
In the summer of 2006, my European
vacation collided with the just-ended war
between Hezbollah and Israel in Lebanon.
I was visiting family in Cyprus when a
friend who worked for the United Nations
called and presented me with an irresistible
opportunity: If you want to go to Beirut,
she said, there's an aid boat leaving on
Monday. You just need a letter of assign-
ment as proof that you're a journalist.

I spent the next four days e-mailing
editors and asking for help. Two obliged,
and I started packing for the five-hour trip.
On the morning of my departure, before
the U.N. representative handed me my
ticket, she reviewed my letters, both of
which came from glossy design magazines,
and asked, "Just exactly what are you going
to write about?" In truth, I wasn't sure.
But the idea that I didn't belong there, that
design issues are irrelevant in a conflict
zone, made me think about her question
long after I boarded the boat.

Indeed, over the next year-—Beirut is
now my home—that question became not
only a challenge but also a lens through
which I tried to make sense of the often
chaotic and cluttered visual landscape
here. And even amid the proliferation of
boisterous billboards and hyper-partisan
rhetoric, I discovered relevant design. A
sampling of small-scale projects completed
in Lebanon during and since the fighting
of 2006 demonstrates that graphic design
in this country encompasses much more
than methods of protest. These efforts sug-
gest that Lebanese designers are determined
to play a significant role in the way people
here cope with conflict.

A prime example is a series of maps
generated during the war by Zeina Maasri,
a design professor at the American Uni-
versity of Beirut. Starting on July 22 and
continuing until the end of the war on
August 14, Maasri issued daily PDF reports
titled "Israeli Assault on Lebanon: Map of
Locations Bombed." The contrast between
the cool, clean look of the maps and the
death and chaos they document is riveting.
The small Middle Eastern nation (Lebanon
is about two-thirds the size of Connecticut:)
is rendered in white, within a field of gray
neighboring countries. Concentric red
circles catalog the cumulative number and
location of all strikes. Teal-blue rings indi-
cate strikes from the previous day. A "Fact
Box" in the lower right-hand corner tallies
casualties and other consequences.

At first, the maps were only distributed
sparsely and uploaded to the website for
Samidoun, the grassroots relief collective
whose volunteers collected the map's data
from news updates, blogs, the U.N., and
the Lebanese government. Soon, though,
Maasri was flooded with requests to use
the maps, and they started to gain their own

momentum. The Economist (without asking,
reports Maasri, unperturbed) "followed
the same design, almost, with minor altera-
tions." The maps also appeared on television
in the hands of the speaker of the Lebanese
parliament, Nabih Berri, who used them
to illustrate the scope of the bombing to the
Russian minister of foreign affairs.

Maasri says the maps were a response to
the incomplete media coverage of the war's
first week: "It was a way to show the over-
reaching scale of the bombing, that it was
not a simple act of self-defense." But what
made the maps so poignant was that instead
of explicitly challenging the media, they
let the data speak for itself.

Such a gift goes far in a society as diverse
and divided as Lebanon's, where 18 religious
sects vie for representation in parliament
and three—-Maronite Christians, Sunni
Muslims, and Shia Muslims—have shared
political power since the end of the country's
15-year civil war. It's easy to identify the
partisans: They're loud, organized, and rep-
resented. But it's hard to find, much less
unite, those in the gaps between party lines.
These political orphans have no voice, and
that's where designers are stepping in.

Since last year's split between the ruling
powers and Hezbollah-led opposition
coalitions, several grassroots campaigns
have emerged, asking politicians to end the
debilitating stalemate and urging citizens
to resist devolving into another civil war.
Lana Daher designed the visual identity
for one of the most recent of these initiatives,
Khalas! (an Arabic expression meaning,
essentially, "Enough!"), which collected
thousands of signatures from citizens all



over the country to demonstrate to politi-
cians that the will for change exists.

For the Khalas! logo, Daher used white
type on a black background, in part because
the political parties have already claimed
most of the colors. After experimenting
with Western typefaces, "because they're
much better designed," she resolved to
find "something that's not intimidating
and that [would] speak visually to every-
one." Eventually, she settled on AXT
Advertising, the same face in which many
Arabic newspapers are set, and treated
the Lam vertical, an L-like ascender, with a
pattern of disintegration that speaks to
Lebanon's destructive recent history. The
number of T-shirts, stickers, and posters
bearing Daher's designs now runs in the
hundreds of thousands. In a country with
about 3 million residents, that kind of
volume can create a great deal of awareness.

Drawing attention to divisive political
issues and contributing to their resolution,
as Maasri's and Daher's work has done, is
a primary function of design in troubled
times. Designer Nadine Bekdache realized
its power to aid directly in recovery efforts
as well. Immediately after the war, Bekdache
moved from her home in Beirut to the,,
southern border village of Aita ech Chaab.
Aita, as it's known, was among the first
locations bombed in July 2006. The town
was obliterated during the conflict, and
for weeks afterward, cluster bombs littered
the surrounding roads and fields.

Wanting to contribute to the town's
economic recovery, Bekdache applied her
skills toward making one of Aita's agri-
culture-based products, laurel soap, more
marketable. At the time, the soap's only
purveyor outside the community was a
middleman who was making a 300 percent
profit. Bekdache worked with the soap
makers to create a product identity they
related to and could sell themselves.
She produced a logo (an abstract laurel tree)
as well as wrapping paper and seals. Rather
than listing the ingredients on the pack-
aging, she chose to print the story of how

the soap is made, from picking seeds for oil
to the soap's final formulation in the village
women's homes.

Bekdache conceived the logo with the
help of a local calligraphcr and poet, Fade!
Srour, who is well known in Aita. She hoped
his familiar lettering, which appears on
shop signs and banners in the town, would
maintain the soap makers' connection to the
branding process long after her inevitable
departure. This way "they can say who did the
logo," says Bekdache, noting that villagers
tell her they appreciate the laurel trees more
now than before the logo was created.

While Bekdache's work inadvertantly
led the people of Aita to become more con-
scious of their home, Anna Ogden-Smith's
design for the book A Lost Summer: Postcards
from Lebanon, out in January from Saqi Books,
helps those who have fled Lebanon's wars
over the years mourn what they left behind.
The small, elegiac volume pairs e-mails and
text messages sent during the 2006 war with
photographs of familiar locales. With its
myriad typefaces and images that somehow

seem to hang together—much like the
Lebanese diaspora of roughly 14 million the
book was meant for—A Lost Summer was
conceived as a collection of memory frag-
ments; "we didn't want a narrative,"
Ogden-Smith says. Though she had evac-
uated to London before she started work
on the book, and though the war ended
before its completion, "I still found myself
working as if the war hadn't finished,"
she remembers. "With work related to war,
the notion of time is gone."

That fluid approach to war's parameters
may hold a lesson: Many of us see conflict as
something contained, that we can choose
to stand apart from, rather than something
that exists always, everywhere. "On an
everyday basis, there are issues of conflict,"
says Maasri. "It's about the role of design
in the community and how you participate
in constructing society." With small but
persistent gestures, Lebanese designers have
assumed responsibility to move beyond the
protest poster and intervene in the wars that
have consumed their country for so long. '
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