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Working primarily with video, printed material, and sculptures,
Baris Dogrusoz’s work engages the circulation, protocols, and function of
scenarios and historical narratives in the context of “siege culture,” including

“Fortress Europe,” the US/Mexico border policy, and the Israeli occupation
in Palestine, reframing these as tools for critical insights and analysis.

Theater of Operations is composed of two immersive environments that
envisage the archaeological site of Europos Dura in Syria as a proto-fictional
place where two different operations on matter — namely aggregating and
digging — can be seen as acts of creation toward two potentially resistive
architectural typologies: the barricade and the tunnel.

The ancient city of Europos Dura had much in common with today’s most
cosmopolitan urban landscapes. Religious, linguistic, and cultural diversity
characterized much of the city’s life for more than 500 years, starting at
the outset of the 3rd century B.C. and located in what is now Syria. The
first archeological excavations of Europos Dura took place in the 1920s
during the western military and colonial presence in the region. Funded by
American oil money, the excavations were often employed as instruments
of soft cultural power and left a legacy for the interpretation of archeology
in the collective imaginary.

In Sand Storm and the Oblivion (2017), the artist reexamines the literal

undermining of walls in a two-channel installation about the ancient mul-
ticultural fortified city by looking at satellite imagery, archeological reports

from French and American archeological missions in the region, and recent
events. In the new installation, Beneath Crowded Skies (2019), commissioned

by the Sursock Museum, the artist establishes a triangulation between the

legacy of the Europos Dura excavation, the mapping of military actions in

the region during the last decade, and the presence of fighters.

Theater of Operations is Baris Dogrusoz’s first solo exhibition in Lebanon.



A Non-compliant Operation
Manual for the Probability Engine

By Alphabet Collection

The black clad mercenaries had already lost
track of the days. They were sent to secure
the walled compound of the ancient fortress
laid at the intersection of ancient civilizations,
Dura-Europos — a Hellenistic, Persian, and
Roman border city built above the right bank
of the Euphrates river. In the early morning
of the first day, the mercenaries used their
RPG rocket launchers against the crumbling
external walls to fulfill their superiors” order;
they had been asked to use the old bricks to
build new and stronger barriers around the
fortress. None of them, however, knew how
long it would take before they’d lose track of
their original mission and focus on what truly
brought them to this location initially. How
could they know? At least, not before they
discover a strong enough clue that compels
them to reorient their attention towards an
unknown trajectory.

Humans have always had the right tools for
a better understanding of the world, tools
that acted like sisters and brothers, working
together or against each other, in different
dimensions, to make humans see or imagine
new realities. Amongst these, of course, are
machines for picturing time and space — the

two essential qualities of “being in the world”
that protect the brittleness of reality against
the dangers of fantasy. The modern-day clocks

and cameras as empirical tools for substan-
tial measuring of what constitutes humans’
shared reality only arrived later, once future
sustenance on earth required such precision
in mapping the cognitive faculties of humans
onto the surrounding world, based on the

interrelationship of inner and outer worlds.

And, as usual, nothing in regards to the
human race ought to follow the linear logic

of action and reaction or cause and effect.
The emergence of these earthbound tech-
nologies, which laid the ground for human
civilization’s control of the planet, could only
happen in the divine places of worship, as a
result of devotion to an invisible entity called
god and his eternal property called heavens.
Think of the monks, whose dedication to a
precise measurement of prayers propelled
them to invent the clock. Consider the paint-
ers, whose passion for the concreteness and
tangibility of the divine helped them develop
the technique of perspective.

But before the cosmic rhythm was reduced
in the clockwork, and prior to how math-
ematics and optics gave way to realism
in art, the ancient world had developed
machines, the philosophical sophistication
of which surpassed the precision of humans’
modern-oriented technologies. Perhaps, in
respect to confronting one’s self and the
world, quality always precedes quantity.
Amongst these ancient technologies was the
marvelous engine called Xemanimiq, whose
purpose was to contemplate both time and
space. It worked simultaneously as a clock, a
camera, and an imaging machine capable of
projecting pictures of time in the mind of its
operators. Originally developed for producing
architectural surveys of large swaths of land,
particularly the preparation and construction
of the Cheops Pyramid around 2600 B.C.
in Egypt, this human-sized instrument was
capable of measuring the probability of inter-
actions between different temporalities and
multiple spatial dimensions. Xemanimiq was
quickly repurposed by temple priests and
military strategists for risk-measurement
and temporal speculation with regards to
the day-to-day management of what was



considered the wishes of multiple gods and

deities. Unlike the contemporary GPS system,
which is fastened to the surface of the earth

as its active ground zero, the engine was

analogous to an endlessly shifting cosmic

positioning system (CPS) without a single

point of origin. But unlike modern technol-
ogies, Xemanimiq was not fully autonomous,
and could only be activated like a true work
of art. That is, exclusively in close contact
with trained operators interested in its pow-
ers and capable of unlocking its potentials. In

this respect, the engine was always merely
one half of the technology it purported to be.
Without human interaction, it was just the

key to an unspecified lock, and its operational

abilities were permanently limited by the

humans with whom it interacted.

The significance of Xemanimiq on physical,
social, and infrastructural developments in

Egypt quickly drew neighboring powers like

Assyrians to the kingdom. Their wars failed

to help them get a hold of the technology,
resulting in the revenge sacking of the capi-
tal city of Thebes by Ashurbanipal. Later on,
the Greeks tried their hand in discovering the

secrets of Egypt. But fueled by their false

“Aristoplatonian” binocular vision, their epis-
temological suspicions towards the existence

of such a “magical” device blinded them to the

fact that the Egyptian civilization was founded

on a completely different set of scientific

assumptions. The more esoteric and imagi-
native Persians, however, were more persistent
in pursuing the unknown. Not only did Cyrus

the Great attack Egypt to unlock the secrets

of the African kingdom, but his subsequent

death in the battlefield in 530 B.C. was also the

result of the Egyptians’ use of Xemanimiq. It
was only through sheer luck that Cambyses II,
Cyrus’ son, who took over the military opera-
tion after his father’s death, stumbled upon the

engine, and captured its trained crew alive in

the midst of his victorious battle against the

Egyptian pharaoh, Psamtik III.

The engine was then transposed to Persia
and not only used to expand Persepolis, but
also sent to Jerusalem for Darius the Great’s
rebuilding of the second Jewish Temple. Quite
late to the game, Alexander the Great’s
crusade from Egypt to India was secretly
planned as a way of finding and recovering
the technology that was, even back then,
considered mysterious and ancient to the
Greeks. However, although Alexander was
able to conquer Persia and install his own
local government to rule over the empire,
Xemanimiq was nowhere to be found during
the sack of Persepolis.

Buried by the Zoroastrian priests deep in an
undisclosed location north of the Persian cap-
ital near the city of Istakhr, Xemanimiq was
the Persians” best kept secret until the rise of
the Sassanid Empire. Brought to power with
the help of the Zoroastrian establishment —
who were interested in ending Parthian’s
polytheism and instituting their religion as
the official belief system of the new ruling
dynasty — Ardeshir [, the first Sassanid king,
was advised to covertly unearth Xemanimiq
to exploit it towards founding a new state-
craft based on a power network consisting of
both a strong central and federal government.

But can one truly practice a technique with-
out having devised a plan to align its powers
towards virtuous objectives?

By this time, the mysterious engine, while
deployed for strategic decision-making by
the political ruling elites, had also turned into
a god-like fetish by the Zoroastrian priests.
Xemanimiq became a double technology for
both those who knew how to use knowledge
to gain or maintain power, as well as to those
who merely possessed and took care of the
object of knowledge. The latter were granted
equal social and cultural power as the first
group of ruling elites. This is why Ardeshir
carried Xemanimiq like the biblical Golden
Calf to several wars expecting total victory,



including the battles of Hormozdgan with
Parthians and Hatra with Romans. In vic-
tory, the king would celebrate its magical
powers, and in defeats, he would sacri-
fice its caretakers for their incompetence,
never once attempting to invest time and
resources on detecting its real operational
logic. Things changed rapidly with Shapur I,
who replaced Ardeshir, as he met and wel-
comed the prophet Mani to his court, and
against the advice of the Zoroastrian priests,
introduced him to Xemanimiq. Already well-
versed in the invisible powers of aesthetics
and known for his mastery of the art of
manuscript painting, the Persian prophet
unlocked the mysteries of the engine and
developed and wrote its graphical users” man-
ual called Shabuhragan, considered to have
been lost alongside other works of Mani.

Xemanimiq was last seen and deployed
by Shapur in his war against the Romans
at Dura-Europos. This time, a new team of
caretakers trained by Mani were able to put
the machine to proper use. They facilitated
the Persian army to not only image-survey
the underground strata of the city and plan
the construction of a network of tunnels
underneath the pavements, but also to spec-
ulate on how the Roman army, given their
capabilities, would react to their adversaries
in such a complex battlefield fought under-
ground. By helping Shapur’s army interpret
the future knowledge of war technologies
for their immanent conditions, Xemanimiq
conjured in the mind of its operators the
idea of inventing a poisonous gas by mixing
asphalt and sulfur, annihilating the enemy
soldiers trapped in the closed atmosphere
of the machinic-designed underground tun-
nels. Lost and buried underground in the
mayhem of the Persian’s chemical warfare
against the Romans, were the engine and its
young operators. Against Mani's insistence on
finding Xemanimiq, the Zoroastrian priests
managed to convince Shapur to abandon

the rescue mission in Dura-Europos and
order the army’s return to the capital. With
Xemanimiq gone, and despite the rumors of
the king’s conversion to Manichaeism during
the battle of Dura-Europos, Mani’s increasing
power over Shapur began to slowly diminish.
Soon after the king’s death, the Zoroastrian
priests conspired against Mani, resulting in
his Jesus-like crucifixion by the New Persian
Emperor Bahram I in Jundishapur.

* k%

We will never know whether the black clad
mercenaries were sent to fortify and secure
Dura-Europos, or whether they were directed
to this location to investigate the existence of
a mythical ancient object. Were their superi-
ors in Mayadin aware of the existence of the
hidden and forgotten time-space probability
engine? Or had they kept their true objective
hidden from their army, fearing that a double
agent could intercept the mission? Or could
it be possible that Xemanimiq, starving for
interaction after more than 1,500 years of
dormancy, was activated by the geopolitical
tectonic shifts in the region, and was now
calling out from underground to be redis-
covered by any human agent whatsoever?

At first, the mission seemed crystal clear to
the mercenary army: to fortify the ruins as a
strategic position so the fighters could use it
to defeat the encroaching enemies under the
watchful eyes of American, Russian, Syrian,
and Israeli drones. According to some rumors,
all the foreign armies involved had an interest
in the location. Not known was whether this
was due to the fortress’ strategic position or
if they were also searching for something in
particular.

A group of child soldiers brainwashed to seek
martyrdom were sent earlier to walk around
the area and blow up any possible mines
with their bodies. They should be the ones
credited with finding Xemanimiq. The child



soldiers had discovered a small black hole
covered with rocks. They entered the spot
and discovered a hard and smooth surface
underground, where they convinced some of
the younger fighters to dig the spot to see if
they could find anything worth looting. Soon,
the excavation resulted in the discovery of a
crate made of black marble. Pulling out the
black box out of the ground was a difficult,
but rewarding task. Yet, none of the youth
dared to crack their discovery open, lest the
superiors would get angry and assign them
to daunting night shifts in the subzero tem-
perature of the fortress” desert climate.

A few hours later, when the box was finally
unbolted, they discovered Xemanimiq, which
was sphere-like and in the height of an
average human. The marbled surface of the
coveted engine was made out of copper, lead,
and turquoise-colored glass with a sophisti-
cated dent on its top, perfectly curved into
the shape of a human body. Next to it was
an illustrated manuscript, handwritten, of
course, in an unknown language. The first
fight between the group’s two superiors
erupted over the book’s depiction of naked
bodies of men and women. One of the older
men was angry about the realistic paintings
of human genitals and their exact position
and placement in a designated spot in the
machine’s dent. The fight escalated quickly
and resulted in the destruction and burning
of the book. Divided over the ownership of
the engine, one of the superiors was keen
on gathering wood for melting the object,
convinced that its core must have been made
of gold. The more intelligent one, who was
angry over the destruction of the book,
wanted to try using the equipment with
his own naked body. This idea was deemed
blasphemous by the other group, causing the
argument to become violent as the young
mercenaries, grouped behind the two old
men, began shooting at each other.

Once the more rational superior won the
small battle that took the life of a few fight-
ers, he took off his clothes, climbed onto the
machine, and laid on its top facedown. A few
minutes later, the engine suddenly came to
life, pulsating with a dim green light and a
breathing noise that could be seen and heard
through the glass parts. Convinced that the
object was speaking to him in images, the
superior ordered the remaining fighters to
sleep and to prepare to go back the next day
to where they had found the black marble
crate to continue digging deeper.

Not long into the next day’s excavation,
the fighters hit one of the tunnels dug
underneath the city by Shapur’s army back
during the battle of Dura-Europos. Using
their mobile phones, they surveyed the
underground construction, realizing that
the maze-like tunnels were leading nowhere,
except back to where they had first found
the black marble crate. Encouraged by this
discovery, but also frustrated by its near
redundancy, the superior tied his nude body
onto the machine for the second time that
night. Afterwards, he was convinced that the
digging must continue vertically surpassing
the tunnels, in the hopes of finding other
objects or structures. He told his fighters
about the vision of a layered stack of hall-
ways, leading to more loot underneath.

To dig deeper though, they needed explo-
sives. The group started to compile all the
available grenades they had not yet used,
placing them in the deepest spots of the
excavation site. Since they had no timer or
any other device to activate the explosion
from afar, one of the fighters volunteered to
light the fuse. To escape the explosion, they
climbed out of the whole and hid on the
ground, lying flat on the sand as the wind
tried to blanket them with the grains. The
volunteer was nowhere to be seen when the
ground started shaking, and suddenly they



heard a man scream in anguish. The man
was barely able to join them, only to be hit
by the explosion’s shockwave as he tried to
crawl out of the entrance. What was left of
him was quickly buried in a shallow grave
without any ceremony.

Cleaning up the rubble and stabilizing the
tunnels was easier than they thought. Most
of the structures were still steady and only a
few of the gigantic stones had been shifted
by the explosion’s impact whose very spot
was completely obliterated. Right behind a
massive metal barrier, which had hindered
digging, they found a hollow space, and
below it, an entrance to a stone cave.

Once gathered, they descended carrying
Xemanimiq into the cavern only to realize
that the cavern was not only full of sewage,
but that the deeper they climbed into the
vast cave, the more the place seemed like
an ancient trash heap.

While trying to survey the newly discovered
areas, they heard a sound slowly encroach-
ing. Alarmed by the explosion, apparently
an Israeli bomber squadron had changed
the course of its patrol to find the vehicles
belonging to the mercenaries. The order from
Tel Aviv was swift: carpet bomb the area
and kill all possible terrorists, regardless of
damages to the ancient site.

Still visible to drones equipped with X-rays
and infrared cameras, it would be hard to find
the site today;, as the Israeli bombardment left
no standing structures. With the tunnels and
the cave system both collapsed, no one knows
what happened to the diggers’ expedition. Did
they try to use Xemanamiq unsuccessfully
to find a way out? One thing is for sure: the
undestroyed engine remains underground,
craving for more human interaction.

Alphabet Collection is an artist collective made up
of Mohammad Salemy and Patrick Schabus. It func-
tions as a platform for their ongoing research and
practice concerning the idea of mythopoesis.

Mohammad Salemy is an independent Berlin-based
artist, critic, and curator from Canada. He holds a BFA
from Emily Carr University and an MA in critical cura-
torial studies from the University of British Columbia.
His work has been shown in Ashkal Alwan’s Home
Works 7 (Beirut, 2015), Witte de With (Rotterdam,
2015), and Robot Love (Eindhoven, 2018). His writ-
ings have been published in e-flux, Flash Art, Third
Rail, and Brooklyn Rail, Ocula, and Spike. He has cu-
rated exhibitions at the Morris and Helen Belkin Art
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(2016) in Prague. In 2014, he organized the Incredible
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tion of Gwangju Biennale (2016).

Patrick Schabus is an independent Berlin-based artist,
filmmaker, and curator who holds an MA in visual arts
from the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna. He has shown
his works in Haus der Kulturen der Welt (Berlin), the
Ars Electronica Festival (Linz), Kiinstlerhaus Wien
(Vienna), and the Grazer Kunstverein (Graz). Schabus’
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Twin Gallery 1

Sand Storm and the Oblivion, 2017
Two-channel video installation, 830"

Twin Gallery 2

Beneath Crowded Skies, 2019
Two-channel video installation, 10°30”
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