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Culture

Carthage Film Festival celebrates 
Arab and African cinema

Tunis

A 

t a time of economic, 
political and social 
hardships, the Carthage 
Film Festival provides a 
platform for artists and 

film-makers to voice concerns and 
document history as witnesses and 
artists.

Internationally recognised as a 
magnet for young enthusiasts, new 
talents, famous film-makers and 
movie stars, the festival has con-
tributed to the development of the 
public’s cinematographic taste.

Over the years, the Carthage Film 
Festival, or as Tunisians call it “the 
JCC”, has made efforts to raise pub-
lic awareness of major societal and 
cultural issues in Africa and the 
Arab region.

The 27th edition of the festival 
was launched October 27th at a 
glitzy ceremony attended by iconic 
figures of cinema, critics and fans. 
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed stressed the value of the 
arts and culture in fighting terror-
ism as he opened the festival.

“The progress of countries can-
not be measured only in terms of 
social and economic progress but 
rather by cultural progress as cul-
ture has an important role in fight-
ing extremism, in fighting terror-
ism and in opening minds,” Chahed 
said.

“In our war against terrorism, 
culture must have an important 
role in society. Most importantly, 
the cultural product must be ori-
ented to the youth.”

Speakers paid tribute to the lives 
lost during the terrorist attack that 
interrupted the festival last No-

vember. Festival Director Ibrahim 
Ltaief reflected on the importance 
of reminding the public that art can 
surmount violence and terrorism.

“The festival has acquired a 
strong symbolic value after it was 
shortly interrupted last year by the 
horrible terrorist attack on police-
men during the first days of the 
festival. Twelve innocent lives were 
lost at the hands of extremism,” 
Ltaief said.

“The paradox was that it signalled 
a new beginning and a new mean-
ing for the festival as more people 
came to the movie theatres in the 
wake of that tragedy. The audience 
refused to let terrorism stop art and 
continued to attend. In retrospect, 
even international headlines high-
lighted the festival’s resistance, 
rather than the attack itself.”

In addition to its defiance of ter-
rorism, the 2016 festival marked the 
50th anniversary of the event’s cre-
ation. Festival organisers celebrat-
ed the anniversary by dedicating 
a special section for the screening 
of award-winning films as well as 
documentaries about African and 
Arab cinema. Panels and screenings 
were put together in cooperation 
with the Pan African Federation of 
Filmmakers and African Federation 
of Cinema Critics.

Tunisian director Mohamed 
Challouf, in charge of the 50th an-
niversary programme, emphasised 
the festival’s role in decentralising 
art and showcasing African and 
Arab cinema.

“This festival is not a Tunisian 
celebration but it is an African and 
Arab celebration of cinema,” he 
said. “This festival was born to be 
an opportunity to display Arab and 
African cinema. This festival was 
born after a shocking event experi-
enced when visiting the Berlin In-
ternational Film Festival.”

Tunisian film critic Tahar Che-
riaa said he “was surprised to see 
that he was the only one present at 

the news conference for the only 
Arab film — from Egypt — screened 
at the Berlin festival. Once back in 
Tunisia, Cheriaa started working on 
a festival that would display Arab 
and African films and “decentralise 
the monopolisation of European 
film festivals”.

Cheriaa’s efforts resulted in the 
Carthage Film Festival. Since its 
inception in 1966, the festival has 
marked milestones in the careers of 
Arab and African film-makers such 
as Sembene Ousmane and Youssef 
Chahine.

“This edition is unique, as it co-
incides with the 50th anniversary. 
Many guests of the festival in its 
early editions remained faithful, 
always attending. This calls for a 
journey back in time to the very be-
ginning of the festival to stress the 
importance of the patrimony of the 
festival and the importance of the 
past editions,” Challouf said.

“This anniversary also calls for a 
pause to see where the festival is 
going. The festival became annual 
and we need to look at how it is go-
ing to continue afterward.”

This year’s festival had 18 films 
competing in the long feature cat-
egory and 13 films in the Tahar 
Cheriaa First Film award category. 
The festival selected 19 films for the 
short films category.

The festival highlighted Russian 
and Asian cinema in the World Cin-
ema section and paid homage to 
Chahine, the late Iranian director 
Abbas Kiarostami, and Tunisian di-
rector Kalthoum Bornaz.

The festival toured various Tu-
nisian towns as part of the decen-
tralisation strategy of introducing 
the films to the parts of the coun-
try where there is little exposure to 
such cinema.

As part of that strategy, several 
films were also screened inside 
prisons. The screenings featured 
Ridha Behi’s The Flower of Aleppo, 
which dwells on the issues of ter-
rorism and religious extremism, as 
the opening film.

The festival added a free screen-
ing on Habib Bourguiba Avenue, 
the central street in Tunis.

“Fifty years into the festival, 
the Carthage Film Festival played 

an important role in all the crucial 
historical moments of the coun-
try. When there was still colonisa-
tion that oppressed all attempts of 
national expression in Africa, the 
festival was one of the tools that 
participated in the expression and 
liberation of colonised countries,” 
Ltaief said.

“It was the festival that encour-
aged men who loved cinema to 
fight against the appropriation of 
cinema and played a role in the 
preservation of national identity.”

The festival concluded with an 
award ceremony during which the 
Gold Tanit Award for Best Feature 
film went to Tunisian film-maker 
Kaouther Ben Hania for Zaineb 
Hates the Snow. The Silver Tanit 
went to the Egyptian film Clash 
by Mohamed Diab and the Bronze 
Tanit was awarded to Palestinian 

film 3000 Nights by Mai Nasri.
The Best Female Interpreta-

tion Tanit was awarded to Oulaya 
Amamra and Deborah Lukumuena 
for their roles in the Moroccan 
film Divines by Houda Benyamina 
and the Best Male Interpretation 
Tanit was won by Foued Nabba for 
his role in the Tunisian film Chouf 
(Look).

In the Tahar Cheriaa Award for 
First Film category, the Golden 
Tanit went to the Tunisian film The 
Last of Us by Ala Eddine Slim. The 
Silver Tanit went to Let Them Come 
by Salem Brahimi from Algeria. The 
Jury Special’s prize was given to the 
Lebanese film This Little Father Ob-
session by Selim Mourad.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.
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Tunisian director Khaouther Ben Hania (R) receives the Golden 
Tanit award for her film Zaineb Hates the Snow, during the closing 
ceremony of the 27th Carthage Film Festival on November 5th, in 
Tunis.                                                                                                             (AFP)The Gold Tanit 

Award for Best 
Feature film went to 
Tunisian film-maker 
Kaouther Ben Hania 
for Zaineb Hates the 
Snow.

The 2016 festival 
marked the 50th 
anniversary of the 
event’s creation.

Sofia Samatar: In Egypt, ‘I got to experience Arabic as a living language’
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

S 

omali-American writer So-
fia Samatar is renowned 
for her rich language and 
complex world-building. 
She is known for her poet-

ry and short stories but particular-
ly for her fantasy fiction. A finalist 
for Nebula and Hugo awards and 
winner of the British Fantasy and 
World Fantasy awards, her novels 
look at how culture and language 
shape their bearers.

The daughter of a Somali father 
and Swiss-German Mennonite 
mother, Samatar lived in Egypt for 
nine years — three years in Cairo, 
three years in Alexandria and three 
years in Beni Suef. Her experiences 
in Egypt, particularly with the Ara-
bic language, infuse her writing. 
The Winged Histories, published in 
February 2016 to critical acclaim, 
and its predecessor, A Stranger in 
Olondria, deal in difficult ques-
tions of identity and culture.

In an era in which fantasy nov-
els have become more mainstream 
and millions are watching George 
R.R. Martin’s Game of Thrones se-
ries on television, Samatar’s Olon-
dria duology offers a nuanced take 
on the genre.

“In Egypt I got to experience Ar-
abic as a living language,” Samatar 
told The Arab Weekly. “I became 
closer to its tones, its humour, its 
pathos. This powerful process of 

learning and then living a foreign 
language went into A Stranger in 
Olondria, where it informs the 
main character’s experience as a 
language student.”

The Winged Histories tells of four 
women — a soldier, a scholar, a poet 

and a socialite — caught up on dif-
ferent sides of a violent rebellion. 
Told in four different voices, it is an 
earthy and intriguing offering that 
looks at how history is written, or 
unwritten.

“My background has greatly in-

fluenced my work,” Samatar said. 
“I imagine this will always be so, 
though maybe it will happen in dif-
ferent ways. Right now, I’m sort of 
preoccupied with the idea of dis-
appearance: How a person might 
cease to have a background or fade 
into a background completely so 
that there’s no longer a difference 
between background and fore-
ground.”

Samatar’s novels deal with dif-
ferent cultures and how those cul-
tures interact. The Winged Histories 
introduces readers to the feredhai, 
a nomadic culture with clear links 
to the Bedouin. “The feredhai are 
absolutely similar to the Bedouins 
and to Somali nomads as well. It’s 
a pastoral culture, a desert culture, 
with strictly defined gender roles. 
That influence is very important in 
the Olondria books,” she said.

“Other real-world elements that 
found their way into the books in-
clude ancient Greek culture, espe-
cially the religion; the landscape 
around Yambio, South Sudan; 
and the literary culture and at-
mosphere of Cairo, from medieval 
times to the present.”

Despite her interest in language 
and linguistics — she is an assistant 
professor of English at California 
State University Channel Islands 
— and her obvious love of words, 
Samatar said she does not describe 
herself as a translator.

“I find translation fascinating 
and have huge respect for trans-
lators, even when I disagree with 
them,” she said. “I’d love to trans-

late something myself but it’s too 
intimidating.

“I’m too anxious about what the 
words mean, when the best trans-
lators, it seems to me, are translat-
ing mood and atmosphere rather 
than individual words. They’re 
like painters. I’d love to be like that 
but I’m just not. I have huge anxi-
eties around language and this is 
probably why the theme of cross-
cultural communication so preoc-
cupies me…It makes sense to say: 
These novels are written by a failed 
translator.”

Samatar has said that The 
Winged Histories would be her last 
foray into fantasy fiction and that 
she intends to focus more on other 
endeavours.

As for what she is working on 
next, Samatar said: “I’m working 
on a very different book. It’s a hy-
brid text involving fiction, history 
and memoir based on a 19th-cen-
tury migration of Mennonites from 
southern Russia to what’s now Uz-
bekistan. It’s not a total departure, 
as my work, especially in the short 
stories, has gotten closer to es-
say writing over the last couple of 
years but it will be my first major 
nonfiction work.”

Sofia Samatar                    (AFP)

The Winged Histories 
tells of four women 
caught up on 
different sides of a 
violent rebellion.


