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Autumn Lines highlights the many borders 
migrants have to cross
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

A 

n imposing “wired 
fence” of 2,100 metres 
made from ribbons, 
ropes, shoelaces and 
electrical cables greets 

visitors of London’s Sprovieri Gal-
lery, the site of Italian artist Franc-
esco Arena’s exhibition Autumn 
Lines, a display of installations in-
spired by the Syrian migrant crisis 
and their perilous journey to Eu-
rope.

War-weary migrants travel thou-
sands of kilometres by foot, boat 
and train, crossing borders that 
Arena sought to highlight in his 
works, using geometric and prima-
ry forms, including cubes, circles, 
horizontal and vertical lines.

A picture he saw on the inter-
net of a flow of migrants walking 
through Europe or queuing up at 
fences erected by certain countries 
on the route to stop the migrants 
from crossing inspired his works, 
Arena said.

“The operation of using the idea 
and geometric shapes to make a 
final sculpture was the result of a 
long mental process,” Arena said, 
adding that he has focused on the 
topic of refugees because migra-
tion is one of the oldest move-
ments of humans and has affected 
people around the globe for centu-
ries.

“Coming from Italy, a country 
where many people migrate from, 
I feel I can relate to the migrants. At 
a certain point, everyone has been 
a migrant for one reason or anoth-
er,” he said.

Autumn Lines displays three 
triptych sculptures illustrating the 
borders that the refugees crossed. 
Like in a ballet, there is the step, 
the double step and the triple step.

In Passo (The Step), Arena trans-
lates the 170km between Budapest 
train station and the Austrian bor-
der, which is the distance refugees 
had to walk after their train was 
stopped. The leg is illustrated by a 
68cm polished bronze bar, which is 
the same measurement as Arena’s 
step relating the work directly to 
the artist. On the bar is the engrav-
ing: x 250,000. Multiplying this by 
the dimension of the bar gives the 
distance from Budapest to the Aus-
trian border.

In Passo Doppio (Double Step) 
the same unit of measurement and 
the same material formalise other 
distances and other “lines” — the 
826km between the Syrian border 
and Turkey’s coastal city of Bod-
rum, and the 1,449km separating 
Bodrum from the Austrian border. 
The total of these two distances is 
what Syrian refugees crossed to 
make it into West Europe.

Arena formalises this “route” 
with two 68cm polished bronze 
bars, joined to form a right angle. 
Here too, multiplying the length of 
the bars with figures engraved on 
them gives the distance of the re-
spective legs.

In Passo Triplo (Triple Step), 
Arena takes into consideration the 
distance between Munich and the 
Italian border (328km), the French 
border (310km) and Swedish border 
(78km). Munich is where the flow 
of migrants from Eastern Europe 
splits and they decide whether to 

go west, south or north. It becomes 
a crossroads of their journey.

The installation consists of three 
polished bronze bars of the same 
dimensions as the other works but 
this time the bars form a “T”. At 

the joint of the three bars numbers 
are engraved, which when multi-
plied by the bar dimension give the 
distances between Munich and the 
borders of Italy, France and Swe-
den.

The fourth installation in the 
exhibit, the “wired fence” titled 
Europe, 11th November 2015 is de-
signed to be a portrayal of that day 
in Europe when Slovenia and Croa-
tia closed their borders to prevent 
migrants from passing into Europe. 
They built a 2,100m fence.

Arena’s installation of ribbons, 
ropes, shoelaces and electrical 
cables is of the same size as the 
barbed-wire fence between Croa-
tia and Slovenia. The fluidity in-
spired him to create the flowing 
installation of wire and ribbons to 
reflect migrant diversity. The place 
migrants were walking through in 
Croatia to go to Austria was visible 
through Google Maps, which he 
studied to understand the length 
of the trail migrants used.

Autumn Lines is designed to en-
courage viewers to interpret the 
Middle East refugee crisis in their 
own way, Arena said

The work reflected the eye of 
the artist and viewers may not per-
ceive his work the way he wants 
them to.

According to German philoso-
phy, everyone has their own way of 
seeing the world from their experi-
ences and culture. “My art is not 
meant to give a specific message 
to viewers but to encourage view-
ers to question the world around 
them,” Arena said

“It (the exhibition) is a starting 
point of interpretations of the top-
ic. Art works when it provokes the 
viewers to question the artwork.

“I hope my art will provoke view-
ers to think more about migrants .”

Autumn Lines is available to view 
through April 2nd at Sprovieri Gal-
lery in London. The gallery pre-
miered the exhibition, which may 
later be shown in other countries.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Autumn Lines is 
designed to 
encourage viewers 
to interpret the 
Middle East refugee 
crisis in their own 
way.

Italian artist Francesco Arena created a wired fence to illustrate 
the border fences erected in Europe to stem flow of migrants.

Tunisian film wins awards at Berlin festival
Roua Khlifi

Tunis

I 

nhebbek Hedi, from Tunisian 
director and scriptwriter Mo-
hamed Ben Attia, won the Best 
First Feature Award at the 66th 
Berlin International Film Festi-

val, the first Arabic film selected for 
the official competition in 20 years.

The film’s male lead, Tunisian ac-
tor Majd Mastoura, won the Silver 
Bear for best actor.

Inhebbek Hedi depicts the jour-
ney of a man of the same name, 
played by Mastoura, as he struggles 
at a dead-end job in the aftermath 
of the Tunisian revolution. Days 
before his wedding, which was ar-
ranged by his overbearing mother, 
he meets a free-spirited woman, 
played by Rym ben Messaoud, and 
a love affair ensues.

Ben Attia is a relative newcomer 
to Tunisian cinema. Inhebbek Hedi 
— I Love You, Hedi — is his first fea-
ture-length film after five shorts.

“Ever since I was a child, I was a 
fan of writing and films. I used to 
watch a lot of films but then I start-
ed college and had to study busi-
ness for four years. It wasn’t until 
the stage of post-graduate stud-
ies that I studied audiovisual for a 
year,” Ben Attia said.

“Then I went back home and 
started working as a salesman for 
12 years much like the character of 
the film, Inhebbek Hedi. I met Dora 
Bouchoucha, the film’s producer, 

who helped a lot in guiding me. I 
joined writing workshops and for 
the following four years. I worked 
on five short films.”

Ben Attila spent three years 
writing Inhebbek Hedi, which was 
filmed in May and June 2015.

“The character of the film is dif-
ferent from (my story). We share 
similarities but it was not based on 
me. We share the same career path. 
I started working as a salesman go-
ing from one place to another dur-
ing an economic crisis since we had 
just had the revolution then, ” Ben 
Attia said.

“You go to sell cars from one 
place to another when people are 
not willing to buy them. I was fa-
miliar with that solitude that the 
character lived during that period 
and that self-questioning. That was 
the departure point for the film.”

Ben Attia expressed surprise and 
happiness at the festival awards 
and said they are sparks of hope for 
everyone in Tunisia and its cinema 
industry.

“I was enthralled to read all these 
beautiful posts about how people 
in Tunisia were so proud of the 
awards. I honestly haven’t had the 
chance to truly realise what is go-
ing or fully understand this happi-
ness. It is almost unreal,” Ben Attia 
said.

“It is true that a lot of aspects of 
the film also talk about the possibil-
ity of realising our dreams. I believe 
that it is not naive to believe that 
everything is possible, that any-
thing can happen. If one is passion-
ate and sincere about something, 
it will take time to achieve one’s 
dream but one should not give up. 
We should continue working until 
you realise what you wanted to do.”

Ben Attia said the movie speaks 
for the concerns of the cinema in-
dustry and the Tunisian people as 

it exposes social taboos in relation 
to their political context. “I hear 
this from people now and we need 
this hope now,” he said. “Eventu-
ally, all is possible. All we need is to 
have more confidence in ourselves. 
The prize will open new doors for 
us. There is curiosity about the 
country now. People are interested 
in knowing certain things about the 
country.”

He said the secret of the success 
of the film is its subtle treatment of 
post-revolutionary Tunisia.

“The movie is about the journey 
of a person and this path is open for 
a second-level reading. It was not 
meant to be evident or highlighted 
that I am talking about our revolu-
tion. I appreciate that the movie 
was selected for its value as a film 
in itself than because of its con-
text,” Ben Attia said.

“It is hard today to tell any story, 
any given story without referring to 
something related to our [lives]… 
We cannot alienate ourselves from 
what surrounds us. The context 

was implied.”
In his acceptance speech, Mas-

toura dedicated his Silver Bear for 
best actor to the Tunisian revolu-
tion and its martyrs.

“There wouldn’t have been lib-
erty of expression without all the 
blood that has been shed in the 
revolution. I hope we continue be-
ing free and happy,” he said.

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

Producer Dora Bouchoucha (L) looks on as Director Mohamed Ben Attia, winner of the Best First 
Feature Award for his film Inhebbek Hedi speaks during the award ceremony at the 66th Berlin 
International Film Festival in Berlin, on February 20th.

The film’s male lead, 
Tunisian actor Majd 
Mastoura, won the 
Silver Bear for best 
actor.


