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The French-Lebanese filmmaker Jocelyne Saab is known as a leading documentary and fiction filmmaker, although she has also worked as a photographer and installation artist. She began her career as a war reporter, particularly covering the war in Lebanon.

She passed away in 2019, leaving behind an extensive archive of unfinished projects. This collection of research documents and notes of intent reveals a whole side of Jocelyne Saab's ambition as an artist that is not apparent if we consider only her finished work. Indeed, after 1982 and the departure of the Palestinians from Beirut in the aftermath of the Isreali siege of the city, Jocelyne Saab decided not to make any more documentaries in Lebanon. She filmed two dramas there before the end of the 1990s, and turned her documentary camera to other subjects, notably Egypt.

Of her documentary filmography, only one was shot in Asia: La Dame de Saïgon, made in 1997. It's a portrait of Doctor Hoa, a former maquis who became a minister in the Communist government, which she eventually left to work on child malnutrition. And yet, when we consult the boxes of Saab's unfinished projects, most of the many projects written in the late 1990s and early 2000s focus on Asia, from Turkey to Hanoi to India. All remained in the draft stage for lack of production.

Yet this interest in the Far East never left Jocelyne Saab, who saw it as a political tool. By the end of her life, Jocelyne Saab was campaigning through the creation of a film festival in Lebanon, bringing together films from Asia and the Mediterranean, for greater consideration of Asian culture in Lebanon, a country whose eyes are often turned towards the West but whose roots lie in the Asian continent. It's another definition of identity that she wanted to propose for her country as it was healing from fifteen years of civil war, and another heritage with a broader horizon that she hoped will be more tolerant. In the late 1990s, Saab even considered relocating her life to Asia, an unsuspected ambition if we look at her filmography and her work as an artist, which until the end of her life in 2019 will document social and political issues related to the Middle East.

In an interview with Swiss Television in 1999, Jocelyne Saab explains both her relationship with Asia and her relationship with Lebanon at this point in her life:

[EXTRACT HUPPI -TRANSCRIBING AND TRANSLATION:] [Jocelyne Saab:] We were from the upper middle class but we had one particularity, which was that my father had made his life in the Far East and traveled the Arab world, from Lebanon to Iraq, to Iran and then on to the Far East and he was an admirer of Gandhi he was self-taught and the thing I kept from him is the idea of peace and tolerance he lived in China for a long time and spoke several languages and so I grew up totally carefree but with the image of an adventurer and that's what propelled me into the world, I think and I've stayed... I was rejected by my community, which during the war was not tolerant at all while I remained tolerant and defended my ideas. I think I got it from here and also perhaps the rejection of a society that… which I think suffocated me. That's it.

At this time, Asia is really at the core of her preoccupations. However, one singular project stands out from Jocelyne Saab's other ambitions at the time. In the midst of her reflections and travels in the Far East, Jocelyne Saab was working on a documentary film that once again addressed the question of the memory of the war in Lebanon. I felt it was important to re-situate the creative context in which Jocelyne Saab began this project, specifically to underline its importance and urgency: the filmmaker had by this time decided to film other worlds under other latitudes. The making of this film on the Lebanese question seems to have been imperative because of the power of its subject, which stood in opposition to the amnesiac political choices made after the war. Saab, who during the war had turned her camera to those who resisted the horror of the conflict and to what she considered the most legitimate fighters for their freedoms -the Arab nationalists and the Palestinians -was now seeking to understand those who had sided with the extreme right. A film project, entitled Joumana after the film's protagonist, began in the mid-1990s, based on the story of a former classmate of Jocelyne's, when they shared the benches of the Notre-Dame de Nazareth school. Joumana later became close to the far-right Phalangists during the war. A collateral victim of the assassination of her husband, the Spanish ambassador Pedro de Arestigui, in 1989, she was wounded and fell into a coma that lasted a month, causing her to lose her memory. From this attack, Joumana kept a large scar from the wound that tore her neck. Seeing Joumana as the personification of a wounded, amnesiac post-war Beirut, Jocelyne Saab wanted to confront her with her past and portray a woman recovering her memory of the horror of her own history. In the course of its conception, the film took different directions, but was never completed, and the reasons for its stoppage remain unclear to this day. Jocelyne Saab's filmography already includes a very short film, made for a private French TV channel in 1989, in which she sought to portray the repentance of the executioners. The war was coming to an end, and this was the first time Jocelyne Saab had returned to film documentary images in Lebanon since 1982. The film is entitled La Tueuse and portrays the former Phalangist leader of a women's militia. Jocelyne Khoueiry is the fighter who had beaten up Jocelyne Saab in 1975 when she wanted to film the Phalangist training camps for her film Le Liban dans la tourmente. In 1989, Jocelyne Khoueiry repented, denounced the violence and embraced the Christian religion. Although the film was made for television, it can perhaps shed light on the approach Jocelyne Saab intended to use for the portrait of Joumana she wrote eight years later.

[EXTRACT LA TUEUSE -TRANSCRIBING AND TRANSLATING:] [voice over] In one of the many convents from the mountains of Lebanon we found Jocelyne Khoueiry, who the Christians used to call "The Rose of the Phalangists" and her opponents "The Woman Killer". For five years, Jocelyne Khoueiry fought like a man, machine gun in hand, at the Phalangist barricades. Today, she reread the Bible during a weekend retreat with other ancient passionflowers of the Christian militias. The group prays and takes care of those we call "the generation of the children of war".

Jocelyne and her former command of fighters became civilian sisters, and they chose as a symbol to the Virgin Mary. Because she is the woman that she is engaged into the path of the Lord, at the service of the world.

The Lord has his plan. And history has its end and its purpose. Curious return.

Just a few kilometers of this peaceful garden, where Jocelyne, at the beginning of the civil war in 1975, had learned to fight and kill. Very quickly, her comrades-in-arms made her a legend. They said that she alone had destroyed several armored columns. Pierre Gemayel, the leader of the Phalangists, had decorated her.

Today, Jocelyne doesn't like to be reminded of this violent past.

[Jocelyne Khoueiry] My house was on the demarcation line. So I only had three options: run away, or rush to defend my parents or hide somewhere. Since I got ready I made the decision to defend myself.

[voice over] On the demarcation line, precisely, in the heart of the city, a place of exchange among all communities, her name of hers inspired fear.

The international press accused her repeatedly of having committed the worst atrocities.

Impossible to question her on this subject, It took us hours of discussion to get a few words out of her, about this period which she does not deny. On the contrary, if she had to do it again, she would. On the other hand, there are almost no documents of this buried past. We just found this poster, where Jocelyne Khoueiry poses as a sexy fighter.

It was then placed on the walls of Beirut, to call on Lebanese women to join her in her struggle [Jocelyne Saab:] You said, Jocelyne, than classic combat uniforms weren't enough for you.

You were going to have your suits tailored by the tailor to go to the front and use the weapons. Why?

[Jocelyne Khoueiry] Not just me personally. But I liked that our group, the group of women fighters… we were thirteen at the beginning, have slightly different uniforms, because we wanted to be different. It was like that, you know, the age…

The Joumana project includes numerous research documents (press clippings, photographs, handwritten notes and printed e-mails), interview transcripts and two applications written to seek funding for the film, which contain a note of intent, a synopsis and a treatment. The first document is dated 1997; the second 2002. From one application to the other, the note of intent is quite similar, but the film has changed. In the notes, several handwritings are interwoven -mainly that of Jocelyne Saab and probably that of France Saint-Léger, with whom she worked on the film. Mention is made of rushes, "preciously kept" by Jocelyne Saab; these images, today, remain untraceable, as do the filmed family images of Joumana's father, Toufic Youssef Awad, and her husband's, Pedro De Arestegui, mentioned in the documents.

In 1997, Jocelyne's note of intent begins with a portrait of Joumana and her wartime memory of her:

In 1976, Lebanon plunged into its second year of civil war, with Beirut cut in two. Joumana lives on the "big hotel front" where the war is taking place; she naturally migrates to her country house in the Christian zone in the middle of the Phalangist stronghold. France Saint Leger is intrigued by this chaotic destiny, in the midst of the civil war, which leads Joumana, by chance of love, to slip from the side of the "executioners" to that of the "victims".

Is it a lack of vigilance, a failure to reflect on the story unfolding alongside her? Is she one of those people who are sometimes overwhelmed by their own lives and events?

To anchor this film in the present, and even the future, Jocelyne Saab entrusted two young men in their twenties, Kamal and Alain, with the task of participating in the research surrounding the film and interviewing Joumana about her experience, by filming their interviews. Embodying a youth that had grown up in war and thirsting for answers, they were to appear in the film as those who would have guided Joumana along the path of her own memory.

Jocelyne imposed just one condition: never to give Joumana the work in progress on the film to read. The two young men failed and, seduced by Joumana's charm, let her read Jocelyne's work, which had a devastating effect on Joumana: she no longer wished to make the film under the same conditions. She then asked for an actress to play her role.

She even wanted certain scenes to be fictionalized so that she wouldn't be equated with this testimony.

We know all this from the film's original brief : by the time Jocelyne Saab submits her application for funding, her project is already severely hampered. Vulnerable, Saab exposes the flaws in the film she is trying to write, while explaining that it is these very flaws that prove the urgency and necessity of this film to be made. She writes :

Following the scouting, which ended with this difficult episode, the focus of the film was self-evident: how difficult and traumatic it is to work on the memory, before it leads to appeasement, relief or reconciliation. There's no question now except the sheer necessity of this work.

Joumana once said to me, "I want this film to be a film of joy, despite my very dark cloud."

The second application was written five years later. The film is now entitled "Joumana, la cicatrice et la mémoire". The application is annotated by Jocelyne Saab, and was to be Bernard Khoury on the very site of the Karantina massacre. We can see on the application sketches made by Jocelyne of the specific place. For Jocelyne, this nightclub was the scar of Beirut, mirroring the one Joumana wears around her neck.

The nightclub was actually already evoked in the first version from 1997, but as a previous film subject on which Jocelyne stopped working on while starting working on Joumana's experience :

Reflecting on this "shift", I think back to my fictional film project on memory, which features young people at B018, a nightclub built on the very site of the Karantina massacre.

(…)

It seems obvious to me that there are many connections between this film about memory, which I won't be making, and the forthcoming film about Joumana.

In 2002, the nightclub becomes a protagonist of the film. Joumana is ultimately relegated to the background. The film, initially very intimate, which was intended to testify to an intergenerational transmission of memory and the repentance of those who participated in the horror of the war, becomes a more theoretical and conceptual film on the impossible memory of the Lebanese war: the intervention of Joumana's psychiatrists and the nightclub's architect, coupled with the testimonies of the protagonist's family and close friends, now keep Joumana at a distance: she is no longer so much the personification of Beirut she was in the first version of the film but a mere case study -she now shares the limelight with the city itself. And yet, while Joumana was keen to fictionalize the events to distance her from her own testimony, she remains firmly at the heart of the subject, as her entire entourage is called upon to testify.

What happened to Joumana? What happened to Jocelyne and Joumana's initial collaboration and friendship? Why did Jocelyne abandon the project? Archives push the analyst to speculation; and speculation leads to investigation. In the study I was conducting on Saab's filmography during her lifetime, she always told me very little about this project, except to say that it had been aborted because Joumana had finally withdrawn. This is what seems to be apparent in the marked evolution of the project between the two applications, five years apart, that Jocelyne submitted to the French Film Center, the CNC. However, Jocelyne's explanation for the aborted project raises a major question: what was Joumana's real involvement in the evolution of the film project? The shooting of the 2nd project is evoked in Joumana's presence, but seems to be based primarily on the research work carried out in 1997; at the time of writing in 2002, Jocelyne admits that "the situation being particularly difficult for Joumana, many things remain pending to this day". Were the multiplication of interventions and the involvement of an actress intended to overcome Joumana's reticence and make the film in spite of her? Among the answers that may emerge to explain the transformation and halting of the project, the first application from 1997 already provides some elements: it shows Joumana's very strong involvement, as she immediately accepts Jocelyne's proposal to make a film and insists on taking part in the research and interviews, which Jocelyne eventually accepts, even though she is well aware of the danger her project would run if Joumana understood too well the ins and outs of the film in preparation.

In the application submitted in 1997, Jocelyne admits to having "surrendered" to Joumana, whom she presents as a seductress and charmer -a diplomatic vocabulary that nonetheless presents her as a manipulative woman. However, it's difficult to know from the archives what Joumana, who had placed her trust in Jocelyne, knew about the filmmaker's true intentions for the film.

In an interview I conducted with Kamal, one of the two young men featured in the first version of the film, he explained that they themselves had no insight into Jocelyne's work on the film; she extensively recorded the interactions between Joumana and the two young men, but they were never able to see this footage afterwards. Information about the film seems to have been distilled by Jocelyne in the form of instructions to the protagonists of her film, without them having any overall vision of the project. This overt suspicion is undoubtedly also at the root of Joumana's curiosity and responsible for the breach of trust that led to the transformation of the project, to which the 2002 version bears witness.

To my point of view, it seems that Jocelyne's aim with this project was to settle scores with her community, which had rejected her, and that her use of cinema to push her interlocutors to repentance was also intended to legitimize her own choices, since she had spent her life and career fighting against violence and injustice. Both applications mention Jocelyne's desire to reuse her own images, those filmed in the Karantina district in 1975 in Le Liban dans la tourmente and those shot after the massacre in 1976 with the surviving children, entitled Les Enfants de la guerre.

This very personal involvement is evident in the 1997 version, where she fails to script Joumana's retreat other than by presenting it as a failure due to her own mistakes as a filmmaker. The collaboration of France Saint-Léger, who was working regularly alongside Jocelyne Saab at this time, as evidenced by other unfinished projects from the late 1990s and early 2000s, was intended to allow a distancing that is evident in the analyses emanating from the handwritten notes, but which was not sufficiently asserted in the face of Jocelyne's personal objectives to be able to situate the project in a more objective posture before the elaboration of the second project, written in 2002.

Whatever the reasons for halting this project, its content and its very incompleteness say a lot about the history of contemporary Lebanon. Saab's paper archives have been digitized and made freely available, in the belief that beyond the artistic projects and what they tell us about Jocelyne Saab's creative process, the research carried out for these films is a source of history, and a fascinating archive to explore. The process of re-emerging from these archives has intersected with the interest of certain artists and researchers in films left unfinished. Lebanese director Eliane Raheb, an investigative filmmaker and audacious, provocative portraitist, took an interest in Jocelyne's Joumana project. Two generations younger than Jocelyne, Eliane has a different conception of political commitment, particularly when it comes to writing Lebanese history. Does she have the distance that Jocelyne lacked to reopen the scars of this endless war? What does it mean to take over a project abandoned by a filmmaker who is no longer with us? Eliane Raheb is here to tell us about her project and the context of its emergence.

  Joumana's elder sister Samia was at the time the girlfriend of a Phalangist military leader.Joumana admires her, and some even say she tries to imitate her. She falls in love with a close advisor to the Phalangists... Their father, Toufic Youssef Awad, a renowned Arabiclanguage writer famous for his open-mindedness, takes a very dim view of these liaisons, but does not intervene... (…) It was at this time that Samia's friend asked Joumana to film the night-time clean-up operation in the Karantina neighbourhood. Joumana was hooked. "I was dressed in battle dress, given a bolex, they ordered people to assemble and threatened to kill them if anyone turned around... Only one turned around and they shot. Tac tac, tac..." With a wave of her hand, Joumana illustrates these falling bodies… Many years later, Joumana married the Spanish ambassador of Lebanon, Pedro de Arestegui, and had two children with him. When Pedro took a strong political stance, a bomb exploded at the embassy, killing Joumana's father, husband and sister. Joumana was seriously wounded and plunged into a coma. Minutes after the explosion, two Spanish TV journalists filmed the disaster.

  presented by Catherine Dussart's production company in Paris, which was already producing Dunia, a drama shot in Egypt to be released by Jocelyne Saab in 2005. France Saint-Léger is still working on the project, but now appears as co-writer. An actress is mentioned for the role of Joumana. Kamal and Alain have disappeared. It's Jocelyne herself who stands out in the document as a discussant opposing Joumana. This would not have been the first time that Jocelyne Saab had staged herself in one of her documentary films; we already saw her in 1978 in Lettre de Beyrouth, seductive, provoking UN soldiers in southern Lebanon: [EXTRACT LETTER FROM B.] You're not having enough fun ? Well, it's the job ! In the new version of the film, the curious innocence of a war youth is replaced by the cold building of an underground nightclub called B018, built in 1994 by Lebanese architect