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Casablanca

T 

he 24th Casablanca Inter-
national Book Fair ended 
on a high note thanks to 
its rich programme, with 
an emphasis on children, 

that drew huge crowds throughout 
its 10-day run.

More than 700 exhibitors from 
45 countries took part in the fair, 
exhibiting more than 125,000 titles. 
Moroccan and foreign researchers, 
writers and speakers participated in 
colloquiums, thematic conferenc-
es, poetry evenings, meetings and 
presentations of new publications.

Seven Moroccans were among the 
12 winners of the 2017-18 Ibn Bat-
tuta Award for Travel Literature at 
a ceremony organised by the Arab 
Centre for Geographical Literature 
— Exploration of Horizons in part-
nership with the Ministry of Culture 
and Communication.

This award, named after 14th-
century Moroccan scholar and trav-
eller Muhammad Ibn Battuta, was 
introduced by the Arab Centre for 
Geographical Literature in 2003 to 
encourage writers to work on inves-
tigation projects, research and geo-
graphical and travel literature.

The Attijariwafa Bank Foundation 
announced the Book of the Year 
Award, which, beginning next year, 
will be given each February to two 
authors of books published in both 
Arabic and French. Attijariwafa 
Bank CEO Mohamed el-Kettani said 
the award winners would receive 
30,000 dirhams ($3,270) and a tro-
phy.

A large part of the festival pro-
gramme was dedicated to children. 
Activities, including artistic and sci-
entific workshops, reading sessions 
and storytelling recitals, took place 
in spaces between stands.

Book Fair Director Hassan el-
Ouazzani said this year’s edition 
gave children the opportunity to 
express themselves in workshops 

and debates to promote a culture of 
creativity and critical thinking.

“Many children came from differ-
ent cities such as Rabat to attend 
the most important cultural event 
in the calendar and one of the most 
visited book fairs in the world,” said 
Ouazzani.

The ministry in charge of human 
rights organised a debate between 
Casablanca Deputy Mayor Abdel-
malek Lakehayli and teenagers 
about children’s rights. Lakehayli 
said the children proved that they 
were aware of the political and so-
cial problems facing Casablanca.

“They showed a clear under-
standing of what’s going on in terms 
of human rights. I explained the 
main duties of the council towards 

children and they gave me in turn 
some suggestions and solutions that 
I can describe as developed,” said 
Lakehayli.

“Such debates are very important 
for children because they under-
stand what they need and want in 
terms of basic human rights that all 
children deserve such as education.”

Egypt was the guest of honour at 
this year’s book fair. Marwan Ham-
mad, an official in the Egyptian cul-
tural delegation, said his country’s 
programme depicted cultural and 
artistic activities, including debates 
and colloquiums on novels, poetry 
and the most important issues re-
lated to the historic and cultural ties 
between Egypt and Morocco.

However, an Egyptian publishing 
house sparked controversy from lo-
cal media when it exhibited a book 
titled “The Summary of the General 
History of Africa,” whose cover dis-
played the map of disputed Western 
Sahara as the “Sahrawi Arab Demo-
cratic Republic.”

Moroccan media demanded ex-
planations from the Ministry of Cul-

ture after the book was withdrawn 
from the shelves. It was one of 25 
books reported to have been banned 
from the fair for “undermining 
Morocco’s territorial integrity” or 
“blasphemy.”

“If this reprehensible act had 
passed under other skies, one 
would have understood, but that 
this act affecting the integrity of the 
kingdom’s territory is happening at 
home, it deserves clarification from 
the ministry of culture, sponsor of 
this cultural high mass,” reported 
le360.ma, a news website close to 
the palace.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

London

P 

alestinian film-maker Bas-
ma Alsharif’s three mov-
ies — “We Began by Meas-
uring Distance,” “High 
Noon” and “Ouroboros” 

— featured in “The Gap Between 
Us” exhibition provide a unique 
portrayal of Palestinian suffering 
under Israeli occupation.

Interweaving locations are used 
in all three films that were screened 
at London’s Mosaic Rooms. Alsharif 
often does not make it clear where 
we are — in which country or when. 
She is interested in how places are 
interconnected and suggests it is 
possible to experience different 
times and places at once.

Based in Los Angeles, Alsharif 
has lived and worked in Chicago, 
Cairo, Beirut, Sharjah, Amman, the 
Gaza Strip and Paris. The frequent 
changes of location in her films re-
flect the film-maker’s nomadic life-
style. She describes her work as “a 
non-geographically based subjec-
tive viewpoint.”

“We Began by Measuring Dis-
tance” dates from 2009 and won a 
Jury Prize at the ninth Sharjah Bien-
nial.

Throughout the film, a narra-
tor tells a story through comments 
on the images. He begins by say-
ing that “all our memories would 
be significant only in retrospect” 
and the camera moves to a scene 
of Palestinians looking at historic 

pictures of their homeland focus-
ing on the countryside, towns and 
villages.

“Our homeland is truly a history 
that is no longer within reach,” the 
narrator continues. “We invented a 
game of measurements.”

Two figures, their faces blurred, 
emerge into a meadow holding a 
large piece of cloth resembling a 
placard. They are not individuals 
but symbolise the Palestinian peo-
ple. Their measurements are dis-
played in the centre of the cloth and 
morph into significant dates in the 
history of Israel/Palestine.

The distance between Gaza and 
Jerusalem is first measured as 
48km but the number is revised: 
it becomes 17, 48 then 67. Through 
the narrator, the figures say their 
measurements left them melan-
choly and they elected to go to a 
place only seen in books where 
they could rest their eyes and ease 
their minds.

Brilliant photography of a virgin 
forest and an underwater scene 
follows. Fish swim as dance music 
plays. Suddenly, the scene shifts 
to a burning city and fireballs in 
the sky. A distressed female figure 
emerges crying, her head in her 
hands, and sinks to the ground. 
“We began to have the distinct feel-
ing that we had been lied to and we, 
unfortunately, had not rested at all 
and that our measurement left us 
empty-handed,” the narrator con-
cludes.

The film is deliberately edited to 
disrupt and there are jarring sec-
tions during which it jumps from 

one environment to another and 
where time goes backward and for-
ward and slows down. The meas-
urements reveal an ultimate dis-
enchantment with facts, and the 
film communicates the tragic his-
tory of Palestine through unique 
scenes carefully selected by the  
film-maker.

The conventional representation 
of violence is challenged and Alsha-
rif seeks to stir the viewers’ emo-
tions about themes relevant to the 
human condition in the Palestin-
ian territories and elsewhere: loss, 
injustice, the consequences of vio-
lence and escape from heartbreak 
through an idealistic, nostalgic look 
at history — a history that has been 
erased.

Alsharif has often said that she 
was not interested in making politi-
cal works engaged only in conflict, 
nor in being identified as an activ-
ist Palestinian artist. She is known 
as a film-maker who deals with the 

human condition in relation to both 
place and non-place.

The exhibition’s central work is 
“Ouroboros” (2017), Alsharif’s first 
feature-length film, screened in a 
gallery context for the first time. 
She compared the theme of return 
to heartbreak. The main character 
moves backward through different 
landscapes as though being drawn 
back into his own past. This is sym-
bolic of the Palestinian longing for 
return, which is unfulfilled.

The shortest film — “High Noon,” 
made in 2014 — is accompanied by 
eight photographic stills. It embod-
ies the dissonance of experiencing 
multiple times and places at once. 
Colour-saturated images of a South-
ern Californian landscape and the 
south-eastern landscape of Onom-
ichi, Japan, are merged together. 
Again, the idea of being in more 
than one place at once (described 
by Alsharif as bilocation) and of not 
belonging to one location connects 
with being in exile.

Alsharif works between cinema 
and installation, with an interest 
in the human condition in relation 
to shifting geopolitical landscapes 
and natural environments. Her ma-
jor exhibitions include the Whitney 
Biennial, “Here and Elsewhere” at 
the New Museum, Riwaq Biennial 
in the Palestinian territories, the 
Berlin Documentary Forum and the 
Sharjah Biennial. She was short-
listed for the Abraaj Group Art Prize 
2018.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.
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Next 
generation. 
Visitors 
browse books 
at the 24th 
Casablanca 
International 
Book Fair.            

(Saad Guerraoui)

Nostalgic look. Gaza as seen from above in Alsharif’s first 
feature-length film “Ouroboros.”                       (Provided by Karen Dabrowska)

Casablanca International Book Fair 
devotes special attention to children

Unique portrayal of Palestinian suffering at London’s film screening

Alsharif’s three movies 
provide a unique 
portrayal of Palestinian 
suffering under Israeli 
occupation.

This year’s edition 
gave children the 
opportunity to 
express themselves 
in workshops and 
debates to promote a 
culture of creativity 
and critical thinking.
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