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Controversial Moroccan film Much Loved attracts 
crowds, wins Carthage festival award
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

N 

abil Ayouch’s Much 
Loved gained critical 
acclaim and a festival 
award despite divid-
ed opinions from the 

Carthage Film Festival audience 
about the movie, which was banned 
in Morocco.

The film’s premiere sold out 
quickly, attracting hundreds of fes-
tival goers despite tight security 
ordered after the terror attack on a 
busload of presidential guards in 
Tunis. The delicate nature of the 
topic of the film prompted festival 
officials to further tighten security.

“We came to see what this is 
about and we have been waiting 
since the morning to get tickets. It 
was banned and we want to see why 
they banned it in Morocco,” said 
Amina, a 22-year-old student.

“Cinema usually has no taboos, so 
we are interested in knowing why 
the film and the cast were attacked. 
It is also a form of support to art that 
should defy all taboos.”

Tunisia is the first country to 
screen the movie, which depicts 
prostitution in Morocco, following 
the ban by Rabat. Actress Loubna 
Abidar was assaulted and beaten in 
Morocco for her depiction of a pros-
titute in the film.

Moroccan authorities deemed 
the movie has serious contempt for 
moral values and Moroccan women.

Abidar posted photos of injuries 
she received after being attacked for 
appearing in the film. She claimed 
that police and medics refused to 
help. Abidar then left Morocco for 
France.

Following the Tunis screening, 
Ayouch said Much Loved is an ac-
count of stories of prostitutes he 

met over a year and a half prior to 
filming.

“I have a fascination with the im-
age of the female prostitute in the 
Arab world for years and especially 
in Morocco as a warrior, a rebel and 
a part of a resistance. They have 
a unique role in the lives of their 
country and their society,” Ayouch 
said.

“I met 200 to 300 prostitutes from 
all over the country, which was 
emotionally moving. They told me 
about their destiny, their path and 
their intimacies on which I based 
the characters in the film.”

One of the official complaints re-
garded nudity in the film. Ayouch 
explained that the nature of the film 
demanded such a depiction of the 

lives of sex workers.
“The scenes with nudity are not 

pornographic. There were more 
provocative scenes in the history of 
Arab cinema. I could have chosen a 
more politically correct manner to 
depict the subject but I didn’t. My 
purpose was not to provoke either,” 
he said.

“The film is the reflection of the 
way I spent this year and a half I 
spent with the prostitutes. Their 
lives were hard and there is violence 
that I wanted to convey to the view-
ers the way it affected me when they 
told me their stories.”

Ayouch said he was pleased with 
the way Much Loved was received at 
the festival.

“I think it is a beautiful gift that 

the movie was selected for its aes-
thetic qualities to be in the competi-
tion and it was beautiful to see how 
the audience received the film. The 
Tunisian audience lived with the 
film,” Ayouch said.

“This is the first time I see an Ara-
bic audience reacting this way in mo-
ments that did not trigger the same 
reactions when screened abroad. It 
was alive. For me, as a filmmaker 
who worked for two years, this re-
action is a form of a bond with the 
audience that I am looking for.”

Following the screening, festival 
organisers put together a discus-
sion on the theme of Roles, Actresses 
and Violence to denounce violence 
against actresses and to express 
support for Abidar.

“What happened to the actress 
Loubna Abidar, who was a victim 
of an attack, is alarming,” Tunisian 
actress Sawssen Maalej said. “Also, 
it is shameful that she was insulted 
and ignored after the attack as if be-
ing an actress does not make you 
a citizen entitled to rights in your 
country.”

Much Loved won the Carthage 
Film Festival’s jury prize but the Tu-
nisian audience was divided about 
the film.

“I personally expected it to be 
high quality and to have dwelt on 
political things but I was disap-
pointed by what I saw: 70% pornog-
raphy, 20% people swearing at each 
other and 10% prostitution, poverty, 
child abuse, women’s rights, free-
dom, contradictions in Arab socie-
ties between outward conservatism 
and inward voluptuousness,” said 
Mohsen Hrizi, a teacher. “The only 
thing that this movie added is that it 
tried to be very faithful in portraying 
ugliness.”

Ahmed, a student, said: “It was 
emotional to watch. The misery of 
these prostitutes was revealed in 
a way that shocks and makes you 
think about their lives. Perhaps 
some people could not stand the nu-
dity and sex scenes but it could not 
have been portrayed otherwise.

“Whether you appreciate the film 
or not, it does not leave you un-
touched as you leave. It definitely 
opened my eyes to many things.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

Tunisians line up outside a cinema to watch Moroccan film Much Loved during the 26th Carthage Film 
Festival on November 26th, in Tunis.

“What I saw: 70% 
pornography, 20% 
people swearing at 
each other and 10% 
prostitution.”

Comedy film legend Bill Murray honoured 
at Marrakech International Film Festival
Saad Guerraoui

Casablanca

U 

S filmmaker Francis 
Ford Coppola opened 
the 15th Marrakech In-
ternational Film Festi-
val as head of the jury 

with a special tribute to Canadian 
cinema.

Coppola said Morocco was one of 
his favourite places.

“My grandmother was born in 
North Africa and she spoke French, 
English, Italian and Arabic,” he 
said.

“I believe Morocco is a magical 
land and I look forward to discuss-
ing with my friends here and being 
united in the friendship and crea-
tivity, which are things that cinema 
has always encouraged,” added the 
director of the Godfather trilogy.

US actor Bill Murray, Oscar-nom-
inated for his role in Lost in Trans-
lation, received a lifetime achieve-
ment award at the December 4th 
opening ceremony. 

Murray gave an emotional speech 
during which he addressed recent 
terror attacks that have shaken 
France and the United States.

“My heart is heavy because of 

the events in Paris; my heart is 
heavy because of the events in 
San Bernardino,” said Murray. “It’s 
a strange world right now, a very 
strange world.

“Each and every man and wom-
an here on this planet is a manifes-
tation of God and to that end we 
must all work,” he added.

He then promoted his new movie 
Rock the Kasbah (directed by Barry 
Levinson), which was filmed in 
2014 in the North African kingdom.

“I usually turn down lifetime 
homages because it means you’re 
dying or very sick,” he said. “And 
I only came here because it was 
here… And because it’s this film 
and I wanted all of you to see it 
because it was filmed here in Mo-
rocco.”

Rock the Kasbah, which was 
screened as part of the opening 
ceremony, is a story of a washed-
up music manager Richie Lanz (Bill 
Murray) who is fired by his last cli-
ent while on a visit to Kabul. 

Richie’s luck turns around af-
ter meeting Salima Khan (Leem 
Lubany), a Pashtun teenager with a 
stunning voice who dreams of be-
coming the first female to compete 
on the television show Afghan Star, 
Afghanistan’s version of American 
Idol.

To help Salima fulfill her dream, 

Richie seeks help from a prostitute 
(Kate Hudson), his arms-merchant 
friends Nick and Jake (Danny Mc-
Bride and Scott Caan) in Kabul and 
a mercenary (Bruce Willis).

The festival, set to run through 
December 12th, scheduled 93 films 
from 33 nations to be showcased. 
The films included the Mexican 

migration thriller Desierto and Can-
ada’s Closet Monster.

Festival organisers focused on 
Canadian cinema and chose to 
honour Canadian filmmaker Atom 
Egoyan for his movie The Captive, 
which is among the films that com-
peted for the Palme d’Or at the 2014 
Cannes Film Festival.

Master classes scheduled as part 
of the festival’s activities include 
Iran’s Abbas Kiarostami, South 
Korea’s Park Chan-wook and Ger-
many’s Fatih Akin.

Saad Guerraoui is a frequent 
contributor to The Arab Weekly on 
Maghreb issues.

US actor Bill Murray (second L) holds his award for his contribution to acting, as US director and Pre-
sident of the Jury Francis Ford Coppola (R) and his daughter and director Sofia Coppola (second R), 
and jury member Indian actress Richa Chadda pose during the opening night of the 15th Marrakech 
International Film Festival in Marrakech, Morocco, on December 4th.

The festival, set to 
run through 
December 12th, 
scheduled 93 films 
from 33 nations to be 
showcased.

“My heart is heavy 
because of the 
events in Paris; my 
heart is heavy 
because of the 
events in San 
Bernardino.”
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