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Founded by Joumana Asseily, Marfa’ which means port in Arabic is a new contemporary 
art gallery located in Beirut. It will open its doors on October 22nd, 2015 with the 
launching of its first exhibition dedicated to Vartan Avakian.

Marfa’ comes from two joint aims: to work closely with artists from diverse 
backgrounds on idea-based projects and to establish a new original space in the city’s 
flourishing artistic landscape. After studying art and architecture in Paris, Joumana 
Asseily lived in Los Angeles where she started her art collection and witnessed the 
emerging contemporary art scene in California. In 2006 she moved to Beirut. Since then, 
she has collaborated with non-profit art organizations such as Ashkal Alwan, the Beirut 
Art Center, and the Arab Image Foundation.

Marfa’, her latest project, is an art gallery based on the idea that the art scene in 
Lebanon is calling for new spaces. “The idea of creating a new gallery in Beirut emerged 
from conversations with curators and artists in Lebanon and abroad.  
In a way, I can say that it has been a collective decision” says Joumana Asseily. 
The gallery and its projects are indeed built upon a desire of dialogue and collective 
thinking. “We are looking for innovative ways to engage diverse audiences through 
the work of contemporary artists”.

Marfa’ opens on October 22nd with Vartan Avakian’s first solo exhibition in Lebanon. 
Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust is a new production emerging from an ongoing 
conceptual project. It features artworks resulting from an elaborate artistic 
and scientific process: a set of crystals made out of dust collected in the Barakat 
Building, and a series of photographs. In parallel to his collaboration with Marfa’, Vartan 
Avakian will be part of the opening exhibition of the Sursock Museum.  “We want to 
take part in a bilateral dynamic: relaying the global interest for Lebanese contemporary 
art, and participating in the rising interest for art in Lebanon. But our intention is also 
to introduce artists from abroad to the local audiences and to accompany the artists 
on the international art scene”.

Marfa’ opening in Beirut  
On October 22nd, 2015



Directions

• • The gallery’s parking faces the Charles Helou bus station.

• • Coming from downtown Beirut, follow the sea-side road and make a u-turn   
 around the Lebanese Emigrant’s statue. 

• • Coming from Dbayeh/Dora, follow the road leading to the port, the parking   
 entrance will be on your right facing the station.

• • Marfa’ is at a walking distance from Beirut Exhibition Center, Gemmayzeh   
 and the Sursock Museum.



Vartan Avakian
Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust

October 22nd – December 12, 2015 
Opening on October 22nd, 6 – 10 pm

Marfa’ will be exceptionally open from 
October 22nd to October 25, 12 – 7 pm
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Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust

“Dust is soil. Dust is pollen. Dust is burnt meteorite particles. 
Dust is also hair, tears, blood, sweat, and shed skin cells. 
Sites of memory are heavy with dust.  
They attract us with the weight of this dust, this debris.”

Vartan Avakian

 
The material foundation of Vartan Avakian’s project Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust 
is dust collected from monuments and memorials sites. For his exhibition at Marfa’, 
the artist has collected dust on thousands of films found in an abandoned photography 
studio located in the Barakat Building. The Barakat Building is a historic landmark of 
Beirut and the site of the future museum of the history and memory of the city; it has 
also been called “the Yellow House”, “the building of death” and currently “Beit Beirut” 
(the House of Beirut). The exhibition features two artworks created from this dust, and 
stemming from an understanding of dust as remains—as a material index of activities 
that are formed and accumulated by and on objects, bodies and spaces.

The first artwork is a set of crystals grown out from particles found in the dust. The 
production of these crystals result from chemical processes deployed to synthesize 
and reconstruct almost imperceptible biological debris, like hair and skin particles into 
physical objects. As enigmatic and ambiguous artifacts, the crystals examine the act 
of memorial—or monument-making, as fundamentally an act of delineating the space 
of remains to be deemed significant and worthy of preservation or commemoration. 
Monumentality, in that sense, inheres not in the scale of the structure, but in the 
historical and substantial matter that has settled over time. In such a perspective, 
monuments are not only reminiscent of the past, but are built upon a projection into the 
future, a speculation on the development of scientific techniques: the crystals are in 
reality elaborate portraits of the Barakat Building, holding latent information engraved 
on the organic substances that were used for their creation.

The second one is a series of photographs made from silver particles extracted from 
film debris found in the dust. By printing each silver particle—the material equivalent of 
a pixel—the physical components that produced the original photographs found in the 
Barakat Building are reshaped into images or opaque artifacts that carry the physical 
traces of the initial objects just as it renders them remote and cryptic.

Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust is less of an exhumation and more of an exploration 
of the potentialities of fabricating artifacts that incorporate the original script solidified 
in matter, and propose an original understanding of memory, as a physical trace holding 
information waiting to be decoded or recombined, creating new possibilities and 
challenges for future archeology.



VARTAN AVAKIAN

Vartan Avakian, b. 1977, Byblos, Lebanon, is an artist based in Beirut. He works 
with video, photography, installation and natural material. Avakian studied Architecture 
and Urban Culture at the Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya and the Centre de Cultura 
Contemporània de Barcelona, and Communication Arts at the Lebanese American 
University in Beirut. He is a founding member of the art collective Atfal Ahdath and 
a member of the Arab Image Foundation. 

His work has been shown in Center for Contemporary Arts Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw, 
2015; Sursock Museum, Beirut, 2015; VideoWorks, Beirut, 2015; Mori Art Museum, 
Tokyo, 2012; Transmediale 2K+12, Berlin, 2012; Sharjah Biennial X, Sharjah, 2011;  
Pratt Manhattan Gallery, New York, 2011; The Cube, Taipei, 2011; South London Gallery, 
London, 2011; Home Works V, Beirut, 2010; Beirut Art Center, Beirut, 2010. Avakian is 
the recipient of the Abraaj Capital Art Prize 2012



Education

2002 
• • BA, Lebanese American University, Lebanon

2012  
• • Masters of Architecture, Universitat Pompeu Fabra and Centre de Cultura Contemporània   

 de Barcelona, Spain

Selected Exhibitions 

2015 
• • Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust, Marfa’, Beirut, Lebanon (solo exhibition)

• • The City in the City, Sursock Museum, Beirut, Lebanon

• • Dust, Center for Contemporary Arts Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw, Poland

• • Collapsing Clouds of Gas and Dust and One Other Story, Nile Sunset Annex, Cairo, Egypt   
 (solo exhibition)

2014 
• • InVisible, AFAC Public Art Commissions, Dubai, UAE

2013 
• • Extra|ordinary, The Abraaj Group Art Prize, Art Dubai, UAE

2011 
• • Plot for a Biennial, Sharjah Biennial 10, Sharjah, UAE

2010 
• • Home Works V, Beirut, Lebanon

• • Exposure, Beirut Art Center, Beirut, Lebanon

• • Invisible Publics, Townhouse Gallery of Contemporary Art, Cairo, Egypt

2009 
• • New Commons, Tokyo Wonder Site, Tokyo, Japan

2007
• • Unclassified Beirut, Meeting Points 5, Beirut, Lebanon



Exhibitions as Atfal Ahdath

2015 
• • Translocaciones, Arts Santa Mònica, Barcelona, Spain

2013  
• • Covering One’s Back, Gezira Art Center, Cairo, Egypt

2012  
• • Arab Express: The Latest Art from the Arab World, Mori Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan 
• • Take Me to this Place, I Want to Do the Memories, The Running Horse, Beirut, Lebanon   

 (solo exhibition) 

2011 
• • Take Me to this Place, I Want to Do the Memories, Sultan Gallery, Kuwait City, Kuwait   

 (solo exhibition) 
• • Plot for a Biennial, Sharjah Biennial 10, Sharjah, UAE

Selected Screenings

2015
• • Kochi-Muziris Biennial, Pavilion-Aspinwall House, Kochi, India

• • VideoWorks, Metropolis, Beirut, Lebanon

• • Project 35: The Last Act, Garage Museum of Contemporary Art, Moscow, Russia

2012 
• • A State of Fluidity, Transmediale 2k+12, Haus Der Kulturen Der Welt, Berlin, Germany

• • Arab Shorts, Arsenal-Institute for Film and Video Art, Berlin, Germany

• • Rencontres à Beyrouth, Beirut Art Center, Beirut, Lebanon 

2011  
• • Project 35, Pratt Manhattan Gallery, New York, USA

• • Project 35, South London Gallery, London, UK

• • Project 35, The Cube Project Space, Taipei, Taiwan

• • 33rd Cinemed, International Mediterranean Film Festival of Montpellier, Montpellier, France

• • 5th Jakarta International Video Festival, National Gallery of Indonesia, Jakarta, Indonesia

Publications

• • A Very Short History of Tall Men, Murtaza Vali (editor), The Abraaj Group Art Prize,   
 Dubai 2013

• • This Place, Sharjah Art Foundation, Sharjah 2011

• • Am I Pink?, Bidoun, issue no.17, Flowers (pp. 154 - 155)

• • Some Things Can Not Be Made in China, Bidoun issue no16, Kids (pp. 142 - 143) 
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