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No more the ‘Hollywood of the East’
Ibrahim Ouf

Cairo

J

ury members adjudicating
films of the National Festival
for Egyptian Cinema had a difficult time finding a film deserving of the event’s prize.
Fourteen films participated in
the festival, an annual event that
aims to encourage Egypt’s cinema
industry. However, none were
deemed to have any artistic value,
which led jury members to call on
the Egyptian government to intervene to save the country’s cinema
industry.
“Good cinema is something of the
past in this country now,” Youssef
al-Qaeed, a novelist and the chief
juror of the festival, told The Arab
Weekly. “Wherever you go, you can
find nothing but trivial films that
have no artistic value at all.”
Deep under what some cinema
critics describe as the “fiasco” of
the festival, which ran for 12 days
in mid-October in Cairo, is the demise of the local cinema industry as
a whole.

Egyptian cinema is
being eclipsed by
that of other Arab
countries.
Egypt for decades was called the
“Hollywood of the East” but does
not seem to be worthy of the title any longer. A film produced in
Cairo in the past and starring iconic
entertainers, such as Omar Sharif,
Faten Hamama and Abdel Halim
Hafez, used to resonate across the
Arab world. Egyptian cinema stars
were household names in all Arab
countries. Films produced by directors such as Salah Abouseif, Youssef
Chahine and Atef E-Taieb influenced millions of people across the
region.
Now, however, things are changing in quantity and quality and
Egyptian cinema is being eclipsed
by that of other Arab countries.
More than 120 films used to be

produced in Egypt every year. Now,
15 films at most are produced each
year and the few films produced
are scarcely up to previous standards, even as production costs soar
to $3.1 million-$6.2 million each,
astronomical amounts compared
with what films of the past cost.

More than
120 films

used to be produced in
Egypt every year.
Now, 15 films at most.
Qaeed and fellow jurors watched
the 14 films in the competition
closely in the hope that one would
deserve the prize. But none of the
participating films deserved the
prize, according to them, even as
they had to select one for it. The
top prize finally went to Excuse My
French, a comic film written and directed by Amr Salama that tells the
story of a Christian boy sent to a
public school after the death of his
father and mistaken for a Muslim.
Critics say the crisis of Egypt’s
cinema industry is all about money,
while the government plays no role
in encouraging the business.
The government used to have
its own production making films
which counterbalanced commercial and profit-oriented cinema.
“This has ushered in a situation
where the national cinema industry
is totally left in the hands of a few
moneyed producers who care only
about profit,” veteran cameraman
Ramses Marzouq said. “These producers employ every absurd tool —
in terms of artistic value — to earn
money.”
Egypt’s most qualified directors,
assistant directors, actors, camera operators and producers are
all staying home, leaving the field
to unqualified people, who make
films to make money, he said.
The local cinema scene is monopolised by a handful of production
companies, including one owned

People walk outside a cinema in Cairo.
by a well-known meat seller, and
these companies race against each
other to produce the meanest of
films.
Films produced these days contain no endearing characters, good
stories or realistic genres. Belly
dancers who readily take off half of
or almost all their clothes, untalented performers are winning the day
in Egyptian cinema.
The few producers making films
dwell on regurgitated themes of
adultery, betrayal and violence,
giving a bleak impression to outsiders about life in Egypt.
Thirty years ago, there were almost 400 movie theatres in Egypt
and going to the theatre was a
weekly custom for families in Cairo and Alexandria, where most of
Egypt’s entertainers hail from.

Now there are only 140 movie
theatres and that number will
shrink in the years to come while
local cinema industry goes from
bad to worse.
Qaeed said he had seen the danger for the industry four years ago
when — as the chief juror of the festival — he noticed a marked decline
in the quality of films produced at
the national level and entered to
compete for its top prizes.
He called on the government to
get involved in producing quality
films but film producer Mohamed
al-Adle said he does not pin hopes
on the government to do anything
to rescue the cinema industry.
He says he is in contact with everybody concerned in the industry
to establish a shareholding cinema
production company in the hope

that it will be able to bring back the
glories of the past.
“We will do everything possible
to get the cinema industry out of
the morass in which it is mired,” he
said.
Some specialists say that to get
out of its current problems, Egypt’s
cinema industry needs about $37.5
million. However, Adle says he and
his colleagues can get the cinema
industry out of its problems if they
have only 25% of that amount.
“Give me only a quarter of this
money and I will solve the problems of the industry once and for
all,” he said. “We have whatever
it takes to redress the balance but
where is the money?”
Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian
journalist based in Cairo.
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Lassaad Ben Abdallah’s theatrical vision
Roua Khlifi

P
Tunis

laywright and actor
Lassaad Ben
Abdallah returned
to Carthage Theatre
Days with alZaglama, a work
that focuses on the
popular heritage of
Tunisia and also a view that Ben
Abdallah considers overlooked.
“The title of the show is derived
from the word Zoghlam, which
means the person who produces
the beat or percussions in Tunisian
traditional music,” he said. “It is
a part of the oral patrimony that
the north-western regions boast, a
patrimony that is often overlooked.
He said he opted for a “rather
lighter aspect… to vulgarise the
work on oral patrimony”.
“This show is a continuation of
other shows that… emphasise the
popular heritage of the country,”
he said. “This is my third show
on the orality and patrimony of
Tunisia.”
While the crowds were good
at Carthage Theatre Days, which
closed its nine-day run on October
24th, Ben Abdallah decried a general lack of a clear cultural policy in
Tunisia.
“Theatre in Tunisia suffers from
different issues,” he said. “The
issues are problematic but they
all stem from one source: lack of
vision. We lack a cultural policy. If

we don’t have a clear policy, how
can we change the system? These
issues will remain for years if we
don’t consider a serious reflection
on conceiving a clear vision of the
theatrical scene.”
He said basic problems, such
as funding and a lack of venues
have been noted for “years, if not
decades”.
“What can we do for new generations? Starting that point, we
can work on the funding policy.
For instance, funding policies
should change. We cannot regard
theatre from an old prism that
dates to the ‘60s and conserve the
same mechanism put after the
independence. It needs to be challenged,” Ben Abdallah said.
According to Ben Abdallah, the
role of culture should not be restricted to Tunis and a few venues.
All ministries need to be included
in setting a new culture policy. Ben
Abdallah also put emphasis on
the importance of introducing
culture as a constant element
in educational institutions.
As Carthage Theatre
Days closed, Ben Abdallah
praised the attendance but
expressed concern about
the quality of shows.
“This edition was impressive as it witnessed a
great turnout of audience
and brought life to the
city,” he said. “Organisation had its issues but
the quality of the shows
was disappointing as far
as Tunisian theatre is

Culture is a
remedy to
radicalism.

concerned. The choice could have
been more selective which affected
the quality of shows.
“The problem is that people do
not believe in regional identity.
The creators and organisers should
work on the characteristics of the
regions…
“Each region has its own identity. We need to work on the regional
and the local instead of focusing
on only international festivals held
in the capital.”
He also wants to see access to
theatre expanded in school.
“Do pupils and students have the
necessary means to be immersed
in theatre? That is the real question,” he said. “Are we providing
the means? Why do we have to
wait for festivals and occasions
to host shows inside educational
institutions?
“These categories of young
people are vulnerable. We
saw in the recent attacks
that most of the attackers are young people
who are graduates of
Tunisian schools and
universities. What
did we do for them?
These young people
who died for dark
ideas suffered from
the void in the society and institutions that should
accompany youth
and childhood.
“Culture is a
remedy to radicalism. The govern-

ment needs to invest in culture in
the future by either taking children
to theatres and cinema, which revives the economy of the field too,
or by bringing shows to them.”
An activist, Ben Abdallah, highlights the importance of culture
in local governance as Tunisians
prepare for municipal elections. He
calls for the inclusion of culture in
the political vision of Tunisia starting at the level of local decisionmakers.
“A revolution of culture is
needed and it is to be done through
reflections and adoption of a new
discourse,” he said. “We cannot function in the emptiness.
Paradoxically, liberated speech
prevents creativity. Without
censorship, creativity decreases
which was the case of many other
countries.”
Ben Abdallah praised Tunisian
audiences for attending many
Carthage Theatre Days shows in
great numbers. Yet, he expressed
dissatisfaction with the turnout at
shows of the rest of the year.
“The problem is that people do
not believe in regional identity.
The creators and organisers should
work on the characteristics of the
regions…
“Each region has its own identity. We need to work on the regional
and the local instead of focusing on
only international festivals held in
the capital.”
Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and
Culture contributor for The Arab
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

