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E 

mpowering young film-
makers and ending cin-
ema production monopo-
lies by huge companies 
was the main motivation 

behind the Cairo Mobile Film Festi-
val contest recently in Cairo.

The festival, organised under the 
It is you, not the budget banner, al-
lowed talented directors and ac-
tors who may not have had enough 
money to produce films using 
sophisticated cameras, light and 
sound systems and expensive tech-
niques, opportunities to produce 
and show their films.

“A film-maker did not need more 
than a cell phone with a camera 
to make his own film,” said Ghada 
Gobara, a cinema critic and a fes-
tival jury member. “I would never 
have believed this if I had been told 
about it 20 years ago.”

A total of 120 films were entered 
and 60 films from 18 countries were 
given spots in the contest.

“There were films from the Unit-
ed States, Spain, France and a large 
number of Arab countries,” said 
Magdi Fouda, a cinema professor 
and the director of the festival. “It 

was an excellent opportunity for 
young cinema-makers to showcase 
their talent at a very low cost.”

The competition featured young 
film-makers for whom film-making 
was a dream impossible to realise if 
they had applied to large produc-
tion companies. They had no mon-
ey, no sophisticated equipment or 
contacts to publicise their produc-
tions but only their talents and a 
dream to carve a niche in cinema.

Some of the film-makers man-

aged to do this, producing films of 
elevated artistic quality.

Islam Mohamed, an Egyptian 
cinema student, made a film about 
society’s lack of respect for women, 
filming a series of interviews. Called 
the Interview Room, Mohamed’s 
film shows employers interviewing 
female jobseekers.

“Questions employers usually 
ask female applicants during job in-
terviews reflect the way they view 
women’s role in society in general,” 

Mohamed said. “Sorry to say, the 
way society views women’s role is 
very mean and I wanted to show 
this through my film.”

It cost Mohamed only $10 to 
make his film, an amount he spent 
decorating one of the locations he 
used.

Nour Abyad, an Egyptian cinema 
institute graduate, also spent just 
a few dollars — in her case to buy a 
tripod — for her film I like it fast and 
automatic. Abyad used stop-mo-
tion techniques, which physically 
manipulate an object so that it ap-
pears to move on its own, in making 
her film.

Abyad’s film focused on the hu-
man identity and how some people 
become ridiculous when they for-
get their identity and try to become 
somebody else.

“The festival was a great chance 
for me and other aspiring cinema 
workers,” Abyad said. “My name 
would have never made it to news-
paper headlines in a cinema world 
controlled only by those who have 
money but for such an event.”

Abyad’s film won second place 
in the contest. A Spanish film The 
Cloud won the top prize and the 
Czech film How I Became a Movie 
Theatre Murderer came in third 
place.

Films in the contest ought to be 

no longer than three minutes. They 
covered all genres, including com-
edy, romance, tragedy and horror.

The timing of the contest could 
not be more suitable. A small 
number of production companies 
monopolise the Egyptian cinema 
scene and few producers are ready 
to risk losing money on young di-
rectors like Mohamed and Abyad, 
specialists say.

Cell phone cinema opens the 
door for talent to demonstrate itself 
without waiting to be discovered by 
financial backers.

“Such an event breaks the mo-
nopoly imposed on the cinema 
scene by those who have money,” 
said cinema critic Magda Morris. 
“By empowering young and uncon-
nected film-makers, the festival 
gives these film-makers the chance 
to dream and have their own place 
on the cinema stage.”

Mohamed Zain is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.
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A total of 120 films 
were entered and 60 
films from 18 
countries were given 
spots in the contest.
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P 

alms from Iraq’s sandy 
deserts coexist with birch 
trees from Maryland’s 
snowy forests in Arabian 
Splendor, an exhibit at 

the Middle East Institute (MEI) in 
Washington.

The show features 27 landscapes, 
abstracts and portraits by Iraqi-
American artist Ahmed al-Karkhi, 
whose versatility is as breathtaking 
as his work.

“Within just two days of putting 
up the show, I got a lot of feedback,” 
said librarian Amal Morsy, who or-
ganised the display. “I’ve heard the 
same thing over and over: ‘This is 
the work of many artists.’ I say, ‘No, 
this is only one artist.’ His work var-
ies a lot. He shows three personali-
ties!”

Karkhi’s technique shifts across 
his portfolio. His interests range 
from nature’s realism to Islamic 
calligraphy. To one canvas, he 
applies oils or acrylics in thick 
swatches and in the next he uses 
oils or watercolour with the preci-
sion of a miniature painter. None of 
the paintings has a title.

On one wall, hastily drawn bi-
cycles move across the fuchsia, 
orange and blue background of a 
large abstract painting.

In a smaller piece, an expanse 
of ripe wheat bends in imaginary 
breeze. Every blade seems three-
dimensional, ready for harvest by 
the viewer. The light, the horizon, 
the colours lend expression to two 
faceless Iraqis working the fields. 
They seem happy, not spent.

Caught in a nearby portrait is the 
artist’s son absorbed in painting. 
He holds a brush dipped in orange, 
upright, above the paper before 
him. The observer feels his keen-
ness.

Across the room are six works in 
burnt orange, red, grey and gold 
that feature Islamic calligraphy, 
some of it collage. Small plaster cir-

cles suggest the metal nails in old 
doors in Baghdad.

Karkhi wants to remember what 
Iraq was like before the war. Born 
in 1970, he graduated with a degree 
in fine arts from the University of 
Baghdad in 2001. After leaving Iraq 
in 2006, he spent nearly three years 
in Damascus, where he sold 240 
paintings in the city’s finest gal-
leries. His art travelled to France, 
Italy, Sharjah and South Africa.

In 2009, he went to the United 
States as a UN-sponsored refugee, 
with his artist-wife, 8-year-old son 
and a newborn. He had his first US 
exhibit in Washington four months 
after settling in the neighbouring 
state of Maryland.

He — and his art — adapted 
quickly. “I’ve changed my art be-
cause everything here is different 
— the landscape, the houses, the 
sky,” he told The Arab Weekly. “My 
technique has also changed. In my 
country, there are mostly warm 
colours. In the Washington area, 
there are cold colours, like blue 
and green. There are four seasons 
here, not just two like Iraq. I paint 
snow now but I never saw snow in 
Iraq.”

“Ahmed started painting the 
Maryland countryside three or 
four years ago,” said Marjorie Ran-
som, a retired US diplomat who 
helped Karkhi establish himself as 
an artist in America.

“In this show, I like the haunt-
ing winter scenes,” Ransom said. 
“There’s one with light snow on 
the ground, where the shrubbery 
is fighting to survive the cold. It 
reminds me of his earlier scenes of 
the Iraqi desert, where the spare 
foliage is struggling to survive the 
harsh climate.”

Survive and thrive is what Karkhi 
has done. Before heading to the 
United States, he had never driven 
an automobile. He now owns a car 
and drives everywhere. He also 
uses skills he never dreamed of 
mastering to work as manager of 
a huge apartment complex. After 
long hours, he paints and attracts 

new American patrons for his art.
Sometimes, he said he finds 

himself at points along the Chesa-
peake Bay in Maryland or Virginia. 
There, he paints sailboats in their 
slips or on the open water. The 
reds, whites, and blues seem oddly 
patriotic, as if his exhibit could be 
called US Splendor.

“Americans are very open to 
art,” said Karkhi. “I work in Prince 
George’s County in the Washing-
ton area. It’s a poor area but people 
still react emotionally to my work.”

He has won several awards for 

his land- and seascapes, including 
the 2013 Krekeler Brower Best in 
Show Award.

The most moving piece in the 
exhibit combines Karkhi’s Iraqi 
past and American present. Float-
ing on a scratchy black background 
is a woman, her features nearly 
indistinct. She reclines on an in-
visible bed or sofa. Her head rests 
on a coffin-like pillow, draped 
with an American flag. She stares 
at the opposite wall. There, barely 
perceptible, is the red outline of 
a heart pierced by an arrow. Even 

less visible are Arabic words in red, 
green and white. She is homesick 
for Iraq.

Despite the changes in his life 
and work, Karkhi’s message has 
remained unchanged. “We need to 
help each other, stop killing each 
other. Enough with war. Time, life 
goes fast,” he said.

The exhibit closes December 
31st.

Mary Sebold is a 
Washington-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.
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The show features 27 
landscapes, abstracts 
and portraits by 
Iraqi-American artist 
Ahmed al-Karkhi.

Karkhi wants to 
remember what Iraq 
was like before the 
war.
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