INTERVIEW

A CINeMA OF NOWHERE

AN INTERVIEW WITH EL1A SULEIMAN

At a time when Palestinian artistic production remains closely tied to
the land and confined within the limits of a collective identity, the
filmmaker Elia Suleiman is distinguished by an unabashedly critical
and individualistic perspective. Far from advocating a return to Pal-
estine or the reunification of the territory, he aspires in his work to
“the transgression of national borders” and to a “detachment from the
specificity of place.™ In a similar vein, he strives to avoid static no-
tions of identity and territory, seeing dynamism and movement as
sources of meaning and artistic creation. He is also one of the rare
Palestinian artists to make extensive use of trony and self-mocking.
Born in Nazareth in 1960, Elia Suleiman lived for over a decade
in New York and is largely self-taught as a filmmaker. His principal
Sfilms are Introduction to the End of an Argument (71991), Homage by
Assassination (7992), Chronicle of a Disappearance (1996), and Arab
Dream (1998). Concerning Chronicle of a Disappearance, Suleiman’s
best known work, film critic Stanley Kauffmann of the New Republic
wrote (30 June 1997) that it “is a film of the Absurd. If Ionesco had
been a Palestinian and a filmmaker, he might have made it. . . . Like
all good Absurdists, [Suleiman] looks at things bifocally: from the
point of view of a fly on the wall and under the eye of eternity.”
Elia Suleiman was interviewed in Jerusalem by Anne Bourlond in
February and July 1999. The interview was published in the fall 1999
issue of the IPS’s French quarterly, Revue d’études Palestiniennes.

Bourlond: You are one of the few Palestinian artists whose work gives vent
to an absolutely individualistic point of view. This finds expression in your
relationship to space and memory and in your clear rejection of their col-
lective and static aspects. Is the demystification of the place and its specific-
ity always so central in your work?

Suleiman: There could hardly be a worse time for me to talk about this issue
than right now, given the difficult personal period I'm going through with
my father’s death. At present, my space is purely illusory and I cannot even
conceptualize it. I am living a kind of interiority where the notion of space is

* “Dialogue with Khalil Rabah,” Khalil Rabah catalogue, Gallerie Anadiel, 1998, p. 25.
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not accessible. I just arrived from Nazareth, for example, but I cannot recall a
single image, a single geographic trace of the voyage.

The notion of space for me is mixed up with identity. It is true that I have
always questioned the problem of identity, in all its aspects—identity and its
negation, identity and its position, identity and otherness. But now, I have
the feeling that the notion of identity—my identity as a Palestinian—has lost
its meaning as a point of departure for my work, at least in political terms.

Here in Jerusalem, the link between identity, memory, and place is very
strong. Memory and identity are tied to space, but not necessarily to a real
space. Memory in my work is an invention—to my mind, you create the
place. You don’t exactly reproduce it, you reinvent it. The illusional or de-
ceptive aspect of these notions is reflected in my films.

It’s too early to say whether or not this is a temporary state, though when I
look carefully at my films, I can see a progressive distancing from this kind of
consideration—from the place I come from, the memory. I think I've gotten
beyond this place/identity dialectic. And the death of my father has dis-
tanced me even further from these territorial considerations and has less-
ened their influence on my conceptual thought.

Bourlond: Perhaps you've succeeded in totally deconstructing the specificity
of place, to the point that you no longer feel you have either homeland or
exile. I'm thinking of the first words of your latest film, Arab Dream.

Suleiman: 1 don’t have a homeland. And since exile is the other side of hav-
‘ing a homeland, I'm not in exile. On the other hand, at another level—a non-
political level—every place is both a homeland and an exile. What is impor-
tant is to be able to position oneself in relation to the world, to give a spatial
support for your perception of the world. Exile is a privilege in the sense that
it makes this possible. Exile is a kind of “place,” too. For me, Nazareth and
New York are both simultaneously exiles and homelands.

Of course, I am aware of the need for a people to share a common lan-
guage, a way of living together in security and democracy, but I will always
question this collective notion of “nation.” As far as I'm concerned, exile is a
choice.

Bourlond: How do you explain this atypical relationship to space and iden-
tity, this distancing from reference points that in Palestine are so loaded
with meaning?

Suleiman: Palestine does not exist. It has no borders. It has all the chaotic
elements that lead you to question space, borders, and crossings, even if
none of these elements, in itself, is valid. The Palestinian people is parti-
tioned into various segments, but there is no real border. This chaotic status
quo gives you a kind of freedom. It’s the best place to reflect on space.

In my case, my personal history helps me see things in this way. I am from
Nazareth, not the West Bank. Also, I have not lived in just one place. I have
traveled and lived in different countries, and this nomadic experience is a
privilege. My tie to the land is not exclusive. The concept of “roots” has no


















	Article Contents
	p.[95]
	p.96
	p.97
	p.98
	p.99
	p.100
	p.101

	Issue Table of Contents
	Journal of Palestine Studies, Vol. 29, No. 2, Winter, 2000
	Front Matter [pp.1-4]
	Building Confidence in the Middle East: Exploiting the Information Age [pp.5-19]
	Globalization, the Palestinian Economy, and the "Peace Process" [pp.20-34]
	Water and the Challenge of Palestinian Institution Building [pp.35-50]
	UNRWA and the Palestinian Nation-Building Process [pp.51-64]
	Special Document
	The Syria-Israel Negotiations: Who Is Telling the Truth? [pp.65-77]

	Interviews
	The Palestinian Secular Opposition at a Crossroads [pp.78-94]
	A Cinema of Nowhere [pp.95-101]

	Recent Books
	Biblical Narratives [pp.102-103]
	Jerusalem and Washington [pp.103-104]
	User-Friendly History [pp.104-105]
	Peace Process Problems [pp.105-106]
	Removing the Halo [pp.106-107]
	Gender and Government [pp.107-108]
	Mosaic Society Revisited [pp.108-109]
	Zionist Socialism [pp.109-110]
	Shorter Notices [pp.111-115]

	Arab Views: [Cartoons] [pp.116-117]
	Peace Monitor: 16 August-15 November 1999 [pp.118-134]
	Settlement Monitor [pp.135-142]
	Special Document File
	The Sharm al-Shaykh Memorandum (Wye II) and Related Documents [pp.143-156]

	Documents and Source Material [pp.157-169]
	Chronology: 16 August-15 November 1999 [pp.170-189]
	Bibliography of Periodical Literature [pp.190-203]
	Letter [p.204]
	Back Matter



