
A new contemporary 
art exhibition in Tripoli 

signals the revival of one of 
Lebanon’s most marginalised 
cities, writes Lemma Shehadi
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The abandoned international fair in the city of 
Tripoli, Lebanon, designed in the 1960s by the 
Brazilian architect Oscar Niemeyer, receives few 
visitors. As such, the crowds gathered at the fair for 
a new contemporary art exhibition in September 
were an unusual site. In one of the fair’s 15 build-
ings, a concrete pavilion with pointed arched 
facades, the locally-based rapper Youssef Ibrahim 
gave a mute performance. “It is a tribute to Tripo-
li’s marginalised voices,” says the Mexican artist 
Eduardo Aragon, who commissioned the rapper as 
part of a site-specific installation.

Until recently, Tripoli’s name has been synony-
mous with poverty and extremism, 
and a local conflict between two war-
ring suburbs ended in 2014. But the 
exhibition Cycles of Collapsing Prog-
ress, spread across two of Tripoli’s cul-
tural landmarks, signalled the revival 
of one of Lebanon’s most margin-
alised cities. “The city has its own 
economy linked to the north of Leba-
non. It also came with its own chal-
lenges,” says Karina El-Helou, who 
organised the exhibition in collabora-
tion with the Beirut Museum of Art 
(BeMa), a new contemporary art 
museum which opens in Lebanon 
next year.

Tripoli presents huge potential for 
the development of Lebanon’s cul-
tural centres. Its port was historically 
more important than Beirut’s, and 
the city is also home to the world’s 
second largest collection of Mamluk-
era architectural structures. The city’s 
dynamic and complexities were 
encapsulated in Lamia Joreige’s Trip-
oli, Soundscape Variations (2018) 
commissioned for the exhibition. The 
sound installation brought together 
recordings from Tripoli’s markets and 
harbor, as well as the reverberations 
from the fair’s empty domed audito-
rium.

The exhibition’s largest venue, the 
international fair was a typical devel-
opment project of the 1960s, and has 
been in limbo since it was built. Leba-
non’s descent into civil in the mid-70s put con-
struction to a standstill, and the fair became 
occupied by Syrian troops until their withdrawal 
in the mid-1990s. “The fair represents a modern 
dream for Lebanon which was never achieved,” 
says El-Helou, who co-curated the exhibition with 
Anissa Touati. “Its history is symptomatic of the 
country as a whole.”

As such, many of the newly commissioned 
works within the fair were a nod towards its 
incompletion. In the original designs for the fair, 
an underground exhibition room located beneath 
a concrete helipad was to space exploration, among 
the first in the world at the time. The artists Joanna 
Hadjithomas and Khalil Joreige’s video and sculp-
ture installation within the room itself drew on 
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Lebanon’s brief and thwarted history into space 
exploration. Beneath the fair’s 640-metre-long 
boomerang shaped canopy, the artist Jorge Men-
dez Blake presented an installation based on the 
Renaissance author Thomas More’s seminal book 
Utopia, about a utopian society living in an 
unknown island. The artist visited hotels across the 
world bearing the book’s name, and wrote fictional 
letters to More. “The work is a dialogue with Nie-
meyer’s vision and the current state of the fair,” says 
Blake.

In stark contrast to the poured concrete struc-
tures of the fair, the exhibition’s second venue was 
the monumental crusader fortress which sits on a 
hilltop overlooking the city. There, Emanuel 
Tovar’s video Monumento a la Inmaterialidad 

(2014) documented the loud, time-
consuming and repetitive process of 
rock carving. Panoramic views from 
the fortress reveal the extensive urban 
development of the city, which today 
threatens its architectural heritage. In 
one of the fortress’s top floors, Ray-
anne Tabet presented her installation 
Colosse aux Pieds d’Argile (2015), a 
series of columns reclaimed from a 
collapsed 19th-century house in Bei-
rut, placed alongside cylinders that 
served as the stress test samples for a 
skyscraper that was built to replace 
the house.

Another brave, but ultimately less 
successful aspect of the exhibition was 
the cultural exchange with artists 
from Mexico. “We wanted to bring 
together two art scenes from the 
periphery of the art world’s major 
hubs,” says co-curator Touati. Leba-
non’s historic ties with Mexico lie in a 
huge diaspora community which set-
tled in Latin America in the late 19th 

century. It was a Lebanese-Brazilian, Amado Shal-
houb, who brought Niemeyer to Tripoli in 1962. 
Sadly, this historical link was often overlooked in 
the exhibition’s content and by the artists, making 
the curatorial pairing of these two countries seem 
arbitrary and unclear. 

Nonetheless, the exhibition forms part of wider 
initiatives to revive the city of Tripoli and change 
its image. But at times, the focus on the fair’s mod-
ernist project overshadowed other aspects of the 
city’s cultural complexities. These successes and 
shortcomings can serve as a template for future 
contemporary art and urban renewal projects in 
Lebanon’s marginalised cities.  
Cycles of Collapsing Progress ran until 23 October 
2018
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