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Cairo

A 

new soap opera about 
the life of Egypt’s Jews 
at the time the state of 
Israel was created in 
1948 is stirring up con-

troversy across the country.
Haret el-Yahood (The Jewish 

Quarter), written by Medhat al-Adl, 
presents Egyptian Jews, who num-
bered about 80,000 at that time, 
in a positive light, portraying their 
daily life alongside their Muslim 
and Christian compatriots.

But the creation of Israel ends 
up shattering the peaceful coexist-
ence, raising doubts about the true 
identity and belonging of Egypt’s 
Jews as well as their support of Is-
rael. Differentiating Judaism from 
Zionism, the movement behind the 
creation of a Jewish homeland that 
was established by stripping the 
Palestinians of their land in 1948, 
was another important focus in the 
series.

As Arabs blame Jews for the trag-
edy of the Palestinian people and 
their continued sufferings as well 
as the decades-old Arab-Israeli con-
flict, the series comes as a reminder 
of the once-good relations with the 
Jews, showing how some ques-
tioned the creation of Israel.

The TV series, which also shows 
how religious extremism — both 
among Muslims and Jews — existed 
at that time, is about identity crises, 
changes of heart, hate, revenge and 
jealousy.

The serial revolves around a 
love story between Laila Haroun, 
a beautiful Jewish girl played by 
Egyptian actress Menna Shalaby, 
and Ali Ibrahim al-Husseini, the 
Muslim patriotic officer played by 

Jordanian actor Eyad Nassar.
The series takes the Jewish Quar-

ter, a district near the centre of Cai-
ro, as its setting. It is not, however, 
the love story that is proving con-
troversial but rather the way Jews 
and Muslims are portrayed.

“The writer just wants to show us 
that Egypt’s Jews were good-man-
nered and patriotic citizens, disre-
garding the fact that a large num-
ber of them acted against Egyptian 
national security at the time,”  said 
Mohamed Tharwat, an Egyptian 
writer who documented the life of 
Egypt’s Jews before and after the 
1952 revolution in Egypt in one of 
his books.

“True, some of these Jews were 
very good citizens but the fact is 
that some others sought to harm 
Egypt’s national security for the 
sake of Israel, something that the 
writer tries to conceal in the serial.”

The TV show, which airs every 
day during the holy fasting month 
of Ramadan, begins with the sound 
of air raid sirens prompting resi-
dents of the quarter to seek shelter 
in the local synagogue. Once inside, 
Jewish, Muslim and Christian resi-
dents exchange pleasantries in an 
atmosphere of harmony.

At one point, however, they seem 
to be divided over two things: the 
love story between Laila and Ali 
and accusations by Muslim resi-
dents that Egypt’s Jews are no dif-
ferent from the Jews of Israel. It 
was during 1948 that David Ben Gu-
rion, the head of the Jewish Agen-
cy, proclaimed the establishment of 
the state of Israel.

Whether Egyptian Jews belong 
more to Egypt rather than to Israel 
was a question that recurs during 
the programme. It was especially 
raised by Jewish characters. Laila’s 
brother, Moussa, is a strong advo-
cate of immigration to the Jewish 
state while she is not portrayed as a 
Zionist. In contrast, Ali’s sister was 
seen telling him that the Jews of 
Israel and Egypt are about one and 
the same thing.

In another scene, Moussa confid-
ed to his mother that he sees Ali as 
an “enemy”, prompting the mother 
to ask surprisingly: “Ali, our neigh-
bours’ son an enemy?” Moussa 
said, “If he meets me in the battle-
field, won’t he kill me?”

Israel initially welcomed the 
show, judging by its early scenes of 
amity between Muslims and Jews. 
Later it criticised the programme, 
saying it incited Egyptians against 
Jews.

Some of the few dozen remaining 
Egyptian Jews, who live in Cairo 
and Alexandria, expressed disap-
pointment at the show. 

Albert Arieh, an 85-year-old Jew-
ish communist activist who con-
verted to Islam and married an 
Egyptian woman, said he is a living 
example that the serial has nothing 
to do with the reality then.

“It is nothing more than a show,” 
Arieh said. “Egyptian Jews, even 
those living in the Jewish Quarter, 
were not like that at all.”

He said a large number of them 

refused to emigrate to Israel, let 
alone campaign for it as Laila’s 
brother does in the serial.

Arieh’s father was like many of 
this country’s Jewish citizens who 
wanted to stay in Egypt even after 
the creation of Israel and the public 
started to turn against them, accus-
ing them of belonging more in the 
fledgling state.

“Even most of those who left, 
did not head to Israel, but to Eu-
rope and America,” he said. “Only 
poor Egyptian Jews travelled to 
Israel, because they did not know 
another language nor have the fi-
nancial means to travel to America 
or Europe.” The villain in Haret el-
Yahood is the Muslim Brotherhood, 
presented as leading the campaign 
of hatred against the Jews.

 In the TV show, the Brother-
hood’s supreme guide is seen tell-
ing followers that it is better to act 
against the Jews of Egypt rather 
than go to Palestine and fight them 
there.

The group’s followers are also 

seen destroying Jewish property in 
the quarter. A local vegetable seller 
and his son — both Muslim Brother-
hood members — kept on inciting 
against Haroun, Laila’s father, and 
other Jewish residents through the 
first half of the serial.

This was a good reason to anger 
sympathisers of the Muslim Broth-
erhood, which has been suffering 
a severe crackdown in Egypt since 
2013, as well as other Islamists in 
the country.

Nevertheless, Adl seems not to 
care criticism voiced against the 
work, including Israel’s dissatisfac-
tion

“The serial is only a tale, not a 
historical documentation of the 
lives of Egypt’s Jews,” he told pri-
vate channel ONTV on June 24th.

Egyptians with no ideological 
agendas liked the show, Adl noted, 
advising his critics to wait until it 
ends to better judge it.

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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ebanon’s film industry has 
undergone a regenera-
tion over the last decade, 
a change that resulted 
in many Lebanese films 

transcending borders and gaining 
international recognition at festi-
vals around the world.

Elie Dagher, 30, is the latest Leb-
anese filmmaker to be applauded 
internationally, with his Waves ’98 
winning the Palme d’Or for short 
films at the Cannes Film Festival 
last May. Dagher’s animated film 
was selected from more than 4,550 
entries from 100 countries. The 
submissions were narrowed to 
eight films before Dagher ultimate-
ly won. The triumph qualifies him 
for the 2016 Academy Awards.

“I initially wrote the script a bit 
over two years ago,” Dagher said in 
a Skype interview with The Arab 
Weekly. “I had been living between 
Beirut and Brussels and decided to 
write an impression of the experi-
ence I had while being in Beirut 
for a month.”

The film tells the story of 
Omar, a high school student in 
the northern suburbs of Beirut 
in the late 1990s who struggles 
with disillusionment of his so-
cial bubble. His life takes an 
unexpected turn when he notic-
es a strange giant golden animal 
between buildings. This leads to 
his discovery of a special part of 
the city. 

“I was thinking about my re-
lationship with the city and how 
it has evolved ever since I had 

stopped living there,” Dagher ex-
plained. “Because this was a per-
sonal film, I actually had to figure 
out some stuff personally before I 
could decide on an ending.”

To fund the film, Dagher sought 
the support of the Arab Fund for 
Arts and Culture (AFAC) and the 
Doha Film Institute.

“As a producer of the film as 
well, you always have to think of 
the festival strategy,” Dagher said 
of his decision to 
enter the film 
at Cannes. 
“Short 
films 
have 
a very 
limited 
lifespan, 

so you want the best platform pos-
sible for your film.”

As for the music, Dagher enlisted 
London-based sound artist Mat-
thew Wilcock. “I had very strong 
ideas of where I wanted the music 
to go. I spent a week with him in 
the studio in London just working 
on the music,” Dagher said.

While the trailer reveals the 
film’s dynamic sound, Waves ’98 
also boasts unique animation. 
Dagher said he used a mixture of 
media, animation and live action, 
because the content of the film re-
quired this.

“I didn’t want it to be a pure 
narrative film so I also used live 
archive footage, [in addition to] 

some footage of the 

city, to emphasise the almost docu-
mentary or ‘real’ aspect of it. But I 
wanted the characters and the nar-
ratives to stay abstract,” he said.

Over the past few years, animat-
ed films have garnered more vis-
ibility in Lebanon, Dagher noted, 
adding, “There’s a bit more aware-
ness with events like the Beirut 
Animated Festival.”

Generating public interest in 
Arab animated films is an aim of 
the Metropolis Association, the or-
ganisers of Beirut Animated Festi-
val, which was established in 2006, 
to develop “a cinema culture” in 
Lebanon and the Arab world.

“Through the presentation of 
independent animation films from 
the Arab world and the organisation 
of seminars and workshops, Bei-

rut Animated Festival helped 
promote and expose the 
work of an emerging 
generation of local and 

regional filmmakers,” 
Metropolis spokeswoman 

Carine Khalaf said.
Khalaf, however, noted 

that animated films have 
not always received the 
recognition abroad they de-

serve “although some artists 
have been able to produce 

works of high standards in 
a highly competitive field”. 

While applauding Dagher’s 
win at Cannes “as a big step 
forward” for Lebanese cinema 

in general and animation in 
particular, Khalaf argued that 

the Lebanese film industry was 
“still very shy”, which she said, 
was largely due to a fragile struc-

ture and lack of financing.
The appearance of Lebanese 

cinema at Cannes can be traced to 

the early days of the festival. The 
first Lebanese film to be screened 
at Cannes was Georges Nasser’s Ila 
Ayn? (Where To?) in 1957.

 Shot before the 1957 civil war, 
which became an entrenched mo-
tif in many Lebanese films, Ila Ayn 
told of a man who emigrated from 
Lebanon in search of a better fu-
ture for his family, only to fail and 
return home to die. 

Known for his vivid portrayals 
of the Lebanese civil war, Maroun 
Bagdadi became the next Lebanese 
filmmaker to reach the prestigious 
festival with Houroub Saghira (Lit-
tle Wars) in 1982.

Bagdadi broke new ground in 
1991 when he received the Cannes 
Jury prize for Hors La Vie (Out of 
Life), which is about a French pho-
tographer who was kidnapped in 
Beirut and his attempts during 
captivity to maintain his personal 
dignity in the face of torture and 
brainwashing. The story was in-
spired by the 1987 kidnapping of 
Roger Auque.

In 2002, Ghassan Salhab’s Terra 
Incognita was screened in the Un 
Certain Regard section of the fes-
tival and then there was Nadine 
Labaki’s Caramel which screened 
in 2007 and Where Do We Go Now? 
in 2011.

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist based 
in Beirut and contributes cultural 
articles to The Arab Weekly.
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