, heard or touched in its totality (Srnicek, Williams, 2016, 14),« as Nick
Srnicek and Alex Williams puts it. While the unity was almost completely absent in his early
work, in this case documents and narration forms a sort of hypertextual network.

This symptomatology of the sublime of global technocapitalism is nevertheless consistently
accompanied with a variation of an object-oriented »traumatic temporality« from his previous
work (inexplicable changes in the flow of time, jumps in space, involuntary repetition, etc.), as
well as an iconography of the dead and the un-dead, for instance vampires, ghosts, which also
primarily  affects  historical  documents  and  artefacts.  Raad's  narration  evocates  a  form  of
temporality that could be connected with the concept of the labyrinth space-time as introduced
by  his  Lebanese-born  colleague,  writer  and  artist  Jalal  Toufic,  that  is  according  to  him
characteristic  for  societies  that  faced mentioned »withdrawal  of  tradition  past  a  surpassing
disaster«. The latter according to Toufic can not be represented, measured or explained in terms
of the number of casualties, destroyed buildings, bodies, historical artefacts, but can be made
aesthetically  accessible  only through the occurence  of certain symptoms.  That  is:  precisely
through the occurrence of unexplained changes in objects, changes in the flow of time, jumps
in time and space, the presence of hallucination and delirium as well as in the symptoms of the
non-dead  or  dead-before-dying.  Labyrint  space-time  (of  the  un-dead),  as  Toufic  explains
especially  based  on  the  film  tradition  on  vampires,  eliminates  the  ability  of  any  clear
differentiation, the ability to accurately determine the interior and exterior,  to  determine the
time and/or spatial  beginning and the end, therefore also to differentiate modalities of time
(past, present and the future). Besides that labyrint space-time (of the un-dead) also eliminates
the conditions of possibility to form any sort of identity, and by it representational thinking, if I
use Deleuze's concept, which Toufic for instance illustrates with the fact that a vampire does
not have a mirror image.

Especially  on this point  labyrint space-time could be to the some extend connected by the
recent accelerationist aesthetics and its approach to narration as present especially in science-
fiction literature. However, while accelerationist aesthetics is marked with political standpoint
that  derives  from the  analysis  of  the  consequences  that  technology  have  on  human-based



temporality (for instance the one that is connected to the language, cyclic and sequential logic
of the natural), and is fictioning the world without human while often deriving from the thesis
that the end of the world has already happened, Raad is building a history of art in the Arab
world that, as he suggest, exist in a special space-time. This space-time that, again, primarily
effects objects and artefacts rather the individual or collective psyche. We could therefore say,
that Raad's archival art practice is primarily focused on articulation of specific space and time
model and by it, among other, exposes the archeological basis of an archive as such that also
inevitably follows or produces certain model of space and time.

For  this  reason,  his  practice  is  above  all  experience  or  world-building,  that  is:  fictioning-
oriented  rather  than  forming  a  fiction.  For  instance  by  the  means  of  accelerating  the  gap
between historical documents and their referents, the gap between historical facts and the place
of enunciation, as well as by de-linking historical objects from their aesthetic experience. I use
fiction and fictioning here in order to designate two different effects of art archiving: while
fiction  is  more  concerned  with  the  present  and  existing  through  organizing,  mapping  and
navigating the past and have a representational function, fictioning focuses especially on the
future and tries to engender that which does not yet exist. (Burrows and O’Sullivan, 2019) By
doing  so,  fictionalizing  practice  –  to  some  extend  at  least  –  inevitably  deconstruct
instrumentalist usage of an archive or a status of an archive as a tool of knowledge/effect of
truth  production.  Raad’s  practice  could  therefore  be  understood  as  a  sketch  of  decolonial
aesthetics rather than decolonial epistemology, but the one which is not constructed based on
the return to some pre-modern indigenous knowledge, but derives from the recent or current
socio-political circumstances.


