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Terrorism, extremism
and refugees at Beirut’s
International Film Festival

Olivier Sarbil’s Mosul
documentary sheds
different light on front line
Nazli Tarzi
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orld-renowned
movie
directors,
producers and actors treaded the distinctive blue carpet
of Beirut’s International Film Festival (BIFF) as Turkish and Iranian
productions claimed most of the
prizes.
Celebrating 20 years since it was
launched, BIFF offered a rich programme that featured films that
had won global awards or had been
screened in international festivals.
The Middle Eastern short films category featured 18 entries and Middle Eastern documentaries had five
from the Arab region, Turkey and
Iran.
“It is BIFF’s 20th anniversary,
though it is the 17th edition because the festival did not take place
over three years due to insecurity
and conflict (2006 war with Israel),”
said Elias Doummar, film programmer and BIFF co-organiser.
“The festival was born in 1997,
when Lebanon was undergoing a
massive reconstruction after the
civil war, with an aim to reinstate
Beirut’s position as a cultural hub
in the region and to place it back on
the worldwide map of film-making,
pushing the boundaries set by a
region in constant turmoil,” Doummar said.
He stressed that, since the beginning, “BIFF’s aim was to transmit
Lebanese cinema to the world and
to bring the best of international
film festivals to Lebanon.
“Also, we have great talents in
the region, and thanks to the space
of freedom of expression available
in Lebanon, the Beirut festival has
become the best platform in the
region for Arab and international
film-makers to convey their messages and ideas.”
Productions making it to this
year’s edition dealt mainly with
such timely issues as terrorism,
religious extremism, refugees and
rights of marginalised groups in
addition to social issues. Daily life
challenges and romance were also
highly featured in documentaries
and short films entries.
“The selection takes
into
consideration
basic criteria, notably the film’s quality in terms of acting, direction and
script but the festival is also on the
side of the youth,
providing

Unique moments. Beirut International Film Festival Director
Colette Nawfal (L) with “La Cordillera” director Santiago Mitre (R)
and actress Dolores Fonzi at the opening of the Beirut International
Film Festival.
(BIFF)
them with a platform to make their
voice heard. They are free to speak
out about their concerns, fears and
problems which reflect the issues
in their society,” Doummar said.
The blue carpet that the festival
displays, instead of the red carpet
as a symbol of dislike of over-extravagant events, is meant to break
obstacles between participants, the
audience and the prominent festival guests.
“All the young talents, famous
directors, producers, scriptwriters
and actors get the chance to meet
and mingle. The festival is a bridge
between international figures in
the movie world and the talents
from the region,” Doummar said.
This year’s festival included cinema figures such as the founder and
director of Telluride Film Festival,
Tom Luddy; co-director of Telluride Julie Huntsinger; international
directors Fisher Stevens and Michel
Hazanavicius and Italian director
Gianfranco Rosi.
The festival, which ran October 4-12, opened with “La
Cordillera,” a feature film by
Argentinian director Santiago Mitre, about fictional Argentinian President Herman
Blanco, for whom the personal
is political. It closed with “Loving Vincent” by British director Hugh Welchman about the
last days in the life of Dutch
painter Vincent van Gogh.
Both Mitre and Welchman
attended the screening of
their films.
Among the other 14
feature films screened
in the International
Panorama
category:
“The Killing of a Sacred Deer” by Greek
director Yorgos Lanthimos, which won the
Best Scenario Award
at this year’s Cannes
Film Festival; “Wind
River” by American
director Taylor Sheridan, which already garnered critical accolades;
“A Prayer Before Dawn” by
French director Jean-Stephane

Great talent. Saudi director Bader Alhomoud holds the Jury Special
prize for a Short Film at the Beirut International Film Festival. (BIFF)

Sauvaire; “Yom Lel Settat” (“A Day
for Women”) by Egyptian director
Kamla Abou Zekri about the social,
psychological and emotional life of
the women living in Egypt’s shabby
neighbourhoods; and “Becoming Cary Grant” by British director
Mark Kidel about the troubled life
of the Hollywood star.
The Documentary Films Competition included five movies, two of
which were from Lebanese directors with one from each of Turkey,
Iran and France. The prize for Best
Documentary was awarded to “No
Place for Tears” by Turkish director Reyan Tuvi about the war in the
Syrian city of Kobane.
The Short Films category was the
most competitive with 18 movies
by directors from Lebanon, Saudi
Arabia, Qatar, Bahrain, Turkey,
Iran, Syria and the Palestinian territories.

BIFF featured 16
international feature
films, 18 Middle
Eastern short films
and five
documentaries
about the region.
Best Short Film award went to “A
Girl in the Room” by Iranian Karim
Lakzadeh about an elderly man
whose daughter visits him after
25 years in Germany; Second Best
Short Film went to “Passenger”
by Turkey’s Cem Ozay; and Third
Best Short Film to “The Guy Came
on Horseback” by Iranian director
Hossein Rabiei Dastjerdi.
The Jury Special prize for a Short
Film was given to “The Bliss of Being No One” by Saudi director Bader Alhomoud, while the Audience
Vote for Best Feature Film went to
“I Am Not Your Negro” by Haitian
director Raoul Peck.
American director Jonathan Nossiter and Argentinian director and
screenwriter Santiago Amigorena
were co-chairmen of the BIFF jury,
which also included Lebanese director Ziad Doueiri and French actress Vahina Giocante.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.

unshots resound and
shards of glass crackle
beneath combat boots
in the opening scenes
of “MOSUL” by French
film-maker Olivier Sarbil. The documentary follows Iraqi US-trained
special forces fighters, formerly
known as the Golden Division,
leading the fight against the Islamic
State (ISIS).
Filming took place over a sixmonth period with Sarbil spending
four to six weeks at a time in Iraq.
The film’s lead task, as discussed
by Sarbil at a London screening,
was to humanise the men on the
front lines whose efforts are too often dismissed, demonised or taken
for granted. The footage and skilful
editing allow the film to supersede
mainstream depictions of “heroic”
and “fearless” men and reveals a
murkier face of liberation in Mosul.
Behind the involvement of every
Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) recruit
the film introduces, there is a different motive. Anger, terrorism, national pride and a thirst for revenge
are factors activating their desire to
fight as they reveal on camera. The
same men are fathers, brothers and
friends to one another.
On the battlefield, their responsibility to manoeuvre high-risk
chess moves is never without lifechanging consequences. At least
40% of the group of men Sarbil
was embedded with were injured
or killed. Viewers familiar with Iraq
are aware of the compensation that
will be awarded to their families
but the payouts cannot resurrect
the thousands of young men who
have died.
Whether these men are offered
up by their own government as sacrificial lambs is an impossible question to duck. This is especially true
when the portrait of war depicted
spoke to the shrinking support
Baghdad-aligned forces received.
The cause of national liberation
is not to be mocked but, when the
situation has in large part been created by the very powers promising
salvation, we must ask whose blood
must spill to rectify their mistakes?
Fighters are not alone in paying
for the political failures of Iraq’s
post-2003 state.
Although they only feature intermittently, civilians are those hardest hit by the ugliness of war, as
the film communicates in several
scenes. Early on, a woman trembles with fear after she and her
family retreat to a house seized by
ISF forces. Holding the white flag,
the woman thanks the soldiers
but her involuntary demeanour
represents the distrust of all sides
involved in the war.

Boys heard on screen exude a
similar mistrust but wore their confidence like armour when threatened by the film’s protagonists,
who repeatedly accused young Iraqis of harbouring ISIS fighters.
These scenes inject balance on
screen by contrasting the experiences of combatants and non-combatants.
However dissimilar their experiences, both sides fall into an unbroken cycle of revenge, spun for
14 years. A lifetime of war has produced a reservoir of angry young
male fighters but, more dangerously, fighters with unquenchable appetites for violence. Sarbil’s
documentary offers a glimpse of
their addiction to this and more and
more bloodletting.
One fighter, Hussein, expressed
joy at the sight of the human trophies he had killed and collected
snapshots of. In times of boredom,
Hussein scrolls through the images and maintains a tally of those
he has killed. Such mundane activities, Hussein claims, help him
maintain focus on the task at hand.

The film teaches
that wars aren’t lost
or won; they are a
series of chess
moves that can
easily go belly up.
This taps into the psychological
toll of combat, a subject the media
industry is less interested in. The
film’s success in teasing out these
themes, however, lends it credibility for broadening the lens of viewers. Its greatest accomplishment
has been shattering the simple dichotomy between good and evil
that Hollywood films are made of.
By disengaging with prevalent
political outlooks, the film teaches
that wars aren’t lost or won; they
are a series of chess moves that
can easily go belly up. Equally, it
reminds us there aren’t any agreed
versions of the past.
One element of the production
should lead to question the role of
film-makers. Have Sarbil and the
likes become unwitting actors in
their own dramas? Floods of funds
have been invested in this production and English group Massive
Attack composed the score for the
documentary. Will any of the proceeds reach Malawis or any Iraqis
displaced in the fight against ISIS?
The lack of answers to these
questions may leave a bitter taste
for people whose countries and
struggles have become a resource
for profit and entertainment.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent journalist, whose writings and films
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and
contemporary political scene.

Broader lenses. Documentary filmmaker Olivier Sarbil (L) receives
the “Best Video Image” award for his work “MOSUL” during the
closing ceremony of the 2017 Bayeux-Calvados Awards for war
correspondents in Bayeux in north-western France, on October 7. (AFP)

