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The Sisyphean Boulder

When Sisyphus was condemned by the gods to

push a boulder upon a mountain for all eternity, it

had only been understood in terms of %is suffer-

ing: those cunning gods thought this to be the

most useless activity they could come up with (and
they couldn’t have been more wrong!). In the wake of every
ascent, comes decline: sending a boulder down the mountain
crushing all in its path. Although discussion can be made on
the size of this ‘boulder,’ it must be of scale, and even if not,
the slope will magnify the stationary force tremendously by
the bare act of acceleration when coming down. Arguably —
seeking its lowest point — the boulder weighs more coming
down than it does going up. It is in the light of this weight,
the ‘struggle towards heights is enough to fill a man’s heart,
as Albert Camus (1913-1960) invites us to believe: ‘one must
imagine Sisyphus happy.! This weight is easily forgotten and
is enough to trample all those who inhabit the valley beneath:
that lowest point to which the boulder will drop to discharge
its force. And because this ‘mountain’ is unspecified by grace
of the myth, it must regard a/l valleps.

Let’s imagine what happens every time Sisyphus’ boulder
comes down; let’s imagine the repeated horror of the vil-
lagers; the improper scars that tear the slopes. ‘Design by
destruction[!]’ — we might need to yell to he whose alias is

‘the craftiest of man, the able artisan with his ‘earth-clotted
hands’ — is a landscaping force often ignored.” It is a force that
Sisyphus has not aggrandised, or at least his divine judges had
not [Fig. A]. The gods ‘had thought with some reason that
there is no more dreadful punishment than futile and hopeless
labor.® These gods — however — did not only punish Sisyphus,
but also those in his wake, which is all there is. Nor turned the
punishment out to be ‘futile, the opposite has proven to be
true. :

The worst punishment for Sisyphus must be the uncompro-
mising coming-of-knowledge and repetition of this fate: that
of the liminal-forgotten but omnipresent destruction of his
hard labour. The ‘absurd hero, with his ‘hatred of death,
and his passion for life’ must have somehow known what
Baudrillardsparaphrases in the aftermath of 9/11: ‘they did
it, but we wished for it.* He adds — accurately — that ‘if this
is not regarded the event loses a symbolic dimension.’ We
have to cognise Sisyphus’ boulder coming down, every time,
repetitively. If it is not the symbolic dimension of this destruc-
tion, why bother about its memory at all? Unfortunately, for
Sisyphus, he has lost the ability to kill himself (being already
dead, and because he escaped death once, the gods will
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certainly keep a close eye on him). He can never forget, for
he is incapable to do so. So forth, we cannot commemorate
the destruction caused by his boulder, for it still rolls and will
keep rolling for eternity to come.

‘Myths are made for the imagination to breathe life into them,’
and as everything that breathes in, it also breathes out: myths
are made to breath imagination into life.> Sometimes the
most imaginative way to make something is to destroy some-
thing. Nothing seems more ‘creative’ to our Sisyphean-era
than destruction. It is above all the progressive momentum of
iterability — when meaning disintegrates by the destruction
of endless repetition — that forces us to sometimes remake
the meaning of what is. Hence, we need to follow the itiner-
ary of the boulder: there where in its path only the contam-
ination of wringing surfaces will be found. Let’s follow the
trace of destruction, the path in the wake of the decline of the
Sisyphean Boulder, and see where it leads us.

Sisyphean Landscaping

The disintegration of the necessity for having memory is
accelerated when what is remembered remains present, so
that there is no need for the memory to be cognitively and
constantly underscored because the token to that memory
still remains. No street is named after a living person; no
statue stands of anyone who still does; no perfume is made
of a flower that blooms eternally. What is present does not
need re-presentation in the same manner as that which is gone
needs re-presentation to make it appear again, and for that
fact needs to be haunted with memory of what it re-presents.
This must be most evident to the Palestinians in the Valley
of Jordan, located on the itinerary collision course of Israeli
State that projects itself as if it were a force like gravity; as if
it were a necessity; insurmountable. Destruction is war, but
it is also landscaping, and therefore landscaping is war, war
on memory. Eyal Weizman (1970) notes, whilst speaking

of the Israeli invasion of Fenin Refugee Camp in 2002 — the
‘Palestinian ground zero’ — that the Tsakal picked the dis-
course of construction as war strategy.® This invasion was the
first time ‘bulldozers were integrated into the battlefield.”
After working straight through residential housing — whereby
the domestic became the new ‘city walls’ — ‘the [D9] bulldoz-
ers collapsed the heart of the camp onto those (remaining)
fighters’ [Fig. B & C].?

This evolution of the Sisyphean Boulder, negates
forces of gravity and takes its destiny into its

own hydraulic claws overturning up from down
at the touch of a joystick. After the Israeli State
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both will erase completely. Erasing always leaves stains, even
if it regards the denial of a human life but that stain must be
memory itself. This trace cannot be erased, for it is the prod-
uct of erasing; you cannot erase erasing. You can only forget
it. The trace is the negation of being imprinted into being.
However, as art historian David Freedberg (1948) notes, the
paradox of erasing does not deny the damnatio memoriae of
the Sisyphean Boulder, that attempts rigorously to ‘elimi-
nate even the memory of the past by removing its symbols,
which henceforth must be aggressive and both impossible,
and even more aggressive because it is impossible, leading
to an aggression surpassing the possible: an attempt to erase
erasing.!® Hence the Sisyphean Boulder must leave a scar,

a scar that spreads by the gods-induced ‘futile and hopeless
labor’ of endless repetition until a// tissue is scar, sublimat-
ing its quality as a symbol of destruction. Now forgetting is
impossible, for all there remains, is oz/y and fully token.'¢

Mullah Mohammed Omar (1960-2013), former leader of the
Taliban, gave the order for the destruction of the Buddhas of
Bamyan, as a false token of humanitarianism, in 2001. Mirza
Hussein, being held prisoner by the Taliban at the time,
noted that ‘initially, the statues were fired at for several days
using anti-aircraft guns and artillery.”’” Omar following his
first order, concluded this had indeed damaged them, how-
ever, it ‘did not obliterate them.!® He had at least enriched
the sandy ground with brass, but he had not turned the
sandstone sculptures into it. Thereafter, Hussein and his
peers were forced to turn to more corrosive chemistry and
drill dynamite into the Buddhas — taking 25 days to comple-
tion, or rather, demolition. The first run of explosions only
demolished the Buddha’s legs, but this merely enriched the
symbolic side of the destruction of symbols, now that his acts
were aesthetically subjected to an ‘international chorus of
condemnation,’ chanting in unison.

Omar whilst detecting hypocrisy in the response of the West,
has allegedly said to motivate his actions by noting that
‘foreigners came to me and said they would like to conduct
the repair work of the Bamyan Buddha that had been slightly
damaged due to rains.”?° Omar was shocked by this mission,
because ‘I thought, these callous people have no regard for
thousands of living human beings — the Afghans who are
dying of hunger, but they are so concerned about non-liv-
ing objects like the Buddha. This was extremely
deplorable.’! Subsequently he ‘ordered’ for the

destruction, unveiling the resentment that ‘had

they [the foreigners] come for humanitarian
work, I would have never ordered the Buddhas’



destruction,’ for we all know that the urge to repair is a
perfect excuse to destroy.?? ‘Intentionally destroying the
Buddhas of Bamiyan,” The Guardian attempts to put into
perspective that the destruction must have more accurately
been a near childish response to ‘the Taliban regime [that]
became increasingly unpopular internationally,’ whilst Omar
repeatedly argued that ‘America itself is the biggest terrorist
in the world.??

After receiving protest from the prisoners that Omar held
in captivity, not only for being treated inhumanely but also
in disagreement with the Taliban’s cultural warfare, Omar
allegedly responded in the only proper way he could: ‘what
are you complaining about? We are only waging war on
stones.”** Of course, following not too many anniversaries
of the destruction, the West came up with ideas to rebuild
Bamyan, sending the boulder back to the top, but of course
‘experts cannot agree on the best way forward,” and so the
Sisyphean trace must once more lead downwards.?
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Fig. A. Markus Hell. “Boulder smashes through Italian farm.” BBC News. January 31, 2014.

Source: AP Photo.

Fig. B. Eyal Weizman and Ana Naomi de Sousa. “Rebel Architecture: The Architecture of
Violence.” Al Jazeera English. September 2, 2014. Screenshot of video by the author via YouTube.

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ybwJaCeeA90>

Fig. C. Destruction of the site by the Taliban. March 21, 2001. Photograph. 356 x 280. Source: CNN.
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