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Culture

Tunis

W 

ith stars of Arab 
and African cinema 
walking the red car-
pet and thousands 
of fans lining up 

outside the few remaining movie 
theatres in Tunis, the Carthage Film 
Festival kicked off its 28th edition.

The opening ceremony hon-
oured the Palestinian cause by 
screening Rashid Masharawi’s 
“Writing on the Snow.” Other mov-
ies shown aimed to revive a festival 
tradition of celebrating the cinema 
of the southern parts of the world. 
This year’s edition celebrated the 
cinema of Algeria, Argentina and 
South Africa.

“In this edition, we have sought 
to reconcile the fundamentals of 
the festival and the spirit and re-
quirements of our times. This is an 
African and Arab festival by excel-
lence so all the competitions are 
dedicated to Arab and African films 
and we have tried to gradually 
strike balance between African and 
Arab films with emphasis on Africa 
as a cornerstone,” festival Director 
Nejib Ayed said at the opening cer-
emony November 4.

“The festival is dedicated for the 
cinema of the south and particular-
ly for three continents: Africa, Asia 
and Latin America,” he said.

The Carthage Film Festival, 
which closed November 11, attract-
ed thousands of cinema critics and 
enthusiasts who were treated to 
180 films. Fifty-one, representing 
27 countries, took part in the offi-
cial competition. The festival fea-
tured 19 international premieres, 
27 African ones and 23 Arab films.

“This edition has featured a re-
cord number of 37 long features, 18 
of which are fiction features, and 
41 short films. This is a first as this 
is something new in this edition,” 
Ayed pointed out at a news confer-
ence.

“Tunisia is alive and buzzing with 
life and production and is capable 
of producing good quality,” he said.

This year’s edition featured films 
that explored social and political 
themes ranging from immigration 
to unemployment to civil war.

Ayed pointed out that the 

Carthage Film Festival celebrates 
film-makers.

“In a nutshell, the stars of the 
festival are the film-makers. There 
are great actors and actresses who 
have talent but we don’t celebrate 
the cult of stars. The stars of this 
festival are the makers of the mov-
ies,” Ayed said.

Dating to 1966, the Carthage Film 
Festival is the oldest in Africa.

“We wanted to discard the empty 
rituals of festivals and all the bling-
bling culture because the quality of 
the festival is measured by the level 
and quality of the films competing, 

the calibre of the guests and the dy-
namics it creates,” Ayed explained.

“The festival has an aspect of 
activism that must be celebrated. 
Most of the movies are revolution-
ary and thought-provoking. Most 
of these movies are also made by 
young generations who need to 
have a place in such festivals.”

Palestinian film director Raed 
Andoni, whose documentary “Fix 
ME” won the Golden Tanit for best 
documentary in 2010, competed 
this year in the documentary sec-
tion with “Ghost Hunting.”

Andoni said the Carthage Film 

Festival is unique as its audience 
determines its success.

“When I think of the Carthage 
Film Festival, I immediately think 
of the audience who are unique 
and amazing,” he said. “When I go 
to the cinema, I see everyone and 
not only intellectuals and all gen-
erations. There are young students 
and the elderly, too.

“That is the imprint of the festi-
val. The festival is a celebration of 
cinema because it raises the im-
portance of cinema in the cultural 
scene. It is unique because it has 
a real dedicated audience. So it is 
more than the celebration. Many 
other festivals have only the cel-
ebration part but we cannot evolve 
without having cultural revolution 
that comes with the audience.”

Tunisian film-maker Insaf Arfa 
stressed the importance of the fes-
tival for aspiring film-makers.

“As a young film-maker, it is im-
portant for me to participate in one 
of the oldest and biggest festivals 
on both the Arab and African lev-
els,” Arfa said. “This edition has a 
great number of Tunisian films and 
in the short film competition. Also, 
the fact that the Tunisian film di-
rectors competing in the short film 
section are all women gives a boost 
for all female film-makers.”

“Tunisian cinema is evolving and 
you can feel this year that there is a 
new breath and a new generation 
of Tunisian film-makers who are 
producing a different cinema than 
what we saw before. That is some-
thing to enjoy,” she added.

Tunisians who attended the 
screenings and debates said they 
left enriched by the experience.

“I think I fell in love with cinema 
in one of the past editions of the 
Carthage Film Festival. Ever since, 
I became a regular attendee of the 
festival,” Souleima, a student, said. 
“It is a week that brings life to the 
country and you meet people with 
whom you share the same pas-
sion.”

“I have been a follower for years 
now and just talking about the 
spirit of the festival brings me joy. 
People come here and wait for tick-
ets and attend all the movie screen-
ing,” Nour El Houda Alhmadi said.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Cairo

T 

he area outside of the re-
nowned Faten Hamama 
Cinema in southern Cairo 
is as busy as ever. The 
roads are jammed with 

motorists and pedestrians warily 
crossing them while street hawkers 
sell their wares.

Only one thing is missing:  
The Faten Hamama Cinema — a 
mecca for Cairene moviegoers for 
decades — is closed. For Rhoda 
Island in the Nile, which is home 
to Cairo’s El-Manial district, the 
historic cinema had been a major 
draw.

The Faten Hamama Cinema clo-
sure is part of a trend that has seen 
hundreds of cinemas and theatres 
across the country shut down over 
the past few years.

“The closure of movie theatres 
is a national catastrophe,” said film 
and television director Mohammed 
Fadel. “It says a lot about Egypt’s 
receding cultural importance and 
about the problems the cinema in-
dustry is facing.”

In its cinematic heyday of the 
1980s, Egypt had as many as 500 
cinemas, with at least one theatre 
in each of Egypt’s 27 provinces. 
Today, there are fewer than 80 cin-
emas in Egypt, with many under 
threat of closure. At least 16 prov-
inces do not have a single movie 
theatre.

The trend is indicative of a wider 
malaise in Egypt’s once-thriving 
film industry. Egyptian cinema 
used to produce hundreds of mov-
ies each year, enshrining Egypt’s 
position as a regional cultural pow-
erhouse, but the entire industry is 
in decline in Egypt.

Opened by the Ministry of Cul-
ture in 1984, Faten Hamama Cin-
ema was bought a few months 
ago by a real estate developer who 
plans to demolish the historic 
building and replace it with a lav-
ish apartment building.

Many historic cinemas in Cairo 
and Alexandria have suffered the 
same fate. Some point out that 
the older movie houses were re-
placed by more modern cinemas 
that offer multiple screens — such 
as Star Cinema in Cairo’s City Star 
mall and Vox Cinema in the Mall of 
Egypt near 6th of October city but 

purists argue the new cinemas lack 
the character and feel of Egypt’s 
old theatres.

They also say the decline in the 
number of cinemas reflects a de-
cline in Egypt’s cultural influence.

“You cannot rule out the impor-

tance of cinema as a component 
of a country’s appeal, especially 
outside national borders,” said 
Egyptian cinema critic Ali Abu 
Shadi. “For many years in the past, 
Egypt’s cultural importance boiled 
down, among other things, to the 
quality of the films it produced.”

The films, along with Egypt’s 
cinemas, are in decline, resulting 
in fewer jobs for Egyptians who 
work in the film industry, whether 
as directors, actors and writers or 
on the crew as lighting engineers, 
make-up artists and costume and 
set designers.

A smaller film industry not only 
means that fewer films are made, it 
also means that the scope for inno-
vative and artistic movies is greatly 
reduced by the pursuit of profits 
over art.

This is an opinion Fadel agrees 
with. His most recent movie, a 
biopic of Egyptian singer Umm 
Kulthum, was released in 1999. 
Since then, the director of the tel-
evision series “White Flag” and 
the film “Nasser 56″ among other 
works, has opted not to return to 
the director’s chair.

“I cannot destroy my history by 
being part of the ongoing artistic 

scandal,” Fadel said. “Few produc-
ers call me these days but I refuse 
to participate in works that are far 
below my standards.”

Among the factors behind the 
decline in cinemas is that fewer 
people go to the movies in Egypt 
compared to the past. Internet 
piracy allows the tech-savvy to 
watch the same films at home for 
free. Globalisation also means Ar-
abs who do go to the cinema may 
not go to watch Arabic-language 
movies, which have a hard time 
competing with Hollywood films.

Egypt’s cinema industry took a 
downturn in the early 1970s when 
the government stopped produc-
ing films, leaving the scene to the 
private sector.

This is why scriptwriter Bashir 
al-Deek called for a twist that few 
other artists would endorse: The 
return of the state. He described 
the private sector in Egypt as a 
“hopeless case” because it only 
cares about profit.

“This is why the state must re-
turn to cinema production,” Deek 
said. “I know governments are not 
there to produce films but state 
sponsorship of the cinema pays off, 
at least in Egypt’s context.”

Roua Khlifi
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51 years on, Carthage Film Festival 
still popular with critics, public

Egypt’s cinemas face uncertain future amid closures

The closure of movie 
theatres is a national 
catastrophe.
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Aspiring talents. Tunisian actresses Manal Hamrouni (L) and Racha Ben Maaouia arrive for the 
opening ceremony of the Carthage Film Festival, on November 4.          (AFP)

The 28th edition of 
the Carthage Film 
Festival has featured 
a record number of 
37 long features, 18 
of which are fiction 
features, and 41 
short films.


