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When inmates become film-makers
Roua Khlifi

Mahdia, Tunisia

T 

he prison at Mahdia host-
ed screenings of films 
produced by prisoners as 
part of a project titled In 
Quest of Different Views: 

Reflecting on Prison Images, which 
promotes culture inside Tunisian 
prisons.

The project, under the supervi-
sion of the Tunisian Federation 
of Film Societies and a number of 
non-governmental organisations, 
included workshops to help prison-
ers learn film production. Prison-
ers’ films were screened in Tunisian 
cinemas and universities in recent 
months.

“The idea was to promote cinema 
and theatre in prisons and other 
correctional centres. The idea was 
to recreate the theme of the Utopia 
of Plato. The programme examines 
different views on life through that 
perspective,” said Kamal Regaya, ar-
tistic director of the project.

Fatma Bchini, general-secretary 
of the Tunisian Federation of Film 
Societies, said the project relies on 
developing exchanges between the 
outside world and prison environ-
ments.

“Outside the prison, there is the 
programme of the monthly screen-
ings in which films produced by 
prisoners are screened in addition 

to the film that inspired the theme,” 
Bchini said. “Workshops start inside 
prison by screening a film and invit-
ing prisoners to reflect on the theme 
of the film and express their opin-
ions about it in film format.”

Detainees in Mahdia prison at-
tended workshops on film-making 
in a programme that began in March 
2015. Films were produced reflect-
ing the prisoners’ vision. By debat-
ing the films in public screenings, 
civil society members endeavour to 
build a bridge between prisons and 
the outside world.

“It is not about prison explicitly 
but it is based on the views and 
thoughts of people in prison and 
how they see the world outside,” 
Regaya said. “We don’t work on doc-
umentaries. We specifically work on 
films that belong to art video genre.”

Kais Soltani, spokesman of Tuni-
sian Prison and Rehabilitation Insti-
tution, said the significance of the 
project was that prisoners present-
ed and debated their films in public.

“We also made the choice of in-
volving people who are sentenced 
to life terms in prison. We made 
sure they are the ones who go to at-
tend the screening and present their 
films at the movie theatre down-
town,” Soltani said.

“We noted a change in their be-
haviour even the way they talk 
among each other and with prison 
guards. We took the risk of getting 
them out three to four times outside 
prisons. For some, it was the first 
time they were at a movie theatre.”

In addition to being taught techni-
cal aspects of film-making, prison-
ers were invited to reflect on their 
feelings.

“When we started, they thought 
they would be acting or they would 
be the subject of a documentary and 
rejected the idea,” Regaya said. “We 
wanted to break the routine they 
live in and in the first days they liked 
the idea and, bit by bit, they under-

stood the concept and managed to 
take part in the creation of these 
films.”

He added: “I concentrated on 
something they are not used to. We 
worked on the feelings they had; 
the feelings they expressed. Each 
of them gave a scene in which they 
expressed a feeling and they learnt 
how to hold a camera and edit. They 
started giving their opinions of the 
scenes and asked to reshoot some 
scenes.”

The films were shown to the rest 
of the detainees in the prison in 
March.

“Around 100 prisoners attended 
the screening, which they found a 
bit perplexing,” Regaya said. “Many 
of them said they didn’t understand 
the idea but they grasped the feel-
ing, which was positive because 
that is what films are about — the 
feelings.”

Organisers said projects within 
prisons can establish alternative 
correctional approaches.

“Prisoners should produce crea-
tive ideas and most importantly a 
different idea of themselves. They 
don’t look at themselves the same 
anymore. There was one prisoner 
who said his mother told him he 
talks differently now and that he 
sounds well-mannered. Even the 
prison guards noticed the differ-
ence,” Regaya said.

“There was a prisoner who said 
that every week he would cause a 
fight just to go to the solitary cell. 
Since the programme started, he 
stopped doing that because he 
wanted to attend the workshops. 
The guards started talking to him 
about workshops and discussing 
what he learnt.”

As the project nears its comple-
tion in September, there are ques-
tions whether it achieved its goals 
and whether it should continue. The 
Tunisian Prison and Rehabilitation 
Institution expressed willingness to 

encourage other such projects.
“We would like to expand the 

project to other prisons and involve 
more associations in this project. 
Prisoners are Tunisian citizens who 
have a right to culture, to education 
and to reform,” Soltani said.

“Tunisia is built by all of its citi-
zens, including the prisoners, who 

are entitled to have a say in our so-
ciety. Prisoners surprised us in their 
work in these workshops. They are 
talented when given a chance. They 
make creativity out of pain.”

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

A public screening in Sousse, 140km south of Tunis.

“Tunisia is built by 
all of its citizens, 
including the 
prisoners, who are 
entitled to have a say 
in our society.”

Kais Soltani, spokesman 
of Tunisian Prison and 

Rehabilitation Institution

Rechmaoui exposes Beirut’s complexities 
Jimmy Dabbagh

Beirut

A 

n intricate network of 
cultures, religions, sects 
and neighbourhoods in-
tertwine and often clash 
in Beirut. A tumultuous 

history of instability and intermit-
tent civil war have long marked the 
Lebanese capital as a city of com-
plexity and delicately balanced re-
lationships between its inhabitants, 
politics, geography and architec-
ture.

Such notions resounded at the 
Sfeir-Semler Gallery, which has re-
cently hosted Lebanese artist Mar-
wan Rechmaoui’s exhibition For-
tress in a Corner, Bishop Takes Over.

Conceived with the same rigour 
and structure that recalls a chess-
board and its pieces, Rechmaoui’s 
work is an elaborate effort that maps 
Beirut’s complicated neighbour-
hood divisions. Inspired by the bla-
zonry practices of medieval Europe, 
a series of more than 400 coloured 
flags representing landmarks drape 
from the ceiling, and 59 brass and 
steel shields representing the city’s 
districts line the gallery walls.

Having constructed a body of 
work which deals with themes of 
urban development and social his-
tory, Rechmaoui’s latest show is a 
project that spans ten years, draw-
ing conceptual inspiration from the 
perpetual state of alarm he has ob-
served in Beirut’s inhabitants since 
the 2006 war with Israel.

“I’ve noticed that everybody is 
on guard and ready for something 
(to happen),” Rechmaoui said. “I 
sensed that all Beirut residents are 
soldiers, so I felt the need to organ-
ise them in battalions.”

A lack of urban planning and 
poorly signposted streets that are 
as confusing as they are charming 
to navigate prompted Rechmaoui 

to rely on the zoning of Lebanon’s 
electricity company, Electricité du 
Liban, as a blueprint to distribute 
the 59 districts.

“In Lebanon [and] Beirut spe-
cifically, they don’t use addresses 
much. The address is basically a de-
scription,” he said.

References inherent in the names 
serve as markers to categorise each 
district. Some areas are named after 
sectarian figures and symbols; oth-
ers draw on horticultural references, 
and architectural and geological ref-
erences are used in some. The flags 
represent landmarks in each district 
and are coloured according to the 
political groups to which they be-
long. Neighbourhoods are ranked 
with shields that correspond to their 
size, so some shields are bigger than 
others.

“This method,” Rechmaoui ex-

plained, “activates the potential for 
onlookers familiar with the city to 
grasp another point of view of the 
city.

“The regular use of names, words 
and locations becomes taken for 
granted. You say them automatical-
ly but you never think [of] what they 
mean. If you know what they mean, 
then you can understand how the 
city is structured, so you can predict 
how it’s going to behave.”

In a city where roadblocks, check-
points and ideological slogans par-

tition and distinguish boundaries 
between areas, a walk through Re-
chmaoui’s mapping of Beirut pro-
poses an alternative perspective on 
the divisions.

“I am aware of the demarcation 
lines but I see the city as a whole, as 
one entity, and I see the splits inside 
it as a whole… I’m suggesting that 
there are more demarcation lines 
than the original green line,” he said 
of a prominent marker of sectarian 
strife during the civil war, which 
was used to separate Muslim areas 
from predominately Christian ones.

Manoeuvring beneath the hun-
dreds of flags, familiar logos such as 
those of the ABC department store 
and Spinneys grocery stores become 
apparent. Yet, beneath the surface, 
more crucial motivations are at play. 
Rechmaoui affirms his decision to 
include them stems from the key 

role they played in tracing mile-
stones in Lebanon’s history.

“These are commercial logos [but 
they] are not for advertising,” he 
said. “ABC was the first department 
store in the Middle East that em-
ployed women, in the 1930s.”

Recalling with a hint of humour, 
he said: “The original Spinneys that 
opened near the Unesco Palace had 
the first escalator in Beirut, so peo-
ple used to visit the place just to go 
on the escalator, back in the early 
‘70s. Later on, when the civil war 
started, Spinneys became a battle-
ground between the warring par-
ties. And, in 1982, when the Israelis 
invaded, there was a major battle 
near Spinneys.”

The placement of other flags acts 
as triggers that invite onlookers to 
draw on other associations.

Encountering a flag of the St 
George hotel, a symbol that harkens 
back to Beirut’s golden age, along-
side a burgeoning construction pro-
ject initiated by the private sector 
elicits thoughts of the struggle and 
debate on the distribution of public 
and private space in the city.

“My work usually opens the dis-
cussion. It’s not about directing a 
discussion,” Rechmaoui said. “My 
advantage is that I’m an artist. I’m 
neither a historian nor a sociologist, 
so I have the liberty to play.”

Formidable in its scope, Rech-
maoui’s exhibition invites viewers 
to draw their own conclusions on 
the city.

“Writing history is an issue by it-
self,” he said. “There isn’t one histo-
ry in Lebanon but each group writes 
its own history. What I’m trying to 
do is collect them all so that each 
different group would be faced with 
all the elements, even the ones they 
want to disregard.”

Jimmy Dabbagh is a journalist 
based in Beirut and contributes 
cultural articles to The Arab Weekly.

“There isn’t one 
history in Lebanon 
but each group 
writes its own 
history.”

Marwan Rechmaoui

Marwan Rechmaoui’s Fortress in a Corner, Bishop Takes Over Exhibition Blazon 2015 showcases 59 
laser-cut brass on stainless steel shields, and 420 embroidery and appliques textile flags.


