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Iraqi culture struggling to survive
Oumayma Omar

Baghdad

I 

t was once an active cultural 
hub in the Arab world but dec-
ades of international sanctions, 
a destructive invasion, dete-
riorating security and political 

tensions and the rise of religious 
fundamentalism have taken their 
toll on culture in Iraq.

Baghdad, a 1,250-year-old city, 
has seen its well-established cultur-
al scene collapse since 2003 when a 
US-led invasion toppled Iraqi dicta-
tor Saddam Hussein in an attempt 
to usher in democracy and freedom.

Cultural life in Iraq has faded 
quickly in the last decade, especial-
ly with the rise to power of religious 
parties which imposed standards 
under which little margin was left 
for culture-related activities. While 
many cite insecurity and violence 
as the main reasons behind the de-
terioration of the quality of life in 
Iraq, others blame it on the absence 
of government political and finan-
cial support for artists and writers.

Subsequently, collectors of art 
fled the country and the painters 
and sculptors who could afford it 
followed suit.

Sculptor Karim Khalil stressed 
that “Iraqi art” is going through its 
darkest and most decadent phase 
due to the migration of most profes-
sional artists and the limitations im-
posed on those who stayed behind.

“We have lost 95% of our best art-
ists who preferred to work abroad 
without ever contemplating the 
possibility of returning to Iraq, 
which is plagued by political ten-
sions and violence,” Khalil said. 
“Most fine art galleries have closed 
down. Baghdad now has only three 
galleries, down from 30 (before 
2003), and this in itself is a big cal-
umny.”

Cultural events, art exhibitions, 
festivals and “poetic evenings” 
during which writers competed in 

prose, have become rare, as audi-
ences thinned out and more artists 
quit the country.

“Art is no longer the same. Capac-
ities have become limited and tal-
ent rare,” Khalil said. “The present 
generation is being apprenticed at 
the hands of art technicians who 
are not artists such as [painters] Is-
mail al-Turk and Ismail Al Shaikhly 
and Faeq Hassan, and this has left a 
negative impact on their creativity 
and taste.”

Khalil bemoaned that most fine 
arts students have become impreg-
nated with religious ideologies, 
“voiding art from its superior and 
elevated content”. On top of that, 
he said, the Department of Arts 
at the Ministry of Culture is not 
equipped with experienced people 
capable of reviving fine arts, “not 
to mention that with its religious 
approach and understanding, the 

government does not recognise the 
importance of arts but views sculp-
tures and paintings as religiously 
unacceptable”.

Khalil and other artists have been 
trying to prevent the total demise 
of art in Iraq. “Despite our repeated 
attempts to organise exhibitions 
and encourage joint art events, the 
prevailing [security and political] 
conditions have been stronger than 
us,” he said.

The state of Iraqi cinema, the 
fourth oldest Arab cinema industry 

after Egypt, Syria and Tunisia, is as 
bad as fine arts. Scarcity of decent 
theatres, in addition to the small 
number of moviegoers, are cited 
among factors that had a backlash 
on the quality and quantity of cin-
ema productions.

“After 2003, the Iraqi public has 
lost the habit of going to the mov-
ies. Many families have never set 
foot in a movie theatre because of 
deteriorating economic and securi-
ty conditions,” commented Hikmat 
Baidani, a professor of cinema.

Baidani lashed out at “schools’ 
negative role” and “failure to pro-
vide guidance and raise awareness 
about this art”.

“Mistrust in the capacities of Iraqi 
cinema to produce quality films was 
a detrimental factor, not to mention 
the very few theatres that are still 
operating in Baghdad,” he added.

Iraq has a handful of cinemas, 

mainly located in malls in Baghdad, 
but much fewer than the 86 that ex-
isted in and outside the capital be-
fore the US invasion. After 2003, se-
curity concerns, irregular electricity 
and Islamist pressures against most 
forms of entertainment have led to 
movie theatres closing throughout 
Iraq.

Writer and scholar Majed Samarai 
described the situation in Iraq as 
“historically aberrant”. “The coun-
try was exposed to a brutal imperi-
alist invasion that brought to power 
a subordinate regime void of any 
sense of nationalism or feel for cul-
ture… Such an abnormal situation 
will only produce an abnormal cul-
tural life,” Samarai said.

However, a brighter side of cul-
tural life in Iraq remains Al-Mutan-
abbi Street, Baghdad’s historic liter-
ary district — home to booksellers, 
printers and cafés where Iraqi writ-
ers and intellectuals have gathered 
for centuries. The place, which was 
bombed in 2007, is where writers 
and scholars of different visions 
meet to  discuss and exchange ideas 
and viewpoints.

The street becomes particularly 
lively during the Friday market, 
when books are bargained, sold, 
browsed, thumbed through and 
read. The street is among the few 
places that host cultural and artistic 
events, organised mainly by activ-
ists striving to maintain cultural life 
in the war-torn country.

The struggle for cultural survival 
remains, perhaps as intensive as the 
violence directed against it. And 
one can hope that the Iraqis’ pride 
in their cultural heritage will prevail 
over attempts to obliterate it.

However, for many Iraqi intellec-
tuals, artists and art lovers, Iraq’s 
cultural life is like the Iraqi people 
themselves — a victim of the war.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Actors perform on stage at the Iraqi National Theatre in Baghdad, last August.
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Star Wars fans in Tunisia mobilise to save film sets
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

A 

s elsewhere in the 
world, Tunisians cel-
ebrated the release of 
the latest episode of 
Star Wars but, at a spe-

cial screening in Tunis, the local 
fan club did what other clubs could 
not do — it announced a project to 
renovate Star Wars sites in its own 
backyard.

While the events of Star Wars 
movie take place in a “galaxy far, 
far away”, many fans of the film 
series still walk in the footsteps 
of Anakin Skywalker on his home 
planet Tatooine, explore the mar-
kets of Mos Espa, stay in Luke Sky-
walker’s home and wander around 
the evaporators at the sets in Tuni-
sia.

The Star Wars Tunisia group 
called on members and other fans 
to help revive the abandoned sets 
as hundreds of attendees at the 
screening of Star Wars: Episode VII 
The Force Awakens cheered, repeat-
ing the famous Star Wars slogan: 
“May the force be with you”.

Preserving the Tunisian sets 
means protecting them from sand 
dunes, which led to the formation 
of Star Wars Tunisia, a collective 
of movie buffs, to revive Star Wars 
locations scattered across southern 
Tunisia.

“This year, we collaborated with 

a collective of producers to release 
the film in Tunisia on the same 
date as the international release. 
We also renovated one of the main 
sites of the filming of Star Wars in 
November as part of celebrating 
the upcoming release of the new 
film,” said Abdou Ameur, a mem-
ber of Star Wars Fan Club Tunisia.

“Last year, we launched a cam-
paign to save the [Mos Espa] site 
and we managed to mechanically 
move the sand dune but we need 
to be always cautious when deal-
ing with the site since it remains in 
danger. The site needs to be always 
restored to keep the sand from cov-
ering the decor,” said Taieb Jallouli, 
a Tunisian producer and the film 
set director of Star Wars locations.

The Mos Espa set, situated in 
the middle of the desert, was built 
from scratch to serve as the home-
town of Anakin Skywalker on the 
planet Tatooine. Today visitors 
can see the gates, the pod racing 
arena, the market and other land-
marks seen in Star Wars: Episode I 
The Phantom Menace. A few metres 
away, one can locate the Yardangs, 
which is made up of shark-fin-
looking sandstones and where the 
lightsaber battle between Qui-Gon 
Jinn and Darth Maul was shot.

“In 2005, the Mos Espa site be-
came a tourist attraction for Star 
Wars fans. Now, it is a component 
of tourist offers… The site was en-
dangered by many threats, mostly 
the sand dunes. The association 
of Star Wars fans tried to take care 
of the site but they need funding. 
Perhaps we need the government 
to intervene again to maintain the 
site,” Jallouli said.

In November, the team of Star 
Wars Tunisia started to restore the 
Skywalkers’ home, the Lars Home-
stead, in the Sidi Driss Hotel. The 

hotel is set in a traditional Berber 
house, which was built centuries 
ago. The house is made up of a se-
ries of caverns built around a court-
yard. The Star Wars Tunisia team 
tried to recreate a “moisture vapo-
rator” inside the courtyard.

“Over a month ago, we launched 
a project of decoration of one of the 
sites by building some elements 
that were taken once the filming 
was over like the famous moisture 
evaporators. We thought the resto-
ration would be a great idea to rec-
reate some parts of the decor using 
very primitive material. Now when 
you enter the site you find some-

thing related to Star Wars,” Ameur 
said.

He added that “the Tozeur site 
is one of the many sites scattered 
across the country. Many of these 
sites are unknown to people except 
to Star Wars fans because not all 
of them are official location sites. 
Some scenes were filmed in Djerba, 
in Tozeur, in Matmata and they are 
all neglected which requires some 
work for them to be touristic at-
tractions. One of our objectives is 
to restore them.”

Ameur emphasised the impor-
tance of promoting the sites inter-
nationally as many are overlooked 

by the public and the government.
“One of the missions of the as-

sociation of Star Wars Tunisia is 
to promote both the official and 
unofficial Star Wars locations in 
Tunisia when participating in in-
ternational Star Wars conventions. 
We have what other fan clubs don’t 
have — the actual locations where 
iconic scenes were filmed and stars 
walked. We need to work on bring-
ing back the real value of these 
sites,” Ameur said.

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

Tourists jump as they pose for a photo at the Star Wars movie set in Ong Jmal, south of Tunisia.

Tunisians celebrated 
the release of the 
latest episode of Star 
Wars at a special 
screening in Tunis.


