“Disciplined Spontaneity”:

A conversation on Video Production in Beirut

Mahmoud Hojeij, Mohamad Soueid and Akram Zaatari

The 1900 witnessed the rise of a generation of independent video makers in Lebanon, due partly to the development of a new video infrastructure in the country, and to the recently introduced communications and audio-visual departaments in Lebanese universities. It was further enhanced by the creation of two non - profit organizations, Ayloul and Ashkal Alwan, to support a new generation of artists. Video productions was affected by two major factors: first, the absence of any past tradition on filmmaking  in the country allowed artists a certain freedom in working with form, exploring video not as a substitute for film but as a specific medium; and second the dominance of conventional television language (particulary in the context of war) prompted the exploration of new ways of telling beyond using video to showcase evidence. 

This conversation between Mahmoud Hojeij, Mohamad Soueid and Akram Zaatari – three prominent representatives of this generation  of Beirut-based video artists – in some respects celebrate a decade of Lebanese independent video, produced on shoestring budgets with small crews. While treir video show an unmistakable documentary inclination, intesd of documenting their city’s socio political reality head-on, they invariably tackle urban issues obliquely, inquiringly – and with what Mahmoud Hojeij calls “disciplined spontaneity.” 

The following can be read as a chapter within an ongoing conversation.

Mohamad Soueid: My work shows a specific facet of Beirut. Certainly it is not the seafront. It is popular tourism that interests me, in the sense of moving. Central to my work is people's mobility in Beirut. Everyone knows the Hamra district - it is even on postcards. For instance, I've filmed the Cinema Hamra - a landmark for us. But I am less interested in how collective memory is tied to location, and more interested in those intimate and personal ties which relate individuals to a given public space.

John Boorman once asked me if I had fought in Beirut. I told him I had, and that during the war I was responsible for guarding a ditch in Beirut along the green line. I would leave my guard post for a nearby church to contemplate - for hours - a gigantic blue image of Christ. Boorman told me that I was like Zardoz, a character in his film, Hope and Glory, set during the Second World War, who discovers culture in wartime. I used to record different war sounds , always afraid I might wake up the next day to find that the war was over and I hadn’t made enough recordings. War was a territory for fun… What bothers me in war films is the absolute truth they pretend to present, especially the stereotypical images of war and fighters in it. We were just a few guys on a deserted  demarcation line. In reality, we were the guardians of a desert land – very different from the stereotypical militia people. Even lebanese filmmakers could not avoid stereotypes, as if their films were cowboy movies. War films became a genre and departed from any references to location.

Akram Zaatari: Since the nineties, there has been debate about the representation of the civil war in Lebanese cinema. Some filmmakers called for making more works about memory and the war, contending that attempts to erase traces of war were, in fact, political rather than economic decisions. These views were often confused with the war's ability to attract a wide audience. In other words, it was easy for any filmmaker to raise funds to make a film about the war. Personally, I didn't want anything to do with those who responded to a market with films about the war. In my opinion - and without being opposed to in-depth work about the war - any work that attempts to explore a post war situation is about the war. In that respect, Civil War (2002), the title of your latest work, could have been the title of any one of your films.

MS: To a certain extent. The series I’m Forever Yours (1992) that I did for Télé-Liban is an example. It was meant to be a series about Beirut in the postwar period. But it is also about Beirut in the post-cinema era. The idea was about people who were unable to make films as a profession, and so were abandoned by cinema instead of making it.

You see characters with the leftovers from a oncepromising industry: a projector, an old camera...

AZ: In Civil War, the narration is multi-layered, read by two different voices.

MS: I consider them one voice. In film terms, by showing people as ghosts in the city, Civil War is a tribute to Ghassan Salhab's Beyrouth Fantôme (1998)
. The structure of Civil War thrives on twinned relationships and associations that blur boundaries between different worlds. Like mine, the central character's name is Mohamad. He works on films; so do I. In short, there is a general doubling of relationships: Hafez el-Assad and his son Bashar, the twin towers.... What is supposed to be my voice in the video is split into two voices narrated by two different people.

A House with Many Houses

AZ: Your videos tend to start, develop and end in a similar way, structurally speaking. They start with a quotation or a dedication, and then the city begins to build up, with sounds and images, where television and radio are mixed with the unpolished domestic vulgarity of the everyday, often with classic Abdel Wahab songs in the background. They take us slowly into the film only to reappear again towards the end, as if walking us out of it.

MS: The dedication at the beginning of every work dates back to my first work Ghiyab ("Absence," 1990). I am a great believer in Tarkovsky's expression that "to dedicate is to sacrifice." The last three films, my trilogy, came two years after my experience at Télé-Liban ended, after I thought my career was finished as well. I was totally disillusioned with television. I felt it would be hard for me to keep on at the same pace. After reading Kernal Salibi's A House with Many Houses, about Lebanon's multi-confessional socio-political makeup, I read the Old and the New Testaments. Salibi's title - taken from the Gospel according to Saint John - had intrigued me: there was something cinematic about it, and it summed up some of the experiments I had done in the past, especially in I’m Through the Camelia (1994), which follows the same "a-house-with-many-houses" principle. I discovered that the Bible too had something cinematic about it, especially the New Testament. Christ was someone who was forever being asked to dispel his disciples' doubt. I found out that the life of Jesus Christ wasn't like the widespread, stereotypical, and simplified image of the Son of God, turning the other cheek. The dramatic element in his life was the fact that he was obliged to go from one experience to another in order to prove his prophecy. 

AZ: Your films give Islam space in everyday life - for instance, the sheikh explaining how to wash a corpse or pray for the dead in Civil War. Yet you give Christianity fantasy space through Fairouz's prayers in Destiné (1996), as a counterexample. Is this because you grew up, in a Muslim environment, and consequently dealt with Islam on a very pragmatic, everyday level?

MS: It is a long-standing emotional inclination rather than a choice. I have a visual relationship with Christianity, which is not the case with Islam. I am also attracted to the rituals of music and lighting. I had an Islamic upbringing, which didn't prevent my parents from sending me to a Christian orthodox school, which immunized me against any negative representations of Christians, which has so often translated into violence against them. 

Of course, add to this my attraction to film, which in my opinion developed in a Christian ideology. Take Hitchcock as an example, who was a Jesuit, or Scorcese who was a Calvinist. Even Coppola's films are full of the idea of redemption.

AZ: But historically, cinema has at times developed completely outside religious ideology - take Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov and other filmmakers from the Soviet Union. Many filmmakers, and most video artists, struggle immensely against institutionalizing morality, or restricting it to religious considerations, in order to raise the question of gender and race, formerly marginalized by the dominant film industry. So I disagree that cinema thrives within Christian morality.

Inventing Norms

Mahmoud Hojeij: Akram, you have long insisted on the role of video as a tool for subversion, and on the need for recognition of video in Lebanon, first through the Ayloul festival, and then through Ashkal Alwan (Association for Plastic Arts). You believe in the role of institutions, you co-founded the Arab Image Foundation, you made a significant contribution to the legal and artistic development of the Ayloul art manifestation, particularly the video section. But you subsequently left Ayloul, and became very reluctant about creating institutions and insisted that we conduct the Transit Visa workshop ouside institutions, which we did independently in May 2001. You believe in collective work and collaborations with other artists - with me on Transit Visa, with Mohamad Soueid and Ghassan Salhab on Baalbeck (2001), with Walid Raad and others on Mapping Sitting (2002). But at the same time, you are an individualist.

AZ: My ambition lies somewhere between the institution and the individual. From that perspective, I do not want to have a fixed role or title in any institution. But it is true that I feel responsible for defending artists' rights especially in photography and video. Norms in those disciplines do not exist in this country. It's up to us to invent them. The idea that video was not just a substitute for film or television didn't exist in Lebanon before the creation of the Ayloul festival in 1997. There was no fórum where you could show video work as such rather than as film. Institutions need to be created, skills acquired by people working in peripheral fields, texts written by theorists; curators need to reflect on what's being produced, raising critics' interest in new forms of art, raising publishers' interest in new forms of publications; laws need to be written to protect artists' rights, and so on. The responsibility of the artist lies in pushing for all those interests to converge. Here, in Beirut, in Cairo, or in Damascus, it is a conscious political choice to choose video over film or the television industry.

Another political choice is made at the level of the subjects one chooses to raise, like the dominance of male sexual discourse, or the fear of the resistance movements contributing to shaping new religionbased national identities. My ambition is social change, though I am convinced it will not happen through video, nor through art in general. If we agree that our goal is to produce personal documents of our era, then our audience is time. Our work contributes to the writing of an alternative history for other people to discover. Alternative histories written by many ordinary people are needed because diversity is the most important factor in resisting collective misrepresentations, stereotypes, and so on. Focusing on individuality thus becomes a political mission.

When Event Becomes Memory

AZ: This issue of multi-layered temporality comes up in your work too, Mohamad. In Civil War, there is a conscious manipulation of the archival time - frame, to the extent of playing archival footage backwards. This is a technique that you had already tried out in South (1995), where suddenly, after the death of the boy's mother, you start playing the video archives in reverse. I see it here as a wish to go back in time, reconstruct what has been destroyed, and bring back to life the lost ones; in this case, the mother. Later, in Roses of Passion (1996), you use jump cuts repetitively in interviews with people who lost relatives in the Qana incident. I read it as a warning about an encroaching sense of identity, feeding on self-victimization, after the Qana event. Both works dealt with personal stories set amidst events that have their presence in collective memory. Where do you place yourself in the collective?

MS: When I did South and Roses of Passion, I couldn't imagine myself doing militant work. I had a blindly negative reaction to militant cinema, which reduced the creative input of the fllmmaker - especially in the propaganda films of the PLO and the other Palestinian organizations that produced documentaries in the 1970s and early 1980s. They would compile footage after every Israeli attack and use them as evidence in simple narratives to mobilize public opinion under the pretext of consciousness raising. I had a legitimate reaction against that kind of film. The Israelis also made propaganda works, by the way, they just didn't reach us here. So when I was asked to make a film to commemorate the first Israeli invasion of 1978, I was expected to make the sort of work that is accessible to the public and that mobilizes public opinion, emphasizing unity in the face of the common enemy that is Israel. In my opinion there was a clear and visible conflict between propaganda and outreach.

The parliamentary committee that commissioned the production of South gave me a list of requirements to include in my work, some of which were highlighted in red, such as the victims of Israeli bombing, fighting, families of members of resistance, killing of children and the elderly, and so on. I did not meet the producer but was in constant contact with the mediator, who imagined the video would be edited out of rushes from the archives. lt took me a while to come up with an idea about a boy who loses bis mother in an Israeli raid. They accepted it without getting into the details of the work, which wasn't finished until the night before the screening on March 14, 1995 (to commemorate the UN resolution that called for the Israeli army's total withdrawal from South Lebanon
). I preferred to make my film without any intervention on the producer's side, though that could have led to censoring it later.

The video was ultimately distributed copyrightfree to all TV stations, was broadcast on several channels, and at different times in movie theatres. The producer had some initial reservations - such as the main female character, who wasn't veiled, and the choice of filming within the Christian community in South Lebanon instead of focusing on Islamic resistant groups such as Amal or Hezbollah. Most of these reservations vanished after the video's unexpectedly broad diffusion.

Roses of Passion was a work about the Qana massacre, in which I decided not to show any Israelis. The video focused on the media invasion, because the Israeli military operation in South Lebanon becarne a forum for journalists to display their heroism when performing their duty of covering the daily Israeli assaults (rather like CNN'S coverage of the Gulf War). The media invasion laid the groundwork for a kind of political tourism that started up in the area. People would have their pictures taken next to the UN camp where more than a hundred people had been killed and the location was transformed into a kind of monument. The photographic studio across from the area started selling portraits of the victims and pictures of corpses. That was the first Lebanese war to lead to tourism, even under continuous Israeli threat.

There was an atmosphere of hypocrisy. On the one hand, a cave near Qana was promoted as the biblical site once visited by Jesus. I went to see it and found it totally neglected and deserted. On the other hand, the only thing the families of the victims talked about was the difficulties in divvying up inheritances. I felt that in the context of the Qana massacre, tourism and trade were more relevant issues to deal with than sorrow. The question becomes, how does an event turn into memory? In other words, how and where is one to fix it, or situate it in history? I believe we still have a lot of work to do on that subject, as long as images of corpses are still being used to mobilize public opinion. Look at the cemetery in Sabra and Chatila, where more than a thousand massacred people were buried in 1982
.It is an empty lot, surrounded by a flea market, street merchants and garbage everywhere. Leaving cleanliness aside, I believe the fundamental question remains: how is this place to be transformed into a monument that will be immortal through its humanness, and sacred through its significations? This is about the production of memory.

Retooling the Interview

AZ: Don't you think our films are meant to question what is usually unquestionable? I am thinking of my own work about then-occupied South Lebanon - known as al-Shrit - in All is Well on the Border (1997). From that perspective, I see your work - like mine - as a document for future generations, which is liberating in that it allows it to be seen from a distance, outside political considerations that reduce the work to its didactic content.

Take the interview as a form of telling or conveying the filmmaker's ideas to the public. You have to deal with people facing the camera, becoming conscious of and excessively concerned with projecting a certain image of themselves. It is difficult to use interviews merely to provide a viewpoint without exploring the tool itself. Take Elias Khoury's position in Nightfall (2000)
. His testimony stands above the others in the video, if only because he is the only one who isn't captured when drunk, and he's asked to comment on the past, present and perhaps the future of the "student brigade," despite the fact that he shares a similar past with the other contributors. I see a problem in giving a single person a podium to tell the most credible version of history.

MS: Were it not for your reference to Khoury, I would have replied that I do not believe in the necessity of the interview for communicating credible information in documentary film. However, there are two types of interviewed people. The first type represents people who are known to be specialists in certain fields - in which case, it is difficult to be playful or subversive with them. The second type represents other figures, who may also be specialists in certain fields, but who practice them in a more popular way. Most of those who are featured in my work are marginal. If you approach thern telling them you are doing a documentary, they will selfabsorbedly take themselves to be heroes. This is why I would ask them to attend interviews I did with others so they spontaneously try to outbid each other. Usually I try to start with silly questions just to warm up, then I start talking about myself until I feel a response from the person - it is then that I start to feeling the person is acting. I like to create this ambiguity. Is the person acting or answering a question? As regards Khoury in Nightfall, I needed him to provide information about the context in which the Fateh's student brigade operated. I didn't want to be critical about it, though many of the old members of Fateh thought I was too critical just by choosing marginal drunk men, as opposed to the political elite.

AZ: Information-providing cannot be seen as innocent. History cannot be written just by providing information.

MS: He doesn't just deliver information, but reflects on the history of the brigade in a critical way. He is the conscious historian who describes the internal order within Fateh, hence the rise and fall of the organization including what happened to people like him and me. What he says remains unchallenged in the video.

AZ: When you are with your camera facing a statement that you disagree with, but are willing to record as a statement of ignorance, you are dealing with a paradox. In The Candidate (1996), Lebanese presidential candidate Ghassan Kfoury takes my presence as a sign of support for his candidature because I’m pushing for his voice to reach a wide audience. I know that he thinks that way, and try not to rectify his thought but preserve it, in order for him to be patient with me and generous with his time. I do my work, edit it and broadcast it. He sees it, and is happy with what's being aired. For me, what he says is self-contradictory and self-destructive exactly like the early speeches of General Michel Aoun
, totally superficial and nonsensical. Ethically, it is legitimate for me to keep my political opinions to myself when I’m with a presidential candidate - even if I find him stupid. I believe I’m using my video camera as a way of resisting his "future" power. After alI, he's running for the most powerful post in the country. I resolved that question for myself when I did Crazy of You (1997) because I asked those boys to tell me stories of how they seduce women, how they keep running after them until they fuck them, then leave and don't want anything more to do with them. There I was fighting an invisible power that these young men propagate. Propagating that discourse led to their becoming prisoners of it.

Ambiguity and Control

AZ: Ghassan Salhab says it is sometimes very healthy to drift during the making of the work, and this is something I try to nurture in my work. To what extent do you rely on improvisation and where do you draw limits to it?

MS: When I shot my first work, Ghiyab, I had completely finalized the script before shooting. I had even studied the light at the different locations. At that time, I thought improvisation demanded a lot of experience, and was the preserve of geniuses, like Godard. Finally I realized it was a way of approaching reality in films. Improvisation enriches the work at the expense of technical quality. A script may be a way to relate to the producer or to the crew, but its absence doesn't mean it has not been thought about. Improvisation is easier with small crews, especially in documentary works. 

AZ: Ideally, improvisation extends into the editing process, where the film can still go in different directions. I discovered that in the series Sound + Image (1996), where I would choose one location, shoot totally improvised scenes inspired by that location in a single afternoon, and then try to combine them with other scenes from the archive footage that I would select after the shoot, in order to shift the reading of both scenes. So editing becarne part of the writing, which was entirely improvised in the sense that a general idea came together as the video was being done. Your work Roses of Passion also relies heavily on manipulating archives.

The script lies in the subconscious, even if it isn't actually written. In Roses of Passion, the archival footage imposed itself on the work. I didn't want to use the archive as a flashback, so I had to use it consciously as a mixture of times rather than as a chronology. When the editing works, the final script is found, which is for me a lesson in dramaturgy. Thus, editing is about dramatizing the work - that is, giving it a beginning, middle and end. Editing is not a gratuitous act; it is a space that introduces order to what you've been shooting. It is important to preserve the realm of the ambiguous.

What is "ambiguity" in cinema in your opinion?

MS: That it remain open to interpretation. In an intelligent work, the ambiguous becomes a tool for interpretation. I do not like fiction because, unlike documentary, at some point, all that is ambiguous disappears and there is no further room for interpretation. Orson Welles praised the sort of filmmaking that refers to fairytales because they leave something ambiguous, while still providing spectators with a key. Fairytales are keys that open inside one another like in Citizen Kane. It is an interesting paradox that the key is at the same time the ambiguous element.

AZ: One point of contention I have with Walid Ra'ad, who created the Atlas Group, has to do with video documents linked to narratives. In my opinion, these documents are more powerful when they remain ambiguous - that is, without the stories. I believe the stories that accompany those photo or video documents actually take away from their inherent power.

MS: I agree with you. After you see Ra'ad's work, and after you discuss it with him, you see that he's a creative scriptwriter. Everything in his work is controlled. His work is a serious exercise in scriptwriting. I like to keep things out of control.

AZ: The two of you come from two different backgrounds. You are literary in your work. You have a personal way of stitching together sounds, music, singing and images. Ra'ad's work is based in theory; his approach is calculated, designed.

MS: I came to film from Egyptian melodramas and comedies and American classics. I am sensational and not intellectual in my work, which may evoke intellectual issues, but not through intellectual means.

MH: I believe that the video is born after editing: meaning that in the editing phase the film or video can go in different directions to the extent of shooting new scenes if need be. To this, there are advantages like spontaneity and openness, and disadvantages such as lack of depth. For instance, I prefer to edit images and edit the natural sounds with them. Sound is part and parcel of location, and I'm aware that I’m interfering whether I add new sounds or not. Still, I remain attached to that directness in the relationship of sound and image to location, because it communicates some of the reality of that location. You know, my world is a small world indeed. I have never sat down and thought I wanted to make some particular work. One of the things that interests both you and me, Akram, is working with ordinary people and not professional actors. The subject of my work is usually derived from the characters I choose. I remember our reaction when we saw B-52 (Hartmut Bitomsky, 2001) - we were impressed with the focus of the research in this document of the twentieth century, and automatically compared it to our situation. One might say that our work relies on a form of disciplined spontaneity that looks into case studies of significance to our times.

MS: Akram, I felt that in Crazy of You, things were too designed; I felt you let the content of the interviews dominate the space, like the industrial suburbs south of Beirut, where one of your characters recounts how he had sex with a woman in the car where he's sitting.

AZ: I wanted to film the three characters in public spaces of their choice, talking about very intimate sexual encounters. So the issue was not the space itself, as much as it was the conflict created when the very intimate is set in a public space. This work began as a way of mapping desire in the geography of the city. Concern with space doesn't necessarily materialize in describing space, but rather in dialoguing with it.

I am somewhere between you and Walid Ra'ad, between lyricism and rationalism. In Crazy of You, i tried to calculate everything. Each of the interviews had exactly the same duration as the others. They were ordered according to content. However, it was also a continuation of my work on the interview as a form of telling, which I began in The Candidate and All is Well on the Border. These are not interviews that aim to convey information, but an invitation to play with the subjects. Crazy of You was a series of documents about sexual conquest. In The Candidate, I asked a presidential candidate to talk about his political agenda, giving him, in effect, a podium. In both cases it was a trap rather than an invitation to see them as field authorities. In fact both works provoke negative images of the interviewee. This is a legitimate practice when you are challenging dominant power.

MS: Oftentimes, the documentary interview cannot be interpreted visually. In other words, sometimes it has its own dramatic structure. You cannot present the interview and at the same time show other things next to it, such as inserts showing space. And that was my challenge in Cinema Fouad (1993): to preserve the power of the interview and therefore restrict it to the interior of the apartment where Khaled, the transsexual, had lived.

AZ: That film is exemplary of an interview that can hold an audience for more than half an hour. Besides it is such a complete interview that has its own structure going from a character of a man, slowly into a woman as the day leads to the night. In Crazy of You, I avoided any anthropological approach to the characters I interviewed. From that perspective, I avoided showing their enviroriment or what they did for a living, because i was not interested in revealing their humanity. They were in the video because they wanted to tell stories about conquering the other gender. Which reminds me of Jayce Salloum’s work, inasmuch as he too excludes any general description of the interviewee's environment from the frame.

Mahmoud, we once spoke about the necessity of having two parallel lines within a work in order to have another layer, another dimension, against which a case is observed.

MH: That is why the rhetoric in your work and mine is often not ours, but actuaIly in contradiction with ours. We incorporate it in our work not because we believe in providing balanced viewpoints but because we believe that this rhetoric is selfdestructive. From that point of view, The Candidate and How I Love You (2001) both respect a certain unity of place that makes them documerits rooted in a time and location. I like those works because they are very indirectly but strongly political. Not politically engaged, not militant, but socially critical.

Like me, Akram, you videotape off the television screen wherever you go. Television provides us with instances of social and political decadence that is very representative of our times. Documenting is central to our work, and takes precedence over narrative. We look at our enviroriment as a series of potential recorded documerits. It is no coincidence that you co-founded the Arab Image Foundation for the research and preservation of photographic documents from the Middle East and North Africa. Walid Ra'ad shares that concern, though his documentation is hypothetical.

Towards an UncIassifiable Genre

AZ: We also share a relationship to video per se, exploring its specific nature and the diverse possibilities it provides. Mohamad, like Ghassan Salhab, is less concerned with this aspect.

MS: I don't have the tools of the video artist. When I work in video, I am obliged to use the tools I learned in film. Even when you work with nonlinear editing, you use the principles of film. You have a wider scope of things because you worked with video in the form of installation as well, and you supported it with work in photography. I haven't established a dialogue with video yet.

AZ: Video is a medium that has a variety of modes of display, but I still prefer single-channel display because sometimes artists are too preoccupied with inventing an original display that they neglect the video itself.

MS: When you and I collaborated together with Ghassan Salhab on the three-part Baalbeck film, I remember being struck, when I saw the rushes, that no cohesive work was possible with such different languages. The work you two did was closer to Iranian cinema, which I have never liked. There was also a poetic, rural element that my work didn’t have, and your work had.

AZ: You were into an urban, vernacular language. But I disagree with you on the comparison with Iranian cinema - unless you consider Iranian cinema to be about filming roads in arid landscapes. 

MS: Iranian cinema is about the limits of extroversion. They always seem to be concealing the censorship exerted on them through the openness of the landscape, skirting issues and ideas. Because we live in conditions that don't allow such extroversion, we are forced to use an indirect way of telling. Evocation is too often used to escape censorship. That is what bothers me about the cinema in Iran and in the Arab world. In your part of the film, there's the issue of homosexuality, which is clear in the visual propos, though never mentioned loudly enough. That, with time, transforms evocation into metaphoric codes. In your part of Baalbeck, two characters follow a young man all the way into the desert and when they get very close to him, they don't touch him. I found this very clinical.

AZ: That's the whole idea. Their attraction to the young man is blurred, between potential investigation and physical desire. I find the two very related. The two characters are attracted to this guy, whereas their attraction is not admitted by society nor even by them. They justify their pursuit of this person as an investigation. Which means that pursuit is a form that accommodates both interpretations. In other words, the work is about superposing two functions (investigation and desire) that materialize in one action that is pursuit.

I would like to go back to the documentary genre. The 1990s provided the three of us with a chance to give shape to a non-existing video scene. You were the first to make an independent video in Lebanon when you did Ghiyab in 1990. When I later saw the series I am for You Forever, I thought I had finally found a vocabulary that best expresses Beirut's socio-urban-culturaI context. And when I saw Mahmoud's work later in 1996, I saw a peculiar way of attributing social functions to video, where it becomes a disciplinary tool. Looking back at the nineties, I see both an attachment to and a detachment from the conventions of documentary film, such as the interview. Through our work, we communicate not only with humans, but also with location as a social, urban and psychological entities. Both you and I like to penetrate into other people's lives, eliciting from them the issues we want to evoke, thereby absorbing them into our narrative. We were both disgusted with television and disillusioned with its limits. In other words, exploring the form and avoiding conventional vocabulary, refusing to abide by standard running times or to use credible voices in support of some absolute truth expressed in the voice-over. These factors, these decisions have created an unclassifiable genre. 
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