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In 1982, during the seventh year of Lebanon’s civil
war, an exhibition entitled “The Book and Lebanon Until
1900" was held in Paris. A book under the same title was
published in association with the presentation. Then-French
Minister of Culture Jack Lang wrote a preface to this work,
which included the statement: “It is significant that despite
the turmoil it withesses, Lebanon is able to keep its culture
alive. Like a torch that remains lit, the [Lebanese] culture
continues to shine, in spite of all attempts to extinguish it,
sending a message of life and hope.”

Every situation is accompanied by specific dictates,
and given the one in which the French culture minister
found himself, it is unrealistic to expect him to have
intfroduced such a book with words offering much more
than simple pleasantries. Yet while one might easily dismiss
the minister’s statement as just an agreeable observation,
such platitudes can neither be completely disregarded nor
underestimated. In fact, whether we like it or not, banter
of this nature helps form mainstream public opinion. Thus,
the preface offered by Mr. Lang is usually considered—
especially by those Lebanese who cling stubbornly to their
various manifestations of amnesia instead of plying the
infinitely more challenging road of actually confronting the
war's legacy—to be an irrefutable truthl

Nevertheless, in the wake of the work done by UMAM
D&R, our intent in Books from the Baftlefield is to challenge
the platitudes (and hence, mainstream public opinion)
which position the concepts of “war” and “culture” at
opposite and irreconcilable ends of the spectrum. In this
project, we attempt to elucidate the association between
Lebanon and written works against the backdrop of war.
In such an endeavor, UMAM D&R’s vision has always been
to ponder, contend with, and sometimes revise our recent
history—even its most painful and shameful episodes—both
openly and honestly. Indeed, only by doing so can we finally
come to terms with this part of our “past.” More specifically,
Books from the Battlefield seeks to explore the role played
by “cultural production” during the war (especially in book
form), and the influence it may continue to exert in view of
the recent spate of epiphanies as well as the physical and
symbolic “reincarnations” of the war.

Pivotal examples of the written word that appeared
during the civil war can be grouped into three broad
categories. When reviewing the works in the first category
of culturally produced “wisdom,” it is clear that some exhibit
a distinctly “defensive” nature. Many of the authors in this
category became ensconced in trying to discern why the
worst happened, how we descended to the low point
we ultimately reached, and what led people to resort to
the most heinous of the options available to them at the
time. A second category incorporates examples that are
not remarkably different from other works of propaganda,
except in terms of the perceived stylistic edge employed
by some. Yet a third category includes theories about war,
in which momentous questions are raised about collective
responsibility, and whether any relationship exists between
“writing” and “killing.” When the simple act of reading
such texts proves insufficient to establish this kinship, we
are reminded quite obscenely by the ghosts of authors
and infellectuals accused of kiling others with their words
and thoughts—members of the intelligentsia who paid the
ultimate price for having observed that ideas alone can
indeed be accused of committing murder. Moreover, they
are capable of triggering mortal retaliation against those
who wrote them. Given this reality, can we really continue
to believe that words and ideas carry no guilt whatsoever,
or that culture and war are mutually exclusive?

To these three broad categories, perhaps we need to
add afourth and vital class, whichincludes all of the literature
that was not produced. In fact, while some episodes of
the war were repeatedly emphasized and became “over
productive” in propaganda terms, others remain the “poor
cousins” in a gesture of ongoing self-censorship! It is certainly
evident that this unequal treatment needs to be remedied
as much as it needs to be compensated.

This project aims to raise questions rather than suggest
answers. It is nevertheless compelled to respond to certain
queries. Indeed, at the barest minimum, one fundamental
question must be answered: When does our framework start
and finishg Does it begin on the afternoon of Sunday, April
13, 1975, in Beirut's southeast suburb Ain ar-Roummaneh?
Alternatively, did it begin in earnest in Istanbul on another
April 13th some 300 years earlier? This was the date on
which Prince Fakhr al Din Il was executed (as suggested by
one of the battlefield books, the introduction to which—
quite significantly—was dated April 13, 1977 and signed “A
Lebanese veteran”). Clearly, it seems quite challenging,
if not perfectly unreasonable, to search for an end to this
long-running strife when we cannot pinpoint its absurd
beginning!

While answering this seemingly existential question has
heretofore provenimpossible, avoiding the task altogetheris
neither acceptable nor realistic—it will continue to haunt us
even if we pretend that there is no need to tackle the issue.
Therefore, UMAM D&R has chosen to explore the “memories
of the war” primarily through visual means. In this sense, this
initiative seeks to do nothing more than open the door to
an ongoing research and documentation project. In doing
5O, however, it extends a standing invitation to those who
wish to join this most important and cathartic project.

It is also helpful to include a disclaimer so as to avoid
some of the inevitable reproaches our endeavor might
provoke. In this inifiative, we do not pretend to undertake an
exhaustive review of the war’s literature, nor do we suggest
that our investigation represents anything other than what
is mentioned in the ftitle of the exhibition. So let’s consider
this exhibition to be a tour through samples of literature.
With this in mind, and like any tour being conducted by
a well-prepared guide, we must expect to find his or her
fingerprints on the objects being displayed!

Books from the Battlefield — Featuring the War's
Literature marks the fifth official anniversary of UMAM D&R.
It also highlights the completion of the first stage of UMAM
D&R’s “logistical” preparation and readiness improvements.
These important changes will enable the organization to
share its collection with a wider audience, including its
growing archive of books, periodicals, other publications,
and array of audiovisual material.

Given the weight of these programmatic
enhancements, it is important to acknowledge and thank
the institutions and organizations whose assistance made it
possible for UMAM D&R to display and share the fruits of its
efforts:

* The Beirut World Book Capital receives our sincere thanks
for its contribution, which made this exhibifion possible.

* Thanks go as well to the Norwegian Embassy in Beirut. Its
grant allowed UMAM D&R to digitize and make available
in an electronic format several thousand pages of literature
and other important materials.

* Finally, we offer our thanks to the Danish Foreign Ministry
for its gracious institutional grant. This permitted UMAM D&R
to renovate one of the wings of The Hangar and designate
it as a reading and multipurpose room.



