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Culture

Safar Film Festival: A celebration of Arab cinema
Dunia El-Zobeidi

London

T 

he third Safar Film Festival 
celebrates a new trend in 
Arab cinema that has been 
particularly defiant of 
deep-rooted social taboos 

and stereotypes of the Arab world.
The biennial event, curated by Ra-

sha Salti, returns to the Arab British 
Centre and Institute of Contempo-
rary Arts (ICA) of London September 
14th-18th.

“The socio-political drama has 
long prevailed in Arab cinema. We 
could see this in the past ten years 
but it has been accentuated in the 
last five years, as filmmakers are be-
coming more emboldened to forge 
their own voice,” Salti said.

“There is (clearly) a shift in inter-
est in what makes a valid story to 
make a film. People are realising that 
taboos are an important element of 
everyday life and are worth high-
lighting in a film.”

Kuwaiti visual artist and film-
maker Monira al-Qadiri offered a 
selection of short films that tackled 
corruption in Kuwait among other 
taboos.

“I made Rumours of Affluence at 
the end of 2011 when there were a 
lot of anti-corruption moves in Ku-

wait. Where does this legacy of cor-
ruption come from? It’s almost like 
it is embedded in our culture now. 
It has become so corrupt, it’s almost 
like you can’t do anything without it 
(corruption),” Qadiri said.

Souk al-Manakh, a documentary 
on the 1980 stock market crash in 
Kuwait was a main inspiration for 
the film.

“I used what I saw in that docu-
mentary but of course we don’t re-
ally know what actually happened,” 
she said. “It’s always about ru-
mours… but we don’t have proper 
anti-corruption laws and the (crash) 
is a black spot in Kuwait’s history. 
There was an oil boom in the 1970s 
so people were just playing with 
money.”

In Behind the Sun, Qadiri used 
videos of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait 
in 1991 that she thought were the 

closest to reality. “Many Westerners 
filmed the invasion in a way that I 
believe was far from reality. The vid-
eos that were selected show what 
Kuwaitis really saw and felt,” she 
said.

At the heart of Lebanese film-
maker Sélim Mourad’s compelling 
kaleidoscopic movie This Little Fa-
ther Obsession are questions about 
the significance of lineage in Arab 
societies.

“When I think of myself as a 
unique child, not wanting to marry 
and carry on my family line, I think 
about reproduction,” Mourad said. 
“I have been thinking about it for 
the past 15 years, so it was kind of 
obsessive. Me being homosexual, it 
is about counterbalance on a physi-
cal and spiritual level. Maybe I am 
there to show that there are other 
goals (than reproduction) for hu-

manity.”
In the film, Mourad shows himself 

going on a date with a woman as it 
is one possibility many gay people 
choose to continue their family line 
but it does not really work.

“I told my parents I was homo-
sexual four years before shooting 
the film,” he said. “I (eventually) 
had their emotional support when I 
was going through a break-up. There 
was an inner chemical that occurred 
that made them finally accept it. It’s 
much easier now but we still do not 
like to talk about it.”

Mourad noted that his father was 
afraid people will judge him for be-
ing open-minded. “He really was 
concerned about this film showcas-
ing him as a naive father. I told him 
on the contrary you are a loving fa-
ther,” Mourad said.

“My film shows a quest to find 

one’s self. I think the media tends to 
show that people should not think 
about their ancestry and just to be 
themselves but I think we should 
think about where we come from, 
too.”

Algerian director Salem Brahimi’s 
first narrative feature, Let Them 
Come, is a remarkable adaptation 
of Arezki Mellal’s novel, telling the 
story of a family who must defend 
itself amid the onslaught of violence 
between government forces and 
radical Islamists in 1990s Algeria.

“Algeria’s dark decade was eve-
rywhere and nowhere at the same 
time. When you travel through Al-
geria, you see the (phobia) people 
have with security and the way they 
are jittery about something foreign 
coming in. It was a time of trauma,” 
Brahimi said.

“I chose to have a fiction film to 
give the trauma a face. The problem 
with an analytical approach is that 
people become numbers and there 
is not intimacy. The dynamics of 
the story is not only Algerian. Today 
we say it is Daesh,” he said using an 
Arab acronym for the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Brahimi described Yasmina, the 
mother in the story, as a hidden 
hero, arguing that “women in our 
part of the (Arab) world are the un-
sung heroes”.

“It might seem populist and easy 
to say but history supports what I 
say. The backbone of the Algerian 
revolution, for instance, was the 
women. Not only the logistics and 
food but the resistance itself,” he 
added.

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

Dubai Opera 
sounds high note 
in Middle East’s 
cultural scene
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

D 

ubai has joined Milan, 
London, Sydney, Paris 
and Moscow by open-
ing its own opera house 
with an inaugural per-

formance by Placido Domingo, one 
of the world’s most prestigious ten-
ors, to a sold-out house of 2,000.

Domingo opened with Rich-
ard Wagner’s overture from Die 
Meistersinger von Nurnberg. Ac-
companying him were soprano Ana 
Maria Martinez and the 65-piece 
orchestra from the Trieste opera 
house in Italy.

Reflecting Dubai’s resolve to 
forge its own cultural identity, 
Dubai ruler Sheikh Mohammad 
bin Rashid al-Maktoum visited 
the Dubai Opera during opening 
concert rehearsals and the formal 
opening.

He issued a statement expressing 
satisfaction with the momentum 
of the UAE cultural scene, which 
he said will reflect positively on the 
community and “encourage them 
to engage in diverse cultural activi-
ties”.

“Culture is a key part of our life 
and represents the cornerstone 
of building societies. It is also the 
mirror that reflects the prosperity 
of community members and the 
momentum that drives us towards 

more innovation and excellence,” 
he said.

Hoda Al Khamis-Kanoo, the 
founder of Abu Dhabi Music & Arts 
Foundation (ADMAF), said: “We 
are very excited by the new Dubai 
Opera as this will bring a perma-
nent home for the performing arts 
in Dubai.”

Kanoo has been organising classi-
cal concerts in Abu Dhabi for years.

“The Abu Dhabi Festival, in its 
mission to perform in all the seven 
Emirates, looks forward to work 
closely together with the Dubai Op-
era to co-commission new works, 
perform classic favourites with the 
aim to enrich culture for all,” she 
said.

An arts aficionado and Dubai 
resident, who had a pre-inaugural 
peek and an opportunity to at-
tend an invited rehearsal, and who 
wished not to be named, said: “The 
Dubai Opera stays true to the aes-
thetics of the city. It is not overtly 
European in its design which is a 
nice touch. The dhow [wooden 
vessels that ply the Gulf waters] 
theme runs throughout, with even 
the balconies in the theatre made 
to look as though they are ship’s 
hulls protruding from the walls.

“I was a little disappointed with 
the seating and the flooring, which 
did make the opera hall feel a tad 
make-shift but, all-in-all, it was a 
great experience and a beautiful 
building!”

“I’ve never attended an opera 
before and so I enjoyed the experi-
ence, even though it really was not 
my cup of tea,” she said. “One very 
nice touch was the addition of a 
screen above the stage that accom-
panied the performance with Ara-
bic and English subtitles. I watched 

an Italian-language opera called 
The Barber of Seville.

A Dubai expatriate and music 
lover, Sarakshi Rai said she was 
overwhelmed by the opening per-
formance. “Domingo was absolute-
ly fantastic. Even at 75 years (old), 
he was at his best and in the second 
half had the crowd singing along 
to popular Broadway hits from 
My Fair Lady and West Side Story. 
The audience did not want to leave 
and he performed for 30 minutes 
more,” she said.

Rai had tried to book the ticket 
for the inaugural concert in April 
but was unsuccessful as the show 
was sold out within three hours of 
the box office opening. Disappoint-
ed but determined, she put her 
name on the wait list. Three weeks 
before the opening she received 
notification that she could book a 
ticket online.

Rai said she was impressed by the 
acoustics, interior and the overall 
ambience of the venue, which she 
described as beautiful.

“As you walk in from the Mo-
hammed Bin Rashid Boulevard in 

the Opera District and reach the 
opera venue, multicoloured foun-
tains and the sculptural name 
board at the entrance greets the 
visitor,” she said, and “the design 
on the outside and the inside has 
the look of a dhow, with Intricate 
carvings on the walls and the plush 
seating for 2,000 people, adding to 
the luxury.”

Work on the Dubai Opera project 
began four years ago with a com-
petition that was won by interna-
tional architectural firm Atkins. 
The project broke ground in May 
2013 and it took about three years 
to construct the building. The end 
product is a stunning glass struc-
ture in Dubai’s heart of commerce, 
leisure and entertainment area. 
The lobby boasts 360-degree views 
and the glass roof acts as a fifth fa-
çade.

The structure’s been innova-
tively designed so that it can ap-
propriately host opera, theatre, 
concert, exhibition, banquet and 
conference occasions. This is pos-
sible through the use of electroni-
cally moving floors, walls and 

ceilings that allow the auditorium 
configuration to change.

Jasper Hope, chief executive of 
Dubai Opera, who was earlier chief 
operating officer of the Royal Al-
bert Hall in London, has attracted 
top acts from across the globe to 
Dubai.

Hope has drawn up a busy cal-
endar with The Pearl Fishers, The 
Barber of Seville, Opera Without 
Words, Coppélia, Giselle, Postcards 
from Vienna, Mozart Gala, Impos-
sible, José Carreras, Vivaldi’s The 
Four Seasons, Sara Baras, Anoush-
ka Shankar, Bejart Ballet Laus-
anne, The Nutcracker on Ice, Slava’s 
Snowshow and West Side Story al-
ready scheduled.

“We are very much looking for-
ward to welcoming many more 
people to the venue over the next 
few days, weeks and months and 
firmly intend for Dubai Opera to 
make a major and lasting contribu-
tion,” he said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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