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Elia Suleiman’s ‘Chronicle of a Disappearance’

How is the ostensibly ‘documented’, choreographed collection of scenes in Elia Suleiman’s film ‘Chronicle of a Disappearance’ transformed into what we as an audience experience as humour and an expression of resistance?

To Congo Units, this is One. Jerusalem is no longer united. Jerusalem is nothing special. Oslo is not coming. Oslo is not even calling. 







(Adan, Chronicle of a Disappearance)

Since his film ‘Chronicle of a Disappearance’ won a prize for the best new film in the  Venice Film Festival in 1996, Elia Suleiman has become a prominent voice in Palestinian cinema. Most scholars writing about his work mention the special tone of humour that characterizes his films. Hamid Naficy, for example, talks about the ’ironic but mute alter ego’
 of the director who appears in several of his films. Hamid Dabashi heads a whole chapter on Suleiman ‘In Praise of Frivolity’ 
 highlighting the ‘comic elements’ as a means of resistance against the ‘obscenities’ committed by the Jewish State. Lina Khatib describes in detail some of the scenes she identifies as ‘visual gags’
, similar to Shohini Chaudhuri, who compares his ‘use of comic timing’ to the style of the French film director Jacques Tati, using ‘wide angle framing to maximise his deadpan visual comedy’. 

It seems that while everyone agrees that there is humour in his films, the vocabulary used to describe how this humour manifests itself varies, as does the emphasis placed on where and how it occurs. Thus in ‘Chronicle of a Disappearance’ Hamid Naficy attributes ‘irony’ to the main character himself,  Dabashi examines and contextualises scenes of the film in respect to some of the action that takes place and both Lina Khatib and Shohini Chaudhuri focus on the visual aspects of humour represented in the film.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          In this essay I shall therefore work on the premise that there may be several kinds of humour, several ways of making us laugh, some resulting from the portrayal of the main character, some due to comic situations and some relying on visual gags. 
But first of all, what is ‘humour’? To give but a brief summary, I will mention some of the main aspects characterising this phenomenon that scholars seem to have agreed upon. Abbas Mahmoud al-Aqqad, a modern Arab thinker, formulates it thus: 

Laughter is a sudden and fast comparison between the state in front of you and 
the state which you imagine, the state in being and the state required.
 

The notion of a contradiction between a concept and real objects was supported by philosophers and writers like Schopenhauer and Arthur Koestler, who thought that a comic effect was produced when ‘there is an idea or event with two incompatible matrices’
. Henri Bergson formulated this idea slightly differently, referring to the comic as rigid and repetitive, confronting a life which is moving and supple. He, like many others observed that humour seems to be a late development in human evolution, requiring the existence of complex societies which generate contradictions. 

It is when life becomes complex and society full of contradictions and 
contrasts that certain things emerge as out of place, 
incongruous, distorted 
and consequently funny.
 
He also traced many of the causes of laughter to a need to release an unwanted surplus of energy in the face of a rigid and inert society, by observing many physiological actions associated with laughter, such as increased secretion of the adrenal glands, acceleration of heart rate and altered breathing. 
 Humour might be seen therefore as a concept that requires two main elements: The creation or perception of a comic situation generated by two opposing states of being, and laughter itself as a release from a state of physical tension. Humour requires an audience, it presents us with a comic situation and laughter is its result. 
Within this conceptual framework Humour manifests itself in many different ways, through language, sound, gesture and visual clues. Often certain types of humour are attributed to different cultures, and even become part of a national identity, thus the English for example are sometimes associated with an ‘English sense of humour’, often described as ‘dry’ and using ‘understatement’ as a means to create humorous situations. But in recent times and with increasing globalisation new mediums have created a more universal language of humour and one of the most important of these mediums is film. This is not to say that different cultures will not experience the humour of a film in different ways, but the visual language film employs can generally be more widely understood than humour based on language or culture alone. The cinematic experience is also unique in that it can very convincingly make us believe in the reality created by the work, especially when this is intended, as in the  ‘realist tradition’ which argues that:

The artificial elements of construction can all but disappear leaving us with 
something that looks so natural and life-like that we can forget that what we 
are viewing is a representation (written, performed, filmed and edited) of 
reality, not real.

‘Chronicle of a Disappearance’ sets up an expectation in the viewer that what we are viewing is real. As the title already suggests, it is a document of reality, a diary recording moments observed and experienced by the director. In addition to this the viewer, aware of the identity of the director as a Palestinian, has an expectation of what the reality he will be shown is going to look like, a reality mostly informed by other media like television and newspapers. A Palestine, ravaged by occupation and war, its people passionate and driven to heroic or terrorist acts, depending on the point of view, a nation desperate to be heard by the outside world. 
However, the first image of the film shows what at first seems to be just a shape barely discernible in the darkness, as the camera slowly pans to the right, light intensifies and gradually reveals the face of a man sleeping. We become aware of his slightly laboured breathing, accompanied by the slow melody of an oud. This image immediately subverts our expectations, establishing, so to speak, a discrepancy between the ‘state we imagined and the state in front of us’. This is not to say that we think Palestinians do not sleep, we have simply never thought about it before because it has not formed part of the image we are normally presented with. And not only that, sleep is one of the most private human activities, this scene therefore seems to signal to us that we are invited to share the experience we are about to enter on an intimate basis. After a short sequence of opening credits the next scene shows his parents’ living room and our expectations are further undermined by the normality of the set. It is neat and tidy, and well furnished. There is a sofa in the middle of the room, a glass topped coffee table in front of it, there are two cabinets against the wall on the right, with some ornaments placed in strategic places and there is a plant behind the sofa. This could be a living room in almost any other Mediterranean house. A caption then reads: “The first morning home after a long absence I am awakened by the clicking of my aunt’s heels.” We are further drawn into the story as we now also hear the sound of “ES” aunt’s high heeled shoes as she walks into the room across the stone floor and sits on a sofa in the centre of the frame. “No one’s round so let’s talk” she begins. She is not alone of course, and presumably she is aware of it, since she is speaking directly to the camera, but we are seduced into going along with her by her easy going and confidential manner as she sets out an intricate web of complaints about what we presume to be a relative or an acquaintance. The tone of her story is suffused with a humour of itself, as if she herself intends to make us smile. She ends her monologue by telling us that she does not really want to talk about these things. As ES’ mother appears they both exit the frame, which has remained static throughout the entire scene. 
Within a few minutes of film, our concept of what Palestine is and how it represents itself has been turned on its head and this is confirmed more and more as the film progresses. Thus the following scene shows a full close up of a computer screen, a game of backgammon is being played by someone. The picture is accompanied by a strange gargling sound, which, having at first presumed it to be part of the game we realise after the next cut, is the sound of a shisha being smoked by ES’s father while he is playing.  We begin to get the sense of time passing slowly, and of people slowly passing time. This impression is confirmed further as we accompany him on his visits to see friends and witness the observations he makes. There is a collection of locations that keep on reappearing, for example the souvenir shop called The Holy Land in front of which ES and a friend sit, chain smoking. No one visits this particular ‘holy land’, a group of Japanese tourists passes by at one point, and instead of buying one of the postcards displayed outside the shop on a rack which slowly turns in the breeze, one of the tourists takes a photograph of ES and his friend. There are scenes in his parent’s home, his father tending to his canary bird on the balcony, a group of women discussing the peeling of garlic, both of his parents sleeping on the sofa. There is a reoccurring incident in front of a café, where two men get out of a car and start hitting each other, and another sequence shows a group of men in a boat, fishing. But the first (of two parts) of the film passes, leaving us with a sense that nothing has actually happened. 
The second part, which ES calls his ‘political diary’ begins with a drive in a car through a rural landscape. A little later on, after we see him visit an estate agent, a caption informs us that ES is moving to Jerusalem, first, to be closer to the airport, and then in order ‘to have more time’. The self irony in this statement is unmistakable. But we also witness a shift in the tone of the film, as ES himself begins to appear more and more as the film progresses. We see him arriving at his new flat, watching a man perform a strange series of moves through his window, turning off the lights in his flat. At one point he is supposed to give a lecture on the making of his new film, but the microphone does not work, and the audience drifts away, more interested in their mobile phones than him. There are beginnings of a plot, involving a woman called Adan which he has met in the estate agent’s office. He picks up a Walkie Talkie dropped by an Israeli soldier which quickly becomes a focal point. We hear encrypted, somewhat ludicrous conversations between the Israeli security force, after his flat gets raided by a group of Israelis soldiers we witness their comments about ES, and finally Adan, a fluent Hebrew speaker, uses the Walkie Talkie to confuse the Israeli soldiers by sending them to a series of random locations. A small drama unfolds, ending in the Israeli security force trying to arrest Adan, seemingly unsuccessfully, instead they drive away with a mannequin which they have confiscated in the boot of their car. But even this incident does not seem to constitute any kind of change, since following it, we see ES in a swimming pool swimming in and out of the frame, followed by a long scene of him sitting in a café overlooking the court yard of the pool, drinking coffee and smoking. 
The end finally is a return to the beginning; ES is back in Nazareth, we revisit the souvenir shop, the location in front of the café and finally his parents’ home, where we watch late night Israeli television over the back of his father’s head. The program has finished and along with the Israeli national anthem we see an Israeli flag, fluttering in the wind against a blue sky. It is to my mind one of the most darkly ironic and moving images of the whole film. The last frame reveals that both his parents have fallen asleep in front of the television, a fact which almost makes us breathe a sigh of relief. At least, we tell ourselves, they are able to sleep, despite the absurdity of the situation they find themselves in. The last caption of the film reads: ‘To my mother and father, the last homeland’. In the light of this statement, the opening scene acquires a reinforced meaning, as we realise, that the camera treated his father’s face like it would a landscape. 
There are very few scenes in the whole film which do not carry a humorous message. The majority, especially in the first part of the film show seemingly mundane details of daily life, but they are all infused with the characteristic point of view of the director whose humorous presence we sense despite the fact that he hardly appears during the first half of the film. Some, like the one showing his father playing backgammon rely on an incongruity between sound and picture, others, like the scenes in front of the café are almost slapstick humour, yet others, like the caption introducing the second part of the film or the scene at the beginning with his aunt use language as a means to make us laugh. 
 But common to all of them is the fact that Elia Suleiman has set up a contradiction between one state and another, between the image we have been used to, which has been imagined for us and the image he presents us with. The whole film is a process of deconstruction of a Palestinian identity promoted by media and by Palestinians themselves and we are encouraged by the director to resolve the resulting tension by laughter.  Elia Suleiman himself has commented on the importance of deconstructing stereo typed images: 


Ridicule the image that we produce of ourselves and cancel out their power. 
Constitute new ones to avoid the danger of one clotted truth. A one truth is a 
stagnant truth. Real as it can get, it becomes our only reality and we become 
its prisoners. A diversity of potential truth, constantly shifting, proposes a 
diversity of choices of who we are and who we want to be.

We are laughing, first of all because Elia Suleiman himself, despite his silence throughout the film, is laughing, too. As we observe family members fighting with each other, bad mouthing other families, as we watch ES’ friend filling little bottles with holy water from a sink in a corner of his shop, our picture of ‘the other’, is disintegrating and being replaced by an image much closer to a communally shared human experience. It is above all an image filtered through self consciousness and self critique and despite being intensely personal, able to convey a convincing truth. It tells us that the Palestinian people are trying, like anyone else would, to live their lives as close to normality as possible, despite being under occupation. But the restriction of movement, in particular within occupied territories can result in a danger of its people becoming isolated and turning against each other, which are aspects ES highlights in the film. 
The idea of inside and outside is often conveyed, for example by the frequent use of a radio or television as part of the background noise in his parents’ flat. The world outside happens almost as if in another dimension, as at one point his father is sitting at the kitchen table working, listening to the groans of a female tennis player accompanied by an English commentator. His world is completely alien to these events, yet somehow more significant, but small, unchanging and as static as the camera that records it. Equally, the political situation in Palestine at the moment highlights the problems caused by the pressures of restrictions imposed on the Palestinian people, and we witness the frustrations felt by people in a number of scenes, in particular the fight scenes in front of the café. Elia Suleiman’s observations in this context are not only comical, but they are also true.  
The act of the deconstruction of an image can be seen in itself to be a form of resistance, and here it seems to be resistance on two fronts. First, against a prison created by images Palestinians might have formed of themselves and then, against the image created and fostered by an occupying state and the outside world.  Hamid Dabashi  formulates it thus:

The miracle of Elia Suleiman’s cinema is in his art of frivolously 
reformatting the layers of self-erasing memories so that instead of being 
concealed they are actively exposed-but exposed in a liberating and 
emancipatory , and not in a vindictive and self-victimising language, and that 
is precisely where Zionism has categorically failed to procreate its own kind of 
enemies.

Elia Suleiman has succeeded in making a political statement without being overtly politicising in the treatment of his material. At no point in the film are we confronted with the might of the Israeli army, there are no checkpoints, no heavy bulldozers, no armoured vehicles, when we do encounter Israelis, they are caricatures, referring to each other with strange code names or peeing in unison. They are absurd, while the Palestinians characters are lovingly imperfect and human. 
Despite the title of the film, Elia Suleiman has done anything but disappeared, on the contrary, he has become a presence that may help to enable Palestine to re-invent itself and to be re-invented by the rest of the world.
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