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Saudi film-makers shine in annual festival
Rob L. Wagner

Riyadh

T

here was a time, not long
ago, that any discussion
among film-makers about
the future of cinema in
Saudi Arabia would be a
short conversation. Shooting movies on location was an exercise in
guerrilla film-making. Screenings
took place in Dubai. Young men and
women making films were scorned
for wasting their time on fluff.
Artists began chipping away at
negative perceptions from two very
different places in Saudi society.
Director Haifaa al-Mansour filmed
her stories in and outside Saudi
Arabia on shoestring budgets starting in 2005. Her film Wadjda was
the kingdom’s entry as Best Foreign
Language Film for the 86th Academy Awards and nominated as Best
Foreign Film for the 2014 BAFTA
Awards. Taking a different route,
Mohammed al-Turki has been producing mainstream Hollywood fare
such as the Richard Gere movie Arbitrage.
Missing from the struggle to produce worthy films has been government support, or at least benign neglect, that would provide a breathing
space to aspiring Saudis to pursue
their art but conservatives actively
discouraged the idea of Saudis becoming professional moviemakers.
Perceptions about film-making
have slowly evolved. The recent
Saudi Film Festival, which ended
on March 28th in Dammam, was the
result of a surprising collaboration
between film-makers and the sponsors, the Ministry of Culture and
Information and the Saudi Arabian
Society for Culture and Arts.
“We got a (great) deal of government support,” Saudi film-maker
Asem al-Roumi said. “The government support took shape by allowing us to go public, rather than doing
it in secret like we used to.”
Roumi is a graduate of the New
York Film Academy and a part-time
teacher at Imam Muhammad ibn
Saud Islamic University’s College of
Media in Riyadh. His small company, Asem Films, produces commercials and education films and covers
special events. He recently directed
Ghabash, a 6-minute horror story

Awarded winners of the Saudi Film Festival pose for a group photo on March 28th, at the Saudi Cultural Centre in Dammam.
co-written with Badr el-Kothairy.
Roumi said government support
is the difference between making or
breaking a young Saudi film-maker.
“In the past, a person might think
of producing a movie and starts to
shoot and write but stops because
he doesn’t know where to shoot or
where to screen the movie,” he said.
“Now we have festivals, thank God.”
Roumi said his entry, Amal, was
placed in the student movie category but did not win.
As film festivals go, the Dammam
event was small. Opening day drew
about 400 people attending ceremonies, screenplay workshops and
screenings. In all there was about
100 film-makers registered for the
festival and about 70 films were in
competition. Among the entries
were Their Stained Hearts, a Rakan
al-Harbi tale about a museum for
terrorists and Hajar Alnaim’s Hope
that tells of a mercy killing.
Women film-makers were well
represented at the festival largely

due to a contingent from Jeddah’s
all-female Effat University, which
has about 150 women in its visual
and digital production programme.
About 13 Effat students entered
screenplays or films in the Saudi
Film Festival competition, according
to Bentley Brown, an American who
teaches screenwriting at the university. He said Effat students were
exploring “topics of intellectual importance”.
Saudi film-maker Zainab al-Nasse
won the Golden Palm Award for
best screenplay for her film Wedding
Dress. The award for best student
film went to Motor by Mohamed
Alhlil. Other winners included best
short documentary for the film Yellow by Mohammed Salman and best
short film to Abdul-Aziz Shalahi’s
Fiddle.
Although Saudi Arabia has no cinemas, that is almost beside the point
among film-makers. Festivals in
Dubai, Europe and the United States
allow Saudi movie enthusiasts to

screen their films to the public. Most
malls built in Saudi Arabia’s urban
centres reserved space for future
cinemas.

“The government
support took shape
by allowing us to go
public, rather than
doing it in secret like
we used to.”
Saudi film-maker
Asem al-Roumi
There is no formal ban on cinemas. Entrepreneurs can open a cinema but must face the Commission
for the Promotion of Virtue and the
Prevention of Vice on their own.
Few people in business see the
prospect of a profitable business if
commission members campaign in
front of their cinema to discourage
moviegoers from buying tickets.
For now, film buffs must be content
to attend the occasional cartoon

screenings for families in Riyadh
and Jeddah while those wide, open
halls in malls remain bowling alleys
and indoor go-kart tracks.
Roumi, however, said he sees
change coming. He points to a cash
award to film-makers from the Saudi Arabian Society for Culture and
Arts, affiliated with the Information
Ministry, as evidence of the government’s commitment to film-making
as a profession. Eventually, the infant Saudi film industry will flourish.
“I live in Riyadh and went to
the Eastern province where they
showed ten movies at one time,”
Roumi said. “It’s not a joke. The
production values of these movies
are a great thing. If that can happen
over five days now, imagine what
will happen in five years. I expect
a lot will happen over the next five
years.”
Rob L. Wagner is an Arab Weekly
contributor based in Saudi Arabia.

1001 Nights recounts tales of Syria’s refugees
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

I

nstead of parables about princesses and genies, a 1001 Nights
play has the legendary Scheherazade recounting tales of
war-weary Syrian refugees
struggling to resettle and start a new
life in Europe.
In the play, Scheherazade is an energetic girl who is split between her
old home in Damascus and her new
life in London. She tells amazing
stories of her childhood to her new
friend, who does not understand
anything she says.
The play was written by Douglas
Rintoul years before the Syrian refugee crisis became so prevalent in
Europe to sensitise children in the
West about the ordeal of refugees.
It premiered in 2013 in the Unicorn
Theatre London and was restaged in
March at the Queens Theatre.
“The book of 1001 Nights has stories of exile and reunification, which
is what prompted me to link it to the
Syrian refugee crisis. I wanted to
celebrate this piece of literature,”
Rintoul said.
“Scheherazade uses these stories
to make sense of her own story. It
saves her life day after day.”
Rintoul was exposed to the plight
of refugees at an early age, making
him even more sensitive to the issue, magnified by the influx of more
than 1 million refugees to Europe in

Scheherazade, the Syrian refugee, learning English in the 1001
Nights play.
2015.
“When I was around 5 or 6 years
old, I made friends with a ‘Boat
Child’ so I met refugees from a very
young age and I felt I could have my
own version of the 1001 Nights,” he
said
Kashini Misha, who plays Scheherazade, said Rintoul “has realised
the refugee children do not speak
English, just like the protagonists.
However, you can communicate
when you are a child by playing and
that is beautiful to see.”
“One-thousand-and-one nights
is just over three years, which is the

same time the refugees (in the play)
have been separated from their
families (back home),” said Peter
Hoggart, who plays Scheherazade’s
father.
The cast researched the Syrian refugee experience to better empathise
with the characters. They examined
how long it takes refugee children to
learn English when they reach Britain, how they adapt to and integrate
in primary schools and how British
children interact with them.
“Between the ages of 5 until 9,
you are more welcoming than in
other ages or as adults,” said Millie

Turner, who plays Scheherazade’s
friend in 1001 Nights. “The negative
things that children have learned
are (usually) from older people.”
“We researched the different
routes Syrians took to get here and
how long each would take,” she
added. “They have to be careful of
where they claim refugee status.
Refugees are trying not to get fingerprinted in Calais (France) for
instance, so it does not stop them
from claiming asylum elsewhere.
We had walls that were covered in
statistics, pictures, maps and journeys.”
Hoggart said: “We also watched a
lot of documentaries about refugee
experience on the UNICEF website
and YouTube as well as Newsround
on CBBC, which would explain the
crisis in a child-friendly way.”
The play highlighted the children’s homesickness while trying to
adapt to a new life.
“I was speaking to some of the
children in the audience and I asked
them where they would want to fly
to on the magic carpet. Many said
they want to go back to their home
to Pakistan or Albania,” Misha said.
1001 Nights encourages children
and adults to take a positive approach towards refugees, keeping
in mind that everyone’s ancestors
come from a different country.
“Britain is a mongrel of races,” director Natasha Jenkins said. “There
is no such thing as a [pure] English
person. People who have been here
for generations are either partly

French or partly Celt or something
else. I feel people value that. London is multicultural, which makes it
richer and more interesting.”
“As sad as the situation is, people
always try to find a way to survive
and life always goes on. The human race is resilient.” Hoggart said.
“The refugees don’t want to be here.
They want to be home. It is our responsibility to help them. That is
why theatre is so good at changing
attitudes.”

1001 Nights
encourages children
and adults to take a
positive approach
towards refugees,
keeping in mind that
everyone’s ancestors
come from a different
country.
Queens Theatre conducted workshops exploring themes of youth,
transition and culture. They included discussion of the play and gathering of participants’ feedback and
interpretation of the story and the
characters they have seen.
Also high-energy games were carried out to help participants bond
and work together, in addition to
activities focused on encouraging
non-verbal communication and
teamwork.
Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab
Weekly contributor in London.

