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Arab cinema finds its voice

T
he story goes that 
when the first film 
theatre was going to 
be inaugurated in 
Egypt (around the late 
1910s), there was a 

question as to how it should be 
referred to in Arabic, whether 
“cinema” should simply be 
appropriated into Arabic or 
whether there should be a proper 
composite Arabic phrase, as was 
the case for train, locomotive, 
station, car, electricity, etc.

The Arabic phrase that earned 
the most support was dar 
al-khayal, which means “house 
of the imaginary”. Cinema was in 
fact appropriated to Arabic and 
dar al-khayal, despite its charm 
and relevance, was totally 
forgotten. This is an anecdote I 
was told several times by older 
generation film critics in Cairo, 
who probably wanted to start our 

conversation with an entertain-
ing note. It comes to my mind 
often when I want to foreground 
the political power of film-mak-
ing in the Arab world of the past 
two decades.

The dissemination of manufac-
tured consent becomes truly 
dangerous when it conquers 
people’s imaginaries and is 
internalised to generate self-
censorship. Dictatorships sit 
comfortably when all other 
political alternatives appear 
untenable and when imagining 
new ones is inhibited rather than 
prohibited outright. When the 
political imaginary is bankrupt, 
art can become surrogate terri-
tory for imagining the unimagi-
nable, representing the invisible 
or censored, saying the unsay-
able.

The advent of affordable film 
and video digital technologies in 
the 1990s led to the unprec-
edented democratisation in 
film-making in the Arab world. So 
much so that an independent 
community sprang up organically 
within a few years. In countries 
where higher education and 
training in cinema was a privilege 
only the rare few could afford, 
digital technology and film-mak-
ing workshops enabled the many.

The constraints of securing 

permission to film and the 
tedious bureaucratic and heavily 
policed processes were often 
ignored. Film-makers took these 
risks knowing that their work 
might be banned. On occasion, it 
was a fight and confrontation 
they wanted because they knew 
that pushing boundaries was 
worthwhile in itself. As a result, 
from the mid-1990s, there has 
been a proliferation of short, 
medium- and feature-length 
works that range from experi-
mental video to mainstream 
cinema.

Digital technologies have not 
only enabled democratisation in 
film-making. They have empow-
ered a very subjective and 
personal cinema. Film-makers 
have been able to tell the inti-
mate stories of their lives, 
insinuating cameras in narratives 
spaces where cinema had not 
gone before. In contrast with the 
film-makers in the 1960s and 
1970s, this new generation of 
film-makers was not concerned 
about a national cinema — what it 
should be like — but representing 
that which had not been repre-
sented, portraying traumas 
challenging official narratives, 
breaking taboos.

Five years on, the legacy of the 
“Arab spring” seems morbid. The 

regimes elected to power in some 
Arab countries and the conflicts 
raging in others overshadow the 
profound transformation that has 
taken place in Arab society. 
Electoral and protest politics are 
not the only yardsticks by which 
to measure these changes. But, 
after the “Arab spring”, auteur 
film-makers across the Arab 
world directed films that defied 
social and political taboos. They 
herald the profound transforma-
tion that is under way.

In the past 15 years, Arab 
film-makers have experimented 
in different registers, finding 
their own voice uncompromis-
ingly, with low-budget (or 
no-budget) independent produc-
tions. The social or political 
melodrama genre, which had 
long prevailed, was challenged. 
The most radical experimenta-
tion was in non-fiction and 
non-narrative film. There is no 
thematic thread stitching the 
Safar Film Festival programme, 
rather the desire to showcase and 
celebrates this diversity of 
approach and voice.

Rasha Salti is curator of the Safar 
Film Festival of contemporary 
Arab cinema, which runs at the 
Institution of Contemporary Arts 
in London.
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Masafat, a platform of Arab-British artistic exchange
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ostering professional and 
artistic exchange across 
the Arab world and Brit-
ain is the aim of Masafat, a 
two-part, multi-arts event 

in London and Cairo. Thirty Three 
Thirty Three, in partnership with 
the ICA and VENT, presented the 
first edition of the festival in Lon-
don with the event to be continued 
in Cairo.

The British programme included 
music performances, films and 
talks in which film-makers from the 
Middle East and North Africa used 
the privilege of living in the West to 
highlight the experiences of people 
in their home countries.

Slingshot Hip Hop braids together 
the stories of young Palestinians 
living in Gaza, the West Bank and 
inside Israel as they discover hip-
hop and use it to surmount divi-
sions imposed by the occupation 
and poverty, festival promotional 
material stated. From internal 
checkpoints and separation walls 
to gender norms and generational 
differences, the documentary is 
the story of young people crossing 
the borders that separate them, the 
statement said.

“Growing up as an Arab in the 
USA, all I saw were negative im-
ages about Arabs. One time I heard 
about Palestinian hip-hop on the 
radio and decided to research more 
about Arab hip-hop. I found out 
that there were about ten Arab hip-
hop rappers in Palestine.” film di-
rector Jackie Reem Salloum said.

“I thought about how privi-
leged I was to be in America and I 
wanted to inform the West about 
hip-hop in Palestine. I decided to 
travel to Palestine with my cousin 
and document it and what I found 
was just amazing… Both the elderly 
and children were at the concerts, 
which you don’t really see in the 
West. They were so happy I was 
spreading their message.”

Salloum pointed out that hip-hop 
presented a new way for Palestin-
ians to learn about their history, 
which was usually hidden from 
them in school. American rappers 
such as Tupac Shakur inspired Pal-
estinians to rap about their daily 
struggle against the Israeli occupa-
tion.

“The rappers would conduct 
workshops in schools to teach (the 
students) about hip-hop,” he said. 
“Palestinians aren’t really taught 
about their history in school, so 
hip-hop brought that back by pre-
senting facts through lyrics. They 
were taught about their identity 
and social issues.”

Palestinian rappers, especially 
from Gaza, are faced with the chal-
lenge of blockades and financial 
hindrance. They are given support 
by Arab-American rappers.

“It is hard to create beats in Gaza. 
Studio time is very expensive so 
Arab-American rappers sent them 
beats to use them,” Salloum re-
vealed.

French-Iranian film-maker Arash 
Nassiri said he also wanted to re-
veal the experiences of people from 
his home country. He interviewed 
Iranians in the United States and 

Europe who remember Iran before 
the 1979 revolution and presented 
their experiences in different ways 
in two short films.

His film Tehran-Geles is a fictional 
vision of Tehran that uses Los An-
geles as its set. During an aerial 
journey, personal memories of mi-
grants create an echo of the collec-
tive story of the Iranian capital.

“Tehran-Geles and New Days are 
like twins,” he said. “They are about 
memory and urban space. My inspi-
ration was not through a book or a 
story or theory. It is just the desire 
I have of space. I documented my 

experiences and through that docu-
mentation an idea popped up.”

Nassiri’s technique of an aerial 
journey encourages viewers to see 
Los Angeles from the collective per-
spective of the Iranians living in the 
West, feeling lonely and nostalgic.

He documented immigrants who 
left Iran in the ‘70s and remember 
the more Western pre-revolution 
Tehran, which has gone through a 
drastic transformation since.

“Tehran in the ‘70s was influ-
enced by American lifestyle and I 
wanted to project the ‘70s in paral-
lel with the present,” he said. “In 
the ‘70s there were a lot of Ameri-
cans commissioned to build malls 
or infrastructure like highways.

“It did not have the same feel in 
the ‘80s after the wars that Tehran 
faced and, of course, after the revo-
lution with the lifestyle completely 
changing. There was a metamor-

phosis and an economic depres-
sion. The ‘70s city that was known 
faded away.”

Filmed during Persian celebra-
tions in spring, Nassiri’s work in 
progress New Days shows the in-
habitants of Los Angeles as hosts 
to memories of Tehran. They speak 
Farsi instead of English.

“I wanted to create a tale that was 
in transition of time, from one year 
to the other. I used the memories of 
Iranians to deploy them in the city 
using amateur actors reciting Farsi 
they hear through a headpiece,” he 
said.

Masafat ran in London in early 
September and was scheduled for 
September 20th-24th in Cairo. The 
Arab Weekly was among the spon-
sors of the event.

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