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This collection of essays continues a process of collective
thinking that began in July 2022. It is wide ranging in writing
styles, the realities addressed, and full of hope. Cinema’s
Infrastructures developed following a series of three
seminars that kicked off the NAAS x Esmat—Publishing List
fellowship program last year.

Nine fellows joined the program following an open call that invited
cinema practitioners and researchers to think about network-building,
peer-to-peer value exchange, and community-oriented organizational
models as possible vehicles for an emergent infrastructure for cinema.
In this collection we publish the fellows’ answers to this call for
imagining an emergent infrastructure. Each essay plots an ongoing
research project.

Reman Sadani’s essay comes out of her ongoing conversations with

a group of VHS collectors and YouTube channel hosts. From these
conversations she writes about the labor of amateur archivists, and the
discourse of loss and the state of ba’thara (dispersal) which characterize
the situation of Iraqgi audio visual archives. In September of last year
Basil Alsubee got in fouch with veteran filmmaker Hala Alabdalla. In the
published interview they speak about the need for poetics, community,
intergenerational dialogue, and 2011 as a moment of rupture in the
history of the image in Syria. Alsubee and Alabdalla also speak about
moments when groups are intentionally denied the possibility of
representation in images. This is a foundational concern in Iskandar
Abdalla’s contribution to this collection which proposes ‘queer viewing’
as a method to combat the absence and loss of the image.

Also relying on the interview as a tool, Ahmed Tag interviews Amin
Elhelaly, one of the founders of the cine-club in Qoos, Qena. The
published interview shows Amin’s passion, his efforts to carve out

a space for cinema in his hometown, how the cine-club managed to
come together despite the meager resources available, and the tactics
required to work in a community that is suspicious about what cinema
can offer. This last point resonates across to what Faraj Alsileeni writes
about. Alsileeni’s essay collects his observations following a series of
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interviews with cultural workers in Libya. His observations show how on the
ground security apparatuses work to limit cultural activities and what might
be possible solutions.

Independent cinema remains a productive lens from which to understand
what is lacking in the present cinema infrastructure and to register new
tactics and processes for work in the field. Valentina Villani examines in
her essay the distribution and circulation infrastructure through which
independent Egyptian films circulate, both internationally and at home,
to ask what the future may look like for this kind of cinema. In the spirit
of finding new tactics and strategies, Farah Hallaba also writes in her
contribution about her attempt to develop a guide for filmmakers who
wish to be part of cinematic productions that are accountable to the
communities they are part of and represent.

Each essay taps into its writer’s lived experience and shows how cinema is
part of it. By putting these realities in proximity, a drawing of the different
forms of life that surround, or could surround cinema transpires. This
drawing can then guide efforts to reorganize, or organize, the present
infrastructure of cinema.

This collection comes out of a collaboration between NAAS and Esmat—
Publishing List and is issue#5 of Shakhsyat (Characters), the film zine that
Esmat produces and edits in spring and winter. This is the first digital issue
of Shakhsyat, as well as the first bilingual issue. It will be released in parts
over the coming three months online on Malaffat NAAS. Having a blog
dedicated to research on cinema in the Arab world is a great idea that
without a doubt will bear wonderful fruits! I hope this collection will age
well and be useful to the community of readers and researchers that follow
Malaffat NAAS.

I would like to thank the guests who joined the fellowship seminars. Thanks
also to Sabine Abi Saber for coordinating the fellowship program, Hussien
Elhajj for translating the introduction into Arabic and Aya Ehab for copy
editing the Arabic texts. Thank you as well to the designer Sarah Habli.

Nour El Safoury
Editor and Publisher of Esmat—Publishing List

Cinema’s Infrastructures: Interpersonal Points of Departure (in place of Cinema’s Infrastructures)
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Magnetic Memories: How To
Mend That Which Has Been

Ruptured?

By Reman Sadani




BAGHDAD 2003 - Filmmaker Abbas Fahdel arrives at the
Baghdad Cinema Studios. The rainsacking of government
institutions has just taken place. He is accompanied by Sami
Qaftan, an established actor in his sixties. They invite us -
the viewers - to contemplate the burned state buildings

in the surroundings, only to be warned by Sami that the
damage on the exterior does not measure up to the damage

caused inside.

Still from Homeland: Iraq Year Zero
(d. Abbas Fahdel, 2015).

Sami points to the burned down
building of the Department of Film

and Theatre (DFT) in the distance. He
believes it was set on fire because it is
operated by the Ministry of Culture. Fire
and destruction are not uncommon in
the history of the Department of Film
and Theatre. In the nineties, Ahmed
Fayadh Al Mafraji, a prominent Iraqi
cultural historian and the founder of the

archive centre in the DFT, allegedly took
documents from the cinema archives to
his home and destroyed them all.!

In 1994, a suicide letter was found
among Al Mafraji’s belongings requesting
that his dead body is left where found.
He did not commit suicide, but a few
attributed his suicide letter and decision
to destruct the paper archive to the dire
conditions caused by the trade sanctions
which had led Al Mafraji to withdraw
from public life and sell his private
collection of books. Though it is unclear
whether the method of destruction

was burning or shredding, all accounts
confirm the loss of many documents on
cultural production in Iraq that Al Mafraji
had gathered over the years.?

1 Ala Al Mafraji, ‘Mahdi Abbas: on lack of strategies
to document the cultural legacy in Irag’ Al Mada
Newspaper, 2021. https://almadapaper.net//view.

php?cat=237052

2 Ibrahim Khalil Al ‘Alaf. ‘Ahmed Fayadh Al Mafraji
and archiving in Iraq’ in Al Hiwar Mutamadin,
2016. https://www.ahewar.org/debat/show.art.

asp?aid=531849
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Still from Homeland: Iraq Year Zero
(d. Abbas Fahdel, 2015).

To understand the sentiment that the
Iraqi discourse on archives got stuck
in, I want to return to the scene in

Abbas Fahdel’s documentary Homeland:

Iraq Year Zero (2015). As Sami enters
the dark Baghdad Cinema Studios, he
stumbles upon a hat pierced by a bullet.
He smiles and clarifies that “it is not a
Coalition Forces’ bullet. It’s [from] the
revolution of 1920 [against the British].”
The prop comes from Mohammed
Shukri Jamil’s film Al Mas’ala Al Kubra
(Clash of Loyalties, 1983), in which

Sami plays the role of Suliman, an Iraqi
patriot who leads the assassination of
Colonel Leachman.

Sami walks away with the hat, and
guides us into other departments. He
undusts a flatbed and turns the levers to
revive the worn out machine. He unreels
a film, suspecting it to be Ta’er El Shams
(The Sun Bird, 1991), a film about an
Iraqi pilot’s attempt to return home
after being captured by Iranian forces
during the Irag-Iran war (1980-1988).
After inspecting a few film frames,

Sami brings the reel close to his chest,
repeating ‘ma’ al asaf’ (it’s unfortunate).

Still from Homeland: Iraq Year Zero
(d. Abbas Fahdel, 2015).

However, the filmmaker is not satisfied.
He does not allow us distance and
decides to redemonstrate what we

had just withessed, recreating the
previous shot once more. Another shot
is infroduced. The camera shows Sami
shaking tangled reels of film as if they
were a dead body he wants to bring
back to life. He addresses someone off
camera asking: “is this Iraqi cinema? Is
this where it ends up?” The dramaturgy
of this shot captures the 2003 moment.

Magnetic Memories: How To Mend That Which Has Been Ruptured? 12



It expresses a tragedy and a sense

of helplessness in the face of what
unfolded following the US-led invasion
of Iraq. It evokes a familiar poetic
image of al wuquf ’ala al atlal (standing
at the ruins), which the filmmaker
repetitively tries to capture as if he is
seized by a perpetual lament. This offers
a glimpse into the way in which the
Iraqi discourse on archives fixated on a
sentiment of loss since 2003, whereby
one stands at the ruins with nothing but

recollections.

Still from Homeland: Iraq Year Zero
(d. Abbas Fahdel, 2015).

A discourse of loss however is
insufficient to explain the ongoing
failings of Iraqi public institutions

to devise a strategy for archiving
audiovisual material and offering the
public access to them. While some

of the audiovisual archives were
completely damaged in 2003, others
were removed from public institutions

during lootings or self-initiated rescue
operations. According to Ali Al-Shalah,
member of the Board of Trustees of the
Iraqi Media Network, looters targeted
the archives of the State Radio and
Television building, the Department

of Cinema and Theatre, and army and
state newspapers like Al-Thawra and
Al-Jumhuriya.® What remains unclear

is what audiovisual material has been
returned to public institutions since
2003, what remains displaced and what
is currently held in each institution.
While researching the lootings, I came
across only one committee that was
formed in 2003 to investigate the theft
of the Radio and Television archives, yet

their findings were never published.*

3 Mustafa Sa’doun, ‘Stolen Iraqi Memory’ in Al
Arabi Al Jadeed, 2019.
https://www.alaraby.co.uk/

o yl-Baleiwd-bagasa-Jloldsgaiall-Glyell-8S13
Os3alillg-del 33l

4 Mustafa Sa’doun, ‘Stolen Iragi Memory’.
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Ba’thara

The interviewees of this text include
Mahdi Abbas, a film historian and VHS
collectors like Ali Sadik and Marwan

Ali. They unanimously use the term
ba’thara (dispersal) to describe what
characterises Iraqi audiovisual archives
today - a condition of separating and
moving apart at different intervals
across a wide space without order or
regularity. It particularly describes

the predicament of institutional
audiovisual archives, and points beyond
the mayhem of 2003 to an ongoing
institutional failure to retrieve, maintain
and give the public access to the
contents of the archive.® It is worth
noting that a few private collectors have
emerged since 2003. They allegedly
have original archival material relating
to film, television and performing arts
yet the provenance of the material is
unknown, raising speculations about
the collectors’ connection to what

was displaced from public institutions
in 2003. Besides the often unknown
circumstances under which the
collectors acquire this audiovisual
material, what we have here is also an
issue of privatisation where the archive
has become a commodity.

5 Ala Al Mafraji, ‘Mahdi Abbas: on lack of strategies
to document the cultural legacy in Iraqg’.

In this way the archive is cut out
of circulation and is subjected to
deterioration due to unsuitable storage

practices in private collections.

Nonetheless fragments of Iraqi
audiovisual material dating to pre-
2003 have surfaced over the years in
cyberspace, circulating across social
media platforms and communication
apps. The digital clips range between
excerpts and complete material of film,
television and performing arts such

as music, dance and theatre plays. For
the purposes of this text I am mostly
interested in the YouTube channels of
individuals such as Ali Sadik, Marwan
Ali, Dureid Abdulwahab among others
who regularly publish content they refer
to as ‘archival’ from their own private

collections of VHS tapes.
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A Detour

While satellite dishes were completely
banned under Saddam Hussein’s rule
(1979-2003), the state owned four
channels. To fulfil daily programming
demands, state media relied heavily on
local productions, such as films, drama,
theatre plays, music and shows. Saddam
Hussein saw the media as one of the
revolutionary democratic means for
“enlightening, informing the people
and acting as a surveillant.”® Yet just
like his modern predecessors, Saddam
inherited the difficult task of creating a
unified sense of national identity, and
concealing the inorganic succession of
power by staging a sense of historical
continuity. Saddam’s Project for the
Rewriting of History came to present

a vision of national identity and local
heritage as a fusion of pan-Arabism
and Iraqgi nationalism which derives its
glory from the country’s Mesopotamian
history - a glorious past that most Iraqis
would relate to regardless of ethnicity

or religion.”

6 Saddam Hussein, Democracy is a Comprehensive
View of Life, Republic of Iraq
Documentary Series No. 61, 1977, p. 8.

7 Negar Azimi, ‘Saddam Hussein And The State As
Sculpture’ in On Democracy By Saddam Hussein
(ed. Paul Chan) 2012, p.97.

Cultural production and history writing
were therefore deployed “to create a
new and convincing vernacular” for a

heterogeneous community.2

In Al That Al Jareeha (Wounded
Essence), Selim Matar writes that Iraqi
national identity has been ‘brittle’
throughout the modern history of Iraq
due to the way in which national history
got divided by successive regimes
into several periods with no coherent
links, which ultimately excluded many
sects and ethnicities in society.’ Matar
expresses that while Iraqis may share
similar habits and practices in their
day to day life, they lack a common
historical affiliation.!® He cautions

that as the community struggles
continuously to access their spiritual
and material heritage due to ruptures,
erasures, displacements, their heritage
becomes stranger, more mysterious
and more sacred.!

8 Negar Azimi, ‘Saddam Hussein And The State As
Sculpture’, p.96.

9 Selim Matar, Al That Al Jareeha: Ishkalat Al
Hawiyya Fi Al ‘Iraq Wa Al ‘Alam Al ‘Arabi
(Wounded Essence: Problems of Identity in Iraq
and the Arab World), 1997, p.127-128.

10 Selim Matar, Al That Al Jareeha, p.363.

11 Selim Matar, Al That Al Jareeha, p.284.
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While official archives were displaced
from institutions and the main source
for the dissemination of Iraqi cultural
production (i.e. state television)
stopped, Iraqis were cut off from

the pre-2003 era. This created a gap
between the past and the present,

challenging Iraqis’ ability to position

themselves in time or in relation to a

Still from Mugtatafat Min Ma’araket Al memory that guarantees continuity

Hawassim, 2003 between the past and the future.’® This
(source: Omar Al Kazemi, 2020).

tremor in historical continuity disrupted

the transmission of knowledge and

One of the last televised coverages in )
experience.

2003 was a program titled Ma’arekat

Al Hawassim (The Decisive Battle)

documenting the efforts of Iraqi forces

to combat the US-led invasion. Shortly

after, television broadcast blacked

out completely during the fall of the

government, resuming a few months

later with a four hour program consisting

of daily reports on life after the fall, local

songs and news headlines authored by

US officials.!? As the trade sanctions

were lifted, satellite dishes found their

way into Iraqgi households giving people

access to regional and international

content for the first time ever.

12 ‘Iraqi TV Resumes With A trial Broadcast Under - .
American Supervision’ in Al Jazeera, 15 March 13 To articulate the rupture that the Iraqi commu-
2002. nity experienced in 2003, I paraphrase a line

from André Habib, Survivances du Voyage en
https://www.aljazeera.net/culture/2003/5/15/ Italie, p. 74, cited by Ghadda Al Sayygh in “An
a-Cailinn-, 8lyell-ryarsalsll Ba’dh Al Mafaheem Al Taqwfigiyah’ in Kalamon,
B 2011. http://www.kalamonreview.org/articles-de-
tails-112#axzz70t4bQhug.
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Still from Al Layla Layltak, 2000
(source: Ali Sadik Archive, 2016)

In 2016, Ali Sadik Al Amily uploaded an
episode of the show Al Layla Layltak
(Tonight is Yours 2000) onto YouTube.
He originally taped it for a relative who
features in the show. Following the
success of the first post, Ali published
most of his own collection of VHS tapes
which mainly consisted of pre-2003
television shows and music videos as
well as commercial home releases of
Iraqi films and cartoons. He quickly
became a community manager of

a popular social media page called

‘Ali Sadik Archive.” To meet growing
public demand, Ali now buys what’s
referred to as sharwa - big batches

of VHS tapes from flea markets.

The tapes mostly come from Iraqi

households and are sold by a network
of secondhand dealers in Al Maydan,
Bab Al Sharji, Souq Mraidi and Souq

Al Haraj in Baghdad. When talking to
Ali’s partner however she complained
to me that along with tapes come
dead cockroaches due to poor storage
conditions. Hearing this Ali shrugged
and described instead the extreme joy
he feels when he can extract four to five
usable clips from a batch of hundreds
of tapes. He is amazed that these
tapes survived the extreme climate of
the country when many are past their
lifespan expectancy.

Ali Sadik’s home collection of VHS tapes,
Baghdad 2022
(source: Reman Sadani).
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JRD5rv7UDns&t=702s

Ali believes that the establishment

of Al Shabab TV (Youth TV) in 1993,
which was a TV station owned by Uday
Saddam Hussein, prompted households
to tape more often due to the variety
of its programming. When Iraqis had no
access to any international productions
as a result of the trade sanctions (1990-
2003), Al Shabab TV served as a source
of entertainment. Although reasons for
taping vary, I am particularly amused
by the thought that much of the Iraqi
television content surfacing online

was taped for leisure, to be consumed
outside of official broadcasting hours
and when free from commitments
such as work. At the same time, a few
of the tapes point to the labour of
women. Marwan Ali, a VHS collector I
interviewed, tells me of a few football
matches he published which were
recorded regularly by a woman for her
partner to watch after work.
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Still from Shma’na Enti?, 1994
(source: Ali Sadik Archive, 2022).

The archival content found online is
incomplete. It offers fragments of what
personal collectors allowed access to

so far. A title song of a show could be
uploaded but not the full episode, and

if a few full episodes were to be found,
their chronology may not be discernible.
Being a big fan of the musician Ismael
Al Farwachi, Ali tells me that he always
dreamt of finding Ismael’s music video
Shma’na Enti? (Why You? 1994). Three
minutes and seventeen seconds were all
he could find in 2019 and it was not until
2022 that he managed to find the full
clip. The two versions of Shma’na Enti?
are published on Ali’s channel pointing
to different stages of him gathering
content. In fact the clips had been
recorded from two different sources.
The short clip is a clean copy while the
complete one has the logo of Al Shabab
TV and on-screen messages from those
who requested the song including the

names of the people they dedicate it to.
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https://youtu.be/UhCUr3MGgmE

The Double

In The Withdrawal of Tradition Past

a Surpassing Disaster Jalal Toufic
applies a quantum theory of time

to propose that we live in “a block
universe of spacetime, where nothing
physically passes and vanishes,

but where occasionally things [i.e.
tradition] withdraw[s] due to surpassing
disasters.”** In a surpassing disaster,
certain texts, moving images, musical
works, paintings, buildings as well as
“the holiness/specialness of certain
spaces” withdraw immaterially despite
surviving collateral damage.'® In
response, individuals may engage in
detecting the withdrawal, resurrecting
what became withdrawn or abolishing
tradition altogether if they cannot
resurrect a thing.!®* However, nothing
can guarantee the origin of what is
resurrected. And this uncertainty invites
us to contend with ‘the double’ which
“insinuates a distance between the one
or the thing that has been resurrected
and himself/herself/itself.”"

14 Jalal Toufic, The Withdrawal of Tradition Past a
Surpassing Disaster 2009, p.73.

15 Jalal Toufic, The Withdrawal of Tradition, p.11.

16 Jalal Toufic in an Ashkal Alwan seminar blurb,
2014 https://ashkalalwan.org/program.php?cate-

gory=4&id=226

17 Jalal Toufic, The Withdrawal of Tradition, p.30.

In the case of Iraqi VHS collections,
these magnetic memories are literally
‘the double’ of an original archive stuck
at a conjuncture of loss, institutional
enclosure and privatisation. This
‘double’ emerges from personal
collections bearing glitches, faded hues
and receding details that mark passages
of time, revealing an informal archival
resource that had been created in

parallel to the institutional one.

The 2003-moment in Iraq which saw the
collapse of the Baath party, an invasion
and a rushed attempt to form a new
government amid a hasty process of
de-Baathification, resulted in a rupture
in which the transmission of knowledge
and experience was disrupted, widening
the gap between ‘pre’ and ‘post’

2003 Iraq. I believe that the ongoing
institutional negligence of audiovisual
archives in Iraq induces their immaterial
withdrawal. It indicates that the
authority is unable to integrate, into the
present, what survived from pre-2003.
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For example, in 2020 the US returned
to Iraq Baath paper archives which
included personnel files of party
members and citizen reports, which
were originally removed by Coalition
Forces in 2005.'® Despite hopes for the
paper archives to serve as a ‘historical
resource’ for reconciling societal
divisions, it was received by several
Iraqis as a ‘reckless’ move.19 As such,
government officials decided to store
the documents in a secret location due
to doubts over the country’s readiness
to face its past especially when national

reconciliation is yet to take place.20

I am unsure where else to go with Jalal
Toufic’s conception of The Withdrawal
of Tradition, but I find myself returning
to the potentialities of ‘the double’, and
particularly to what Jalal articulates as
a ‘distance’ between the resurrected
thing and its essence.

18 Michael R. Gordon, ‘Baath Party Archives Return
to Iraq, With the Secrets They Contain’, in The
Wall Street Journal 2020. https://www.wsj.com/

articles/baath-party-archives-return-to-irag-with-

the-secrets-they-contain-11598907600

19 Kanan Makiya in ‘Baath Party Archive Return to
Iraqg’.

20 ‘Return of Baath Paper Archives Triggers Old
Wounds’ in Rudaw 2020. https://www.rudawara-
bia.net/arabic/middleeast/iraq/110920202

In a presentation of The Withdrawal of
Tradition, Walid Sadik draws attention
to the Arabic term ‘esti’naf’ (to start
again) directly followed by the question:
‘how do you mend that which has

been ruptured?’ Walid does not give

a definitive answer but implicitly
proposes a practice of “convers[ing]

over the gap.”*

Still from Mahad Hichalak, 1994
(source: Ali Sadik Archive, 2022).

21 ‘Walid Sadek representing Jalal Toufic’ Lecture
presented at Festival International de Film et
Vidéo de Création. Beirut, 5 March 2006’ https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=tKpmHB9Taig
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A few instances of conversing over the
gap can be seen in Ali Sadik’s Youtube
channel. In the comments on a recently
published music video titled Mahad
Hichalak (Nobody Told You, 1994) by
Khalid Al-Iraqi, an audience member
thanks Ali for the video describing it as
a ‘beautiful memory,” while someone
else points out the physique of the
musician, stating that most youth were
thin in the nineties due to the conditions
of the sanctions. Another person

recalls that the leather jacket, which
the musician wears, was expensive

at the time. Someone else lists other
songs by the musician and drops Ali

a request to find them. Two other
people speculate about the video’s
production date, concluding that it
should have been 1994. The interactive
nature of social media invites audiences
to exchange personal and collective
memories, providing valuable insights
into viewership habits and the affective

quality of archival material.

Still from Al Bo’d Al Rabi’ d. Victor Haddad,
1983 (source: Ali Sadik Archive).

Unavoidably, there is a complex sense
of nostalgia that surrounds these
archival clips.?? During the interviews,
Marwan Ali and Ali Sadik both describe
to me that their fascination with Iraqi
music was the impetus to collect more
VHS tapes, with Ali expressing how a
song could take him back to a childhood
memory that reduces him to tears.

A documentary film titled Al Bo’d Al
Rabi’ (The Fourth Dimension d. Victor
Haddad, 1983) that depicts everyday
life in the eighties receives touching
comments on Ali’s YouTube channel.
Audiences describe an irretrievable
time and a sense of disbelief over

the deterioration of the country. A

few people reflect on their present,
drawing comparisons along changes

in architecture, mobility, cultural
production and economic growth,
pointing to the failures of the current
Iraqi government. Others express
Baathist sentiments while the rest point
to aborted dreams and possibilities due
to the leadership of the Baath. In the
case of other clips, differing political
views quickly escalate into conflict,
which Ali Sadik and Marwan Ali curb by
turning comments off or steering away

from political content altogether.

22 1 use the notion of ‘nostalgia’ here to refer to ‘a
yearning for a different time’ as understood by
Svetlana Boym in The Future of Nostalgia, 2001.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aathKKFtyM8&t=109s

Still from Law ‘Endi Hadh Wyak, date
unknown (source: Ali Sadik Archive, 2022)

Ali Sadik’s creative contributions are
another instance of conversing over
the gap. Among the published archival
content on his channel, you find original
covers of classic Iraqgi songs performed
by Ali himself on an acoustic guitar.®
In another example, Ali edits together
found material fo create a music

video for Ra’ed George’s song Law
‘Endi Hadh Wyak (If I were lucky), to
which audience members respond by

recounting the original music video.

It is rather exciting to witness how
viewership can stimulate a conversation
across the gap where the archival
comes in contact with the personal.

I would like to borrow from John
Akomfrah to articulate what is unfolding
here.

23 See Ma Nsaitak 2022, Yali Rihti (2022), Droub El
Safar (2018).

“One begins to understand that
embracing the archival is not so much
about finding the past or somebody
else’s past, but instead the beginnings
of self or the beginnings of one’s own
claim on that past.”** Akomfrah expands
the idea to suggest that in invoking
memory, the archival opens a passage
through which individuals come in
dialogue with their culture to find
themselves.

As to the sustainability of VHS
collections, there are a few
infrastructural challenges at hand.
Secondhand dealers are demanding
higher prices for tapes due to growing
demand, while collectors struggle

to provide the necessary storage
conditions. Technology tends to be a
challenge too since the taped content
is processed using old devices which
are no longer in circulation and are
difficult fo maintain. On the other hand,
collectors have started to explore other
dissemination possibilities like selling
to private television stations such as
Dijla Zaman, as their dependency on
social media makes them vulnerable to
hacking as well as intellectual property

and copyright issues.

24 John Akomfrah, ‘Memory and the Morphologies
of Difference’ in Politics of Memory: Documentary
and Archive (ed. Marco Scontine and Elisabetta
Galasso) 2017, p.29.
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Yet, in the vast and hidden
infrastructure of the television channel,
collectors are no longer credited for
their work. The channel only publishes
what is clean, complete, and does not
run the risk of aggravating the status
quo.

Lastly, it is important to acknowledge
that while television archives extracted
from VHS tapes are wonderful windows
into cultural productions in Iraq, they
point to what had been excluded

from production or distribution in the
first place. However, I conclude this
text freed from the urgency to work
against the forces of loss and dispersal,
having accepted them as inherent
conditions to archives as well as the
Iragi community’s complex relation to
the past. When Iraqi national history is
fragmented and historical affiliations
are divergent, official archives serve as
only one possibility foward accessing
the past, sparing us from waiting for
the institution to maintain the archive
or create it in the first place. Just

like the VHS collectors, I shift my

attention to personal collections and
alternative claims on the past. Yet I
recommend more efforts to be invested
in exhibiting archival content in offline
spaces to facilitate communal revisions
of the past. I hope to explore this strand
further in future research. In addition, I
hope to locate the labour of women in
processes of generating, collecting and
preserving personal and institutional
archives.

I wish to express my gratitude to Ali Sadik
Al Amily, Marwan Ali, Isra Al Kassi, Maysam
Saadi, Mounir Salah, Ammar Arradi, Mahdi
Abbas, Nour El Safoury, Mowaffaq Safadi,
Iskandar Abdallah, Ziad Turkey, Hassan
Blasim and Yasir Kareem for their insightful
interviews and suggestions.
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Reman Sadani is a moving image artist,
creative producer and researcher based in
London. She is the recipient of the 2020 JFVU
Film Awards. Her films have screened in
London Short Film Festival (London), Pavilion
(Leeds), Safar Film Festival (London), Mizna
Arab Film Festival (Minneapolis), Open City
Documentary (London), Aesthetica Short Film
Festival (York), Arab Women Film Festival
(Rio de Janeiro), MoMa Modern Mondays
(New York), Jerwood FVU Film Awards
(London).
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Hijacking Absence: On
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of Arab Films
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Fathia is cast by an evil spell. Cairo becomes a siren that

calls and pulls her away from the embrace of the vast rural
meadows, off to a world of glitz, glamor and dazzling lures.
Once there, the city becomes a risky maze where she is
subjected to recurring violence. But Fathia embraces her
destiny, willingly following the mighty call that turns her being
on its head, indifferent to the sea of losses she leaves behind.

Fathia (Magda al-Sabahi) is the
main protagonist in a/-Naddaha or
For Whom the Wind Calls (1975)
by Egyptian director Hussein
Kamal. The film is an adaptation of
a famous novel by Youssef Idris.
When I invited a group of queer
Arab friends to my place in Berlin
for a movie night, the choice of
al-Naddaha was not necessarily

sl =\ -5 deliberate. However, a desire fo re-
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h:jf“"’"“""i"-"“—" = = and satisfy our yearning for a kind
of catharsis. Fathia’s dreams, her
fears, her bafflement and fascination

Poster of al-Nadaha or For Whom the Wind

Calls by Hussein Kamal (1975) . ]
with a lustrous modern city seemed

to correspond in paradoxical ways
to our relationship with Berlin as
migrant queer Arabs. Indeed, after
watching (or rather rewatching) the
film, we reached the conclusion that
“we are all Fathia; we all have been
sceptered in one way or another
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[by Berlin],” as has been noted by
one of my friends. We then started
to discuss the film, each person
elaborating on personal haunting
specters with earnest passion, which
left a cathartic impression on us

as we shared experiences, familiar
references, and our collective
longing to belong.

After that night, I began organizing
regular movie nights to which I
invited my queer friends to watch
Egyptian and Arab films. Following
the screenings, we would have semi-
moderated discussions. I thought
about recording these discussions or
coming up with a protocol for how
to run them. I wanted to transform
the discussions into a collaborative
publication, multimedia content or

compiling them into a digital archive.

It was not merely the cathartic
potential of collectively viewing

films that motivated me, I was also
curious about the methodological
implications such an act of recording
entails. Is it possible to come up
with a queer method for engaging
with films on the basis of such
discussions? Can we make sense

of Fathia’s story through a queer
reading? Can we engage with iconic
films in ways that reflect and speak
to the sensibilities of queer Arabs
— an audience whose feelings and
desires have been largely ignored
or deliberately misrepresented

by Arab cinema? What modes,
formats and practices of reception
are required for a queer viewing

of Arab cinema? This essay is an
initial attempt to engage with such
questions by presenting some of
the theoretical assumptions that
underpin them. By doing so, I hope
to lay foundational grounds that
would guide subsequent processes
of data gathering and analysis.

Hijacking Absence: On Queer Viewing Practices of Arab Films 27



Imagination Instead of
Representation

Much ink has been spilled on

how queer and non-normative
sexualities in Arab cinema have
been represented (Menicucci 1998;
Habib 2007; Hayon 2018; Shadeedi
2018). Entering keywords like
“homosexuality” and “Arab Cinema”
in any search engine will take you to
dozens of articles and film reviews
that analyze how homosexual and
gender non-conforming characters
appear in Arab films across time.
Yet, in all the contributions I came
across, Hussien Kamal’s oeuvre is
entirely absent. The reason for this

is not difficult to guess. Kamal’s
films might have featured numerous
agonized female characters like
Fathia, who are weighed down by
gendered social norms, or belittled
by toxic and selfish men, but they
never feature homosexuality. But A/-
Naddaha is actually an exception, as
it features the stock character of sab/
al-'almah, named Khukha (played by
Sayyf Allah Mukhtar), an effeminized
entertainer who accompanies female
belly dancers.

If we follow the rationale of
representation prevalent in many
writings about homosexuality in
Arab cinema, Khukha’s character, not
Fathia’s, would be the main focus

of our attention as queer viewers,
regardless of his marginality to the
plot. One queer viewer might then
celebrate Khukha’s daring queer
attire and vocabulary, seeing it as
an intfended provocation against
prevalent gender norms. Another
viewer might condemn how the
filmmaker ridicules queerness
through Khukha’s stereotypical
figuration and a third queer viewer
might even identify with such
stereotypes or reproduce them

as essential characterizations of
effeminate Arab queerness. Can we
call these modes of engaging with
Khukha queer reading or viewing
practices? Maybe. But in focusing
on queer viewing practices, I am
suggesting a model that is neither
centered on picking and choosing
queer characters for analysis, nor on
dwelling on what films say or display
at face value.

Hijacking Absence: On Queer Viewing Practices of Arab Films 28



Tracking and listing (mis)
representations of queer sexualities
in Arab cinema can doubtlessly shed
a critical light on the normative
structures that underpin many films,
images, aesthetics and patterns of
production. It can unravel the value
systems Arab cinema perpetuates
and promotes and do justice to

the few, but significant, attempts
made by Arab filmmakers to subvert
heteronormative presumptions and
unsettle the firm grip of gendered
norms. But this work will never
change the empirical fact that the
number of Arab films explicitly
featuring queer characters is quite
limited, and it remains undeniable
that the majority of these characters
are marginal, stereotypical, or
treated in hostile ways.

Even when the task is to critique,

to start and end with queer
representations in Arab cinema is
to testify to queerness as marginal,
exceptional and outlandish. Such
characterizations might reflect the
social realities of many queer Arabs,
but they eventually fail to provide
them with cultural forms through
which their personal realities can
take shape as film viewers. It leaves
no possibility other than alienating
queer Arabs from a film history that
alienates them, ruling out a whole

archive of images and stories as
dissonant, if not hostile, to queer
feelings. Are there alternative ways
to reclaim this archive through
queer viewing practices instead of
banishing it?

Alexander Doty’s handling of
American mass culture might

be instructive here. Instead of
proceeding from queerness

as something demonstratively
represented within cultural texts or
a property waiting to be discovered,
he considers it a product of certain
acts of reception or reading
practices. In this view, queering
mass culture is not just to infer
queerness from what is displayed,
but to challenge “the politics of
denotation and connotation [...]
traditionally deployed in discussing
texts and representation” (Doty
1997, xii). By extension, a queer
politics cannot be solely based on
demanding recognition within the
dominant realms of representation,
but it also involves dismantling

and repurposing their logics.
Representation is neither the sign
nor the agent of queer liberation

— it is the use and reuse of mass
culture that reveals and translates
gueerness. Queerness becomes
implicit within any cultural text as
soon as queer practices of reading
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and modes of engagement that
dwell on mutating their meaning are
activated. Doty would even go so far
as to disapprove of deeming such
modes and practices “alternative.”
He rather “alternativizes”
heterosexual models of engagement:

I’'ve got news for straight
culture: your reading of texts
are usually “alternative” ones
for me, and they often seem
like desperate attempts to
deny the queerness that is so
clearly a part of mass culture
(Doty 1997, xii).

But how do we relate to a text in
ways that are at odds with its logic
of representation? How can we name
what the text represses and render
visible what it conceals or dismisses?
Imagination here would be the
method. Imagination is a queer
refuge. It is a means to creatively
counterbalance alienation, to shift
the world’s forms and vocabulary

in ways that render them more
bearable, cordial enough to
accommodate wayward desires and
banished difference. The imagination
to be practiced here is not conceived
of in the Cartesian sense as a purely
cognitive process that takes place
formlessly within the inner realms of
a thinking self, but as a practice that

performatively unfolds in relation

to concrete references (films),

and collectively unfolds with other
queer viewers who have interrelated
feelings and experiences and share
the same history of absence and
repression.

Imagination forms a substantial
component in the process of
producing and reading images.
Through and in relation to films,
imagination has often been
mobilized as a tool for forging group
identities and reifying collective
sentiments. On screen, fabricated
accounts about the nation and its
history often become a tangible
reality, and pasts we never lived are
vividly evoked as if they have always
been ours (Landsberg 2004; Abdalla
2023). The kind of imagination
utilized in queer viewing practices
inevitably feeds on and cultivates

a sense of [queer] collectivity.

It does so, however, not from a
position of power, but from one
that empowers. It is a vision for
existence otherwise, not existence
as it should be (cf. Hartman 2019)—a
counter-imagination that recoils
from hegemonic scripts of being,
that envisions new forms in the
very act of dismantling present
ones, that revisits the past for the
sake of its alteration rather than its
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restoration, and that identifies only
to disidentify in the same move
(Munoz 1998). When a gay man, for
example, evokes Fathia’s journey
— not Khukha’s — as a narrative
vehicle to ponder his personal
journey and draft his own story,

he simultaneously disidentifies
with both characters’ deterministic
scripts of gender and dislodges
the character of Fathia from the
heteronormative logic that brought
her about and dictated her choices.
For queer imagination to freely
unfurl, intimate spheres of life,

personal feelings and desires must
be called upon to play their part in
reconstituting being and shifting the

realms of meaning. Anf wa thalat ‘uyun or A Nose and Three
Eyes by Hussein Kamal 1972
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Shifting the Realms
of Meaning

It goes without saying that viewers
always engage their personal
experiences and intimate feelings
while watching a film. Nothing is
per se queer about this. The work
of British film critic Robin Wood,
who was one of the pioneers in
conceptualizing what can be called,
in hindsight, “queer film analysis,”
is however worth recalling in this
regard. Wood notably alluded to
the close connection between any
film critic’s interpretive practices
— and by proxy, any film viewer’s
— and their personal life (Wood
1978). Keeping this in mind, a queer
engagement with Arab cinema
would then not shy away from

the intimate and personal and
would not assume that filmic texts
bear predetermined meanings

that can be accessed objectively.
On the contrary, contemplating

the intimate and personal would
become the main vehicle towards
accessing meaning, or, in better
wording, towards creating meaning
in the first place. Even more, if we
conceive of collective film viewing
in an intimate queer setting, not
just as an interpretive endeavor, but
as a collective ritualized activity,
then not only would the meanings

of films shift in relation to the
experiences of (queer) viewers, but
also in relation to the position of the
viewing subjects vis-a-vis the films.
In ritualizing the act of viewing,
films function at once as fexts

that can be decoded in a variety

of ways and as pretexts by which
alternative horizons of belonging
and freer possibilities of being can
be forged (Abdalla 2020). Let’s put
it another way. When viewing is
understood as a ritualized collective
act, the hermeneutical model that
presumes a viewing subject vis-a-vis
a separate viewed object that is pre-
charged with meanings that each
viewer alone tries to understand is
transcended. Viewers’ relationships
with each other become part of

the hermeneutic space of viewing
and the ritual gives way to a form
of hermeneutic of the self. With

and against the grain of the filmic
fiction, and through modes of (dis)
identification with its narrative,
characters and aesthetic, viewers
engage in fabulations of meaning
and a recreation of being. At this
point, however, it is useful to

ask first: what does the notion of
ritualization imply here, and how far
can it be analytically useful?
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Film Viewing As a
Queer Ritual

Theories about rituals have been

the subject of long heated debates
among anthropologists. A primary
idea that underpins conceptions of
rituals, from Durkheim to Geertz,

is that rituals are communicative
acts. These acts symbolize a
transcendental meaning in contrast
to mundane acts that are meaningful
in themselves because they serve
reasonable or practical ends (Mitchell
2017). The problem with such
understanding, however, is that it
presumes a quintessential separation
between ritual acts on one hand, and
meaning on the other. I am trying

to problematize precisely such a
separation by claiming the centrality
of the ritual of queer collective film
viewing to the process of creating
meaning.

Talal Asad, inspired by the work of
Marcel Mauss, allows us to think of
rituals not in terms of the symbolic
meanings they mediate but the
embodied practices (including
language) they involve, which

are meaningful in themselves as
techniques to experience oneself
and learn about social norms (Asad
1993). Following this line of thought,

actions thus become “analytically
‘prior’ and in no way subordinate

to the conceptual process of
meaning-making” (Mitchell 2017,
380). Emphasizing actions and
embodiments would lead us to

think about acts — any acts — as
prone to ritualization, rather than
identifying abstract distinctive
features of what constitutes a ritual.
Ritualization can be understood as

a social practice that centers the
body as a site within which norms
are negotiated and through which
meaning is sensed and re-created
via a set of performative strategies
(cf. Mitchell 2017). To ritualize the act
of viewing and discussing an Arab
film in an intimate queer crowd is to
center bodily desires, sensations and
expressions and to capitalize on Arab
queer experiences, vocabularies

and affective registers in order to
engage with popular cinema.
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Queer Viewing Is a
Queer Act

Queering popular cinema is not

just a specific mode of interpreting
films but a way of acting upon or in
relation to film narratives. Cultural
and performance studies scholar
José Esteban Mufioz theorized
“gueer acts” as an epistemological
stance that grounds a whole

project of “queer worldmaking”
(Munoz 1996, 6). Munoz proposes

to understand queerness as “a
possibility, a sense of self-knowing,
a mode of sociality and relationality,”
instead of adhering to rigorous
identitarian notions (ibid). He

hopes, with such understanding, to
empower queer subjects as agents
in remaking a world that pushes
them out to its margins. In doing so,
they enact “counter-publics through
alternative modes of culture-
making [..] surpassing the play of
interpretation [..] by focusing on
what acts do in a social matrix” (ibid.
12). Watching a film together can be
a social occasion in which one jointly
acts and feels. It remains so even
when we watch in silence and before
delving into discussion. Silence does
not imply an absence of collectivity,
but can rather be regarded as a

sign of a joint intention to share a

certain experience while temporarily
bringing our individual verbal
expressions to a halt (Hanich 2014).
A subsequent discussion of the

film that allows personal memories,
intimate sentiments and bodily
expressions to unfold, that grants
imagination authorization to re-
create meaning and re-enact being,
can constitute a queer tool to act
upon filmic representations.

To do this is not to entirely
discharge popular films from the
specificities of their contexts

or from the intentions of their
authors and producers, but rather
to acknowledge these popular
films’ potential as templates for
enacting alternative modes of being
— a potential primarily activated
through acts of reception. It lies in
the creativity of (queer) viewers to
invest cultural texts with new lives
and endow them with signs and
references that are not their own.
To act upon films queerly is to travel
with them across distant futures,

to let their characters and stories
inhabit foreign lands and bodies, to
render them into visual palimpsests
on which queer absences can be
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overwritten, thus hijacking the
heterosexual logic of dominant
modes of representation.

If the mastery of a ritual invests
the person with the power to order
and reorder the world, to “generate
culture deftly [..] in peculiar
tension with other forms of cultural
production” (Bell 1990, 306), then
the mastery of a queer viewing
ritual invests the subject with the
power to put a spell on silence, to
conjure up the ghosts of absent
queer desires. It is to “listen to the

unsaid”(Hartman 2008, 3) and narrate

the impossible.

A el Sl g g gl ¢ e e el
Dammy wa dum‘uy wa ‘ibtisamati or My

Blood, My Tears and My Smile by Hussein
Kamal, 1973.
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The Queer “Conversational
Theater”: A Prospective
Epilogue

American poet Vachel Lindsay
published one of the first books on
film theory in 1915. In The Art of
the Moving Pictures, Lindsay puts
down an optimistic vision for the
future of film. He hopes for the

art of cinema to counteract “the
capitalist and industrialized society
that produced it,” and replace
recreational and religious rituals
with civic ones (Decherney 2005,
21). Entrusting cinema with such

a mission, however, required a
revolution not only in the content of
films but also in the venues available
for their exhibition. Accordingly,
Lindsay infroduced an exhibition
venue that would be suitable for the
role he envisaged for cinema in the
future, calling it “the conversational
theater.” At the theater’s door and
before the screening starts, each

viewer is handed a card with the
following information:

You are encouraged to discuss
the picture with the friend who
accompanies you to this place.
Conversation, of course, must
be sufficiently subdued not

to disturb the stranger who
did not come with you to the
theater (Lindsay 1916, 197).

In this theater of films, viewers

are encouraged to watch while
discussing or discuss while watching.
Lindsay wrote his book when films
were silent, so this would not have
been a source of trouble. Exhibition
and reception become intimately
interwoven, and conveying meaning
coincides with re-creating it in a
collective civic ritual. Lindsay had

a precise idea about the kind of
questions the viewers are supposed

Hijacking Absence: On Queer Viewing Practices of Arab Films 36



to discuss, but what interests me

is the form he suggests for the
conversations, not their thematics.
We cannot conceive of queer
viewing practices without queering
the settings and conditions of
exhibition, without venturing to
introduce forms of film display and
dissemination that render films
hijackable or malleable enough to
be acted upon in the ways I suggest
above. The model Lindsay suggests
seems to offer inspiration for what
can yet be done, anchoring some
of the main ideas introduced in this
essay in the history of film theory as
possibilities for collective viewing
practices, even if they remain
insufficiently explored so far. At
the same time, many ideas remain
open for future scrutiny, from the
technical and spatial arrangements
of exhibition sites, to the structure
of discussions and the formats,
virtual or physical, needed to turn
these discussions into platforms
for performing and articulating the
process of queering Arab cinema.

I dedicate this essay to my friends Ahmed
& Hatem, whose compelling thoughts

and stimulating observations have been
invaluable to me. My gratitude extends also
to Mohamed Shawky Hassan and Reman
Sadani for the inspiring discussions we had
and to Nour El Safoury her constructive
engagement with the content throughout
the editing process.
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This article focuses on the local distribution, circulation,

and exhibition of independent Egyptian cinema. While
independent Egyptian films have received awards at many
international film festivals!, these films are rarely distributed
on the national scene. Seeking to better understand the
reasons behind this issue, this contribution, through
interviews? with film experts and practitioners, presents an
overview on distribution channels that operate in Egypt and
the issues that distributors and filmmakers face when locally
distributing alternative films.

After introducing the overabundance Before introducing the issues

of terms used to describe these of distribution, it is crucial to
films and why it matters to locally highlight that a plethora of terms

distribute them, this article first exists to describe non-traditional

analyses challenges associated with
making films in Egypt, and further it
presents the core research findings
on the distribution of independent
films in the Egyptian context and
why international film festivals
alone are insufficient to guarantee
local distribution for these kinds of
films. Lastly, this contribution ends
with a set of ideas drawn from the
intferviewees about other possible
distribution pathways.

films. Attempts to understand
these terms and to define their
filmmaking styles and narratives
are fraught with challenges. In fact,
even my interlocutors do not agree
on which is the more appropriate
term to define non-traditional films
because the choice of term is often
subjective. They have referred to this
kind of cinema as “independent,”

1 For example, Ain Shams/Eye of the Sun (El Batout, 2007) won the Best Film Award in 2008 at the Taormina
and Carthage Film Festivals. Microphone (Abdallah, 2010) premiered at the Toronto International Film
Festival in 2010 and won the Golden Tanit at the Carthage Film Festival, among others. And Akher Ayyam el-
Madinah/In the Last Day of the City (El Said, 2016) scooped the Grand Prix and the Jury of Youth Best Film
Award at the Festival des 3 Continents in France.

2 The results of this research are drawn from interviews with film experts and practitioners, who I immensely
thank for generously spending their precious time to answer my questions, despite their busy schedules.
Youssef Shazly is the managing director at the Cairo art house Zawya, while Ahmed Sobky is the head of
distribution; Hala Lotfy is the founder of Hassala Productions, a collectively run production company; and
Alaa Karkouti is the CEO of the distribution company MAD Solutions. Additional interviewees included Mariz
Kelada, a film studies scholar, former coordinator of the Jesuits Cairo Film School, and PhD student whose
research focuses on precarious labourers in the Egyptian cinema industry and Maggie Morgan, filmmaker
and film studies professor at the American University in Cairo.
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» <

“alternative,” “art-house cinema,”

» <

“new cinema,” “non-mainstream,”
“non-commercial,” or as “new

wave cinema.” In response to this
abundance of terms, I have decided
not to adopt any one specific term

in this article. Instead, I refer to
these movies using a range of terms,
including the ones used by my

interlocutors.

The main characteristics that these
films have in common are analysed
in Muhammad Mamduh’s The
Democracy of a Medium: The Rise

of Independent Cinema in Egypt
(2007), a book that can be seen as

a turning point in the use of the

term “independent films” in the
Egyptian context. According to
Mamduh, “independent films” opt for
alternative and more realistic styles
of storytelling and utilise low-budget
techniques and unknown actors.

For instance, Ibrahim El Batout in
Ithaki (2005) and Ain Shams/Eye

of the Sun (2008) as well as Ahmed
Abdallah in Heliopolis (2009) ignored
commercial market considerations
and used digital cameras, non-
professional actors, and personally
funded their films. One of the key
contributing factors to the increase
in realistic approaches was the
digital transformation of the industry
that took place in the early 2000s.

In fact, affordable film equipment
and universally accessible sharing
platforms were indisputable game
changers for the production of low-
budget films, whose production and
distribution did not rely on the star
system or popular genres (Ghazal,
2020, p. 9).

At this point, it is fundamental to
ask why it matters that alternative
films are shown locally. Over the
course of our conversation, most
of my interlocutors declared that
distributing non-mainstream
cinema means sharing unique
Egyptian voices and narratives

that are often unheard and absent
from commercial cinema. In fact,
independent filmmakers fight back
against the mainstream, telling new
stories about, for instance, societal
problems. Moreover, avoiding the
traditional tropes and melodramatic
representations of “the Hollywood
film-making style that dominates
Egyptian cinema,” allows these
films to speak to viewers on a more
realistic and personal level (Ghazal,
2020, p. 11).
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Making movies in Egypt:
Issues and obstacles

The first issue when it comes to
making films anywhere in the world
is financing, and this is especially
true for the Egyptian alternative film
industry. Scarcity of funds is one of
the main reasons various filmmakers
are not able to produce many films.
Egyptian independent filmmakers
rely on rare state funding, such

as that offered by the Ministry of
Culture Film Fund, or compete

for contributions from national

and regional film festivals, or
cultural initiatives such as the Arab
Fund for Art and Culture (AFACQC).
Unfortunately, according to my
interlocutors, initiatives like these
are not enough, and competition for
funding is fierce.

Even if a filmmaker accepts working
with a small budget, there is another
concern that often discourages
filmmakers from starting to work

on a film: permits to shoot in open
air are notoriously difficult to

obtain (see figure 1). The decisive
involvement of state-regulated
institutions in film production in
Egypt—such as for instance the
Ministry of Interior, the Censorship
Authority, the Cinematic Syndicate
and the prefecture—means that
filmmakers are required to obtain

a range of different permits which
are only required when shooting

in external locations or when the
camera is aimed outside at the street
through a window (El Khachab,
2017). This fact discourages many
from even entertaining the idea of
film production in Egypt. Of course,
there are those that try to bypass the
system entirely. It is not uncommon
for filmmakers to make films illegally
or in secret (El Kachef, 2015).
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Figure 1. The Permit-Making Process
(El Khachab, 2016, p. 75)

Censorship is another key issue when
making films in Egypt. The Censorship
Authority operates in Egypt through
legal restrictions that often weigh
more heavily on subversive storylines
created by minority filmmakers or
those working outside of commercial
cinema. Moreover, this leads to a
“form of self-censorship” because
non-conventional storytelling is made
unimaginable. Hence, the Censorship
Authority functions on two different
levels: on the one hand it works on a
formal level via laws and regulations,
and on the other hand it controls the
industry on an informal level via self-
censorship (El Khachab, 2017). Further,
self-censorship is also amplified by the
presence of conservative audiences

who might discredit the filmmaker on
public channels, such as social media

or television, for voicing or expressing
any non-traditional ideas (Morgan, 2021,
pers. comm). Lastly, film production in
Egypt is also very often constrained by
copious forms of “informal control” (El
Khachab, 2017, p.1) that have nothing to
do with the state, such as people who
disrupt the set.
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Distribution processes
and issues

Most of the interlocutors in this
research lamented that the problems
associated with independent film
distribution in Egypt are vast and
often seem insurmountable. The
anthropologist and media scholar
Chehab El Khachab explains that
lack of access to local distribution
channels is the main economic
inequality between the commercial
and independent sides of the
Egyptian film industry. Among
other concerns, he believes this is
due to the “star system.” In fact,
independent movies cannot afford
to have stars in their productions,
especially male stars who cost more
than female ones. Distributors are
rarely tempted to distribute these
movies because they do not want
to take the risk of distributing a film
with an alternative plot and without
any well-known Egyptian actors (El
Khachab, 2021).

An equally pressing problem is

that the distribution system in

Egypt operates as a closed circle

or “monopoly,” and it can entirely
wreck the future of a film’s
exhibition if it has not curried favour
with the right people (Khan in
Lebow, 2016). In fact, the Egyptian

cinema industry depends on an
“interpersonal political economy”
that includes both the commercial
and independent cinema sectors as
well as the media sector. The three
often share the same labour market
and infrastructure. Hence, everyone
knows everyone else, and individuals
instead of companies have “a
monopoly over specific professions”
(El Khachab, 2021).

Another issue highlighted by the film
scholar and former coordinator of
the Jesuits Cairo Film School, Mariz
Kelada, is the undermined circuit of
circulation. Small screenings at local
events and exhibitions may bring
viewers, but will not bring income.
While drawing large audiences may
seem like a positive, the circuit style
can be a double-edged sword. When
a film is screened multiple times in
these “lesser” circuits, it becomes
associated with a lack of prestige.
Further, showing a film several times
can lessen its chances of being
bought by platforms or TV stations.
Distributors are therefore placed in
the unenviable position of having to
decide between making an income
and at least covering production
costs or making the film accessible
(Kelada, 2022, pers. comm.).

Issues and Challenges Regarding the Local Distribution of Egyptian Independent Cinema 46



According to Ahmed Sobky, head of
distribution at Zawya, budgets are
another big issue. Many small films
are made by unknown directors

and star unknown actors. In these
cases, additional funding is needed
to attract an audience. However,
most of the budget for these types
of movies goes to production,
which makes distribution even more
difficult. Conversely, big movies tend
to have large marketing budgets

to match their large production
budgets. This financial inequality
puts independent filmmakers on

the back foot from the outset; it is a
mammoth challenge to convince an
audience to come and watch a movie
by an unknown filmmaker with such
a low marketing budget. Another
major factor affecting distribution is
international, regional, and national
competition, as each movie has to
compete with a huge amount of
other independent movies coming
out every year (Sobky, 2022, pers.
comm.).

The CEO of MAD Solutions Alaa
Karkouti emphasises the importance
of doing market testing or test
screenings, when possible, even

if they require effort to organise.
For example, he explains that in
2013, MAD Solutions distributed

an Egyptian art-house film called

Rags & Tatters/Farsh wa Ghatait
(Abdallah, 2013). The film first

went to the Toronto Film Festival.
Before distributing it in Egypt,

MAD Solutions started doing

testing where 70 people from all
backgrounds were shown the movie
posters. By analysing the survey
responses, MAD Solutions realised
that it was a big risk to spend a lot
of money on advertising. So, they
chose to focus the advertising
campaign on one main idea:

the movie was only going to be
screened for one week on seven
screens. The film ended up staying
in cinemas for five weeks, which was
a huge success for the company.

As Karkouti explains, every time

a movie is distributed, a political

and social analysis is needed to
predict if its distribution will be in
the company’s favour. For example,
when MAD Solutions distributed
Rags & Taftters, it was right after the
Egyptian revolution. At that time, a
lot of people wanted to support local
Egyptian art-house movies (Karkouti,
2022, pers. comm.). The social
climate and the timing of a release,
therefore, also play important roles
and also influence the success of the
distribution plan.

Karkouti also suggests that labelling
films as art-house is often unhelpful.
This is because there is a general
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lack of knowledge about these kinds
of movies in the cinema industry

in Egypt. Multiplex cinemas do not
want to take a chance on these films,
and they do not try to understand
why it is important to show them.
The government recognizes how
these movies can create jobs locally
or gain prestige internationally, but
it does not consider supporting them
a priority. And art-house cinemas
cannot overcome these challenges
without sufficient financial backing
or marketing campaigns. According
to Karkouti, the industry should be
aware of how society is changing
and then identify who the target
audience is and how to reach it
(Karkouti 2022 pers. comm.). But on
a limited budget, there is only so far
this strategy can take us.

For Karkouti, films are businesses
first and foremost. Because
audiences are not yet ready to
explore these types of films, they do
not make a lot of money and their
filmmakers cannot consequently
produce new films. For this reason,
he underlines that these films need
the support of the government -

a model practised in Europe and
elsewhere around the globe. For
example, cinemas in France are
required to have a percentage of
French movies in cinemas, and some

European countries give financial
support programmes to small
cinemas. The Egyptian government
does not approve of the way these
movies commonly depict Egypt, and
it does not grasp why supporting
art-house films can be valuable

in the long run. In fact, Karkouti
reports that the only support that
MAD Solutions receives from the
government is a tax discount: while
foreign movies are taxed at a rate of
20%, Egyptian movies only pay a 5%
tax rate.

Karkouti also explains that

the process of distributing an
independent film in Egypt is very
much linked with the concept of
“trusting your gut.” With limited
research conducted on the subject
to date, relevant data are few and
far between. So, in this industry,
distributors have to rely on the
experience they have gained in the
field (Karkouti, 2022, pers. comm.).

Another crucial question is whether
distributing Egyptian alternative
movies in international film festivals
is useful for local distribution or

not. Hala Lotfy, flmmaker and co-
founder of Hassala, echoed all of

the interlocutors by affirming that
international film festivals are not
enough to get independent Egyptian
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films seen at home. Intriguingly,

she thinks that being awarded at

an international film festival can
even prevent a film from reaching
local venues. According to Lotfy,
local distributors often play a role

in restricting access to alternative
films. By calling them “festival films,”
they unwittingly diminish the value
of the films by stigmatising them as
unenjoyable, which may in fact be
true since pleasing the audience is
not generally the aim of independent
filmmakers. So, while screening a
film at an international film festival
can bring it great publicity, when
people come to watch the film in
Egypt, they are often disappointed
because their expectations are
unmet (Lotfy, 2022, pers. comm.).

Like Lotfy, the filmmaker Maggie
Morgan also found fault in the
“festival film” label and agreed that
it does not draw audiences to the
cinema. In fact, to a general movie
goer, this label means that the film

is slow, hard to understand, and
obscure. Sometimes the international
film festival label is only flaunted as
an accolade among people in the
industry, but it does not draw people
to the local screens. According to
Morgan, audiences show up for
independent films because of the
alternative narratives and topics they

depict and not based on their labels
(Morgan, 2022, pers. comm.).

On the other hand, according to

the film scholar Mariz Kelada, the
local recognition of an alternative
film often depends on it having first
achieved international recognition,
and this appreciation may in turn
create other circuits of circulation
and income for a filmmaker.
Likewise, the managing director

of Zawya, Youssef Shazly, believes
that the fact that Egyptian films are
presented in international festivals
can only be seen as something
positive. That said, some films are
made with the sole intention of
being shown in festivals, and they
only target international audiences.
According to Shazly, making local
films for Western audiences is
inherently problematic. The 2011
revolution, for example, was a very
hot topic globally during the Arab
Spring. However, some alternative
films that depicted the revolution
were filled with inaccuracies and
failed to appreciate or even attempt
to communicate the complexities of
what was happening. Being tailored
to audiences that did not really

care about the finer details, these
films missed the opportunity to
authentically capture the nuance of
the historical moment (Shazly, 2022,
pers. comm.).
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Ahmed Sobky from Zawya affirms
that there is a lot of debate

on this topic. He argues that

when a movie premieres at an
international film festival, it gets a
stamp of approval from Western
festivals, and consequently, it gets
more opportunities in terms of
distribution. However, this does

not always translate to distribution
opportunities back home. A lot of
movies premiere at international
festivals but then they do not

get seen by anybody in Egypt.
Having the stamp of approval of

an international film festival can
therefore have both negative and
positive outcomes. Some people
might have high expectations of the
movie but get disappointed when
they see it, whereas others might
decide to watch a movie they would
otherwise not have seen because

of the international acclaim it has
garnered. Sobky explains that this is
a huge debate that is tied to Western
people acting as gatekeepers and
the ones who have the power to
decide a film’s fate. He believes
that being screened at international
film festivals should not be an
independent film’s only opportunity
to gain traction (2022, pers. comm.).

Regarding the possibility of finding
new ways to locally distribute
independent films, my interlocutors
reported some ideas and thoughts
about possible alternative ways to
distribute non-commercial films in
Egypt. While “solving” the problem
of independent film distribution in
Egypt is not the aim of this research,
these findings may nonetheless open
up possible future topics of study.

The film studies scholar Mariz
Kelada invites filmmakers and
distributors to decide in which
capacity they want to operate:

Are they working in a commercial
capacity? Are their efforts in service
of social responsibility? Or are

they pursuing popularity? Multiple
steps are needed to make a film,
and distribution is the last step of
the circuit. So, the filmmaker’s or
distributor’s ultimate intentions must
be clear from the outset of the film’s
production. If a film is to inspire an
underground movement, it probably
needs to be popular. If it is infended
to echo or inspire a cultural wave,

it may need a critical audience. And
these aims will affect the way in
which these films are distributed
(Kelada, 2022, pers. comm.).

Like Kelada, Sobky argues that the
aim of the filmmakers and directors
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behind the film should be prioritised
above all else. The artists must have
the will to keep pushing forward,
while maintaining budgets and the
necessary patience. While they wait
for results, they need to get their
priorities straight. Are they trying to
reach people, make an income, get
international recognition, or end up
on a big platform? He explains that
while so many different “solutions”
have come up over the years, they
always end up following the same
patterns. Because without big
budgets, experimenting is risky
(Sobky, 2022, pers. comm.).

While some of these distribution
strategies might not make the
filmmakers a lot of money, they
can still achieve positive outcomes.
Impact distribution is one such
strategy. In this instance, the aim is
not to gain money from the movie.
Instead of just having the audience
watch the film, they interact with
the audience to effect change.

A good example of this strategy

is the film Lift Like a Girl (Mayye
Zayed 2020), an observational
feature documentary about a young
female weightlifter. For this film,
the marketing campaign focused
on reaching young girls in order to
engage with them and talk about
gender inequality in the athletic

community (Sobky, 2022, pers.
comm.). The strategy was successful
because it ignited social dialogue on
the topic.

Lotfy from Hassala explains that
the Egyptian government does not
wish audiences be educated, and

it intentionally chooses to screen
what she calls “copies of American
films.” Karkouti agrees that without
the support of the government,

it is difficult to persuade cinemas
to show these movies. As a result,
MAD Solution continues to use its
own resources to drive independent
film distribution in Egypt (Lotfy &
Karkouti, 2022, pers. comm.).

Controversially, Lotfy also makes
the case for the role of piracy in
increasing audience numbers. She
argues that strict copyright laws
result from capitalism, and people
in Egypt have to obey these laws
only because the country was
forced to sign an anti-piracy treaty
to please the Western world. For
Lotfy, eliminating piracy deprives
the Egyptian people of their own
culture (Lotfy, 2022, pers. comm.).
What Lofty means here is clearly
exemplified by an event that
happened while producing one of
her films. In fact, she explains that
in Al-khoroug lel-nahar/Coming
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Forth by Day (2012) she paid 6,000
Egyptian pounds for the rights of
one of Umm Kulthum’s songs. In
2018, she wanted the license for
the same song, but the Egyptian
government-owned multimedia

company Sawft al-Qahira (Sono Cairo)
owned its rights. So she was obliged
to pay 100,000 Egyptian pounds

for less than one minute of music.
For Lotfy, this is very disappointing
because she believes that having
access to her own heritage should
be free. In fact, the filmmaker thinks
that the Egyptian people should have
the rights fo Umm Kulthum’s songs.
She questions who is allowed to
enjoy culture in light of constricting
copyright laws.

Regarding video-on-demand and
streaming platforms, the filmmaker
Maggie Morgan acknowledges

that they have changed the scene
to a small extent because they

are starting to buy independent
films, shorts, and documentaries.
Countering this perspective,
Karkouti and Sobky underline the
pitfalls of these new platforms,
arguing that they do not pay enough
to keep the industry afloat. While
further discussion of this topic is
outside the scope of this article, the

opportunities that online streaming
platforms present to independent
filmmakers are indeed worthy
pursuits for further study.

Over the course of our conversation,
most of my interlocutors admitted
that distributing independent films
in Egypt is a constant struggle. While
talking with them, I saw a collective
willingness to present alternative
films to the public and to cultivate

a wider and more fervent local
reception for these films. According
to all my interviewees, independent
films impart a form of higher
knowledge and consequently they
admitted that audiences in these
films are required to critically think
and to not only feel entertained.
That is why some of my interlocutors
acknowledged that labelling a

film as “art-house” or a “festival
film” is often unhelpful and may
discourage audience attendance.

In fact, quite often audiences are
unfamiliar with the alternative film’s
language, image and narrative style
because acquiring this familiarity is
a gradual process that requires time
and audiences need to be guided
through it.
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What I also believe is needed here
is research and new strategies.

As Karkouti from MAD Solutions
underlined, the process of
distributing an alternative film

in Egypt is very much linked to
the concept of “trusting” the
distributors
the lack of data and research on

> <«

gut” because, given

this subject, distributors mainly
rely on the experience they have
gained in the field. Research also
means finding new strategies that
may be guided by cultural policies,
and that distributors can use to

accompany and guide audiences. In

fact, the critical role of distributors
and the present infrastructures

of film exhibition and distribution
demand further study because
there is an imperative need to ask

find audiences and through which
channel. This is crucial because
avoiding the traditional tropes and
melodramatic representations of “the
Hollywood film-making style” that
overshadow Egyptian cinema means
addressing the issue of how cinema
can speak to viewers on a more
realistic and personal level, create a
shared space for social and political
engagement and eventually impact
society.

questions about how these films can

I wish to express my gratitude to Hala Lotfy, Alaa Karkouti, Ahmed Sobky, Youssef Shazly,
Mariz Kelada, Maggie Morgan and Irit Neidhardt for generously spending their precious
tfime to answer my questions, despite their busy schedules. A huge thank you also goes to
Nour El Safoury and Sabine Abi Saber for all the productive suggestions they made and for
taking the time to read my article.
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Translated from Arabic to English by Basil AlSubee

I met and spoke with Hala Alabdalla, Syrian documentary
filmmaker currently based in Paris, regarding her most
recent film, Omar Amiralay: Sorrow, Time, Silence (2021). The
film serves as a personal message to one of Hala’s oldest
friends, the late Omar Amiralay, a pioneering documentary
filmmaker and long-time critic of the Syrian regime

who passed away a month before the unfolding of the

revolutionary moment of 2011.

Taking Omar Amiralay: Sorrow, Time,
Silence as a constantly resurfacing
point of departure, Hala Alabdallah
and I explore various topics
pertaining to cinema and politics
within and beyond Syria. By the
end of our conversation, we felt a
strong kinship in our thinking about
the relationship between politics,
poetics, and fostering collectivity in
times of loss.

The first part of our conversation
centers around Hala’s relationship
to the documentary form, starting
with her first film as a director,

I Am the One Who Carries the
Flowers to Her Grave (2006) and
moving along to her most recent
film, Omar Amiralay: Sorrow, Time,
Silence. Hala’s documentary films
could be distinguished by her
insistence on a revelatory honesty.

Poetics of Historical Contemplation With Syria and its Diaspora: An Interview with Hala Alabdalla

In her own words this insistence
cannot be separated from a personal
and political choice to reject the
common address of state and news
documentary cinema, both in Syria
and throughout the Arab world.
Instead of the more clean and
polished form of state and news
documentary, Hala’s experimental,
poetically meditative style finds

its artistic and political efficacy in

its ability to capture the messiness
of social entanglement, of both

the subjects of her films and her
audiences. Hala finds her freeform
aesthetic to be a more honest and
forthcoming way to be in community
with the audiences of her films,
whom she insists on characterizing as
participants in her film projects rather
than as spectators.
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Hala’s turn away from state and
news documentary aesthetics in

the Arab world carries more than

a simplistic call for documentarian
truth-telling—it comes from a keen
awareness about the systemic
invisibility created at the hands of
the Syrian state, an overwhelming
silence briefly overturned in 2011.
When thinking about the modern
history of images in Syria, Hala does
not simply critique the singular
portrait of Assad as ruler in Syria,
but points to the silences hiding
beneath this singular image. These
silences make the singular image of
the ruler possible to begin with: such
as silence around the 1982 massacre
in Hala’s hometown of Hama, or

the realities unfolding in the brutal
secrecy of Syrian prisons. If state
violence in Syria is then understood
as an act of creating invisibility, 2011
becomes significant not simply as

a moment of uprising, but also as a
moment of de-invisibilizing.

After a brief discussion of this
history, the second section of our
conversation is grounded in the
political present, over a decade
removed from 2011 and in a time
when most Syrians find themselves
reckoning with the immensity of
loss. For both Hala and me, making
sense of our political present and

intervening in it seems impossible
without an intergenerational process
of historical contemplation and
engagement with memory. As a
result, throughout our conversation
we find ourselves returning to

the massive collection of sound
and image fragments from before
and after 2011 which would have
remained largely inaccessible if not
for that revolutionary moment.

From there, the third section of our
conversation offers a historical and
autobiographical deep dive into
Hala’s relationships with political
organizing and ciné clubs. We
speak a bit about Hala’s relationship
with Omar Amiralay as well as her
involvements with the Damascus
Ciné Club and the Marxist Labor
Party in 1970s Syria. Hala directly
traces her choice to pursue
filmmaking back to the ethos of
collective organizing she developed
in both of these spaces. By rooting
her own artistic trajectory in her
participation in both the Marxist
Labor Party and the Damascus Ciné
Club, she emphasizes the importance
of nurturing collectivity in all of her
film projects.
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It is particularly poignant to think
about Hala’s ethos of collectivity
today in light of the vastness of

the Syrian diaspora—the subject

of the fourth and final part of our
conversation. Here, Hala speaks
about her earliest days after
migrating to Paris, working in
cinema between Syria and France,
and how she became particularly
drawn to poetry as a means of
“building bridges between souls.”
Our conversation comes full circle as
Hala speaks about the political and
social necessity of intergenerational
exchange within the large Syrian
diaspora, and the role she sees for
poetry in that exchange.

Over the course of our conversation
about Omar Amiralay: Sorrow,

Time, Silence, Hala Alabdallah

and I pivot around a recurring
question: how can cinema create

a collective space for political and
social engagement in a time of loss
over a decade removed from 2011?
Thanks to Hala’s own cinematic
efforts and her ability to generate
a revelatory poetics, viewers are

able to meditate on that question as
they revisit the rare intimate scenes
she filmed with her late friend and
colleague Omar Amiralay. Today,
Amiralay’s work and life trajectory
remain deeply compelling for many
generations throughout the Arab
world who view his documentary
cinema in a new light, especially

in the wake of 2011. In turn, Hala
Alabdallah’s poetic documentary
form provides us with openings that
allow us to be collectively present
with Omar Amiralay, as well as

with history, memory, and pain, in
spite of incomprehensibly distant
geographies.

Hala Alabdalla’s first film, I Am the
One Who Carries the Flowers to Her
Grave, is available online, and you
can watch it through this link.
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Section I:

Resistance and Revelatory
Honesty in Hala Alabdallah’s
Documentary Form

BA: Yesterday, while speaking
with some friends about your first
film I Am the One Who Brings

the Flowers to Her Grave (2006),
we brought up the amount of
off-screen labor that created the
possibility for producing the film
to begin with. The film could not
be possible, for example, without
intimate relationships, the insights
of age, and your own personal life
trajectory with all the hope and
despair that it contains. The result
is a deeply personal film that you
have since described as “a piece of
your soul.” Your latest film, Omar
Amiralay: Sorrow, Time, Silence
(2021), is not very different in that
sense—it’s as personal to you as it
is unquestionably political. Omar
Amiralay positions the spectator
as an intruder into an intimate
meeting between lifelong friends
in a strange space between life and
death. In doing so, the film relies
on an active narration addressing
the audience and including

them into the intimate scene. Is
there a reason why you felt it

was necessary to produce a film
that created public memory of a
dialogue between you, Omar, and
an audience? Who did you imagine
to be the audience for such a film?

HA: Before speaking about Omar
Amiralay: Sorrow, Time, Silence, 1
want to start first with some general
comments on I Am the One Who
Brings the Flowers to Her Grave
because I want to underline an
important aspect of your comment.
When most people watch personal
documentary films that feel closer
to everyday life, they assume that
we simply and haphazardly cut
together clips and photos from

our everyday lives and called it a
day. This is a consequence of visual
culture in our region—when I teach
cinema to young people today,

I usually have to emphasize the
importance of challenging the way
they view documentary cinema. This
is because documentary cinema has
largely been taken over by state
propaganda and news channels

that keep our relationship with
documentary cinema in the region
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in a state of underdevelopment.

As a result, large numbers of
documentary films in our region

are unjustly neglected in my view,
even among audiences who consider
themselves more invested in cinema.
In the past ten years however,
because of the uprisings throughout
the Arab world, many changes have
occurred in how audiences relate to
documentary images.

I Am the One Who Brings the Flowers
to Her Grave is a film that took many
long years of labor, years that I
enjoyed tremendously and look back
on very fondly. It still gives me great
joy to hear of people watching the
film today. In fact, I consider the
film to be a personal metric which

I use to gauge how adventurous I
can get as a filmmaker with every
new project. At the same time, as

I begin all my future adventures, I
remain aware that an audience will
receive the film as an end product,
which brings us to the question of
the spectator. When I think of the
question of the spectator, I actually
immediately turn to the Syrian
spectator who has been condemned
to a regime of censorship. Why do

I turn specifically to censorship?
Because in our context in Syria, the
National Film Organization sponsors
films to be created only to be then

left on dusty shelves and never seen
by anyone. The idea of a film being
made and never seen causes me a
lot of pain and anger because I think
the exhibition of a film—allowing for
communication with an audience—is
just as crucial as any component of
creating a film. I know that these
days the viewer is able to find all
kinds of films in the world in spite of
all censorship, but for me a beautiful
dream remains: that I could exhibit
my films in Syria and move across
cities and villages to hear people’s
reactions and to start discussions
with them and learn from them. Do

I not have the right to this simple
dream?

My views on exhibition and
spectatorship were actually among
my main differences with Omar,
who cared more about creating new
films irrespective of whether or not
a viewer could engage immediately
with the film. In fact, Omar did not
take initiative to send his films to
film festivals or private screenings
after they were initially screened on
French television channels. He was
simply not too concerned with this
part of a film’s life, and its ongoing
relationship with a spectator. I
would consider myself to hold the
opposite view. While I don’t actively
imagine an audience member
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over my shoulder dictating all the
decisions I make as a filmmaker,

I still have a deep desire to be
transparent and honest with my
audience, and to build bridges and
weave threads with the viewer
through my films, and ask the viewer
to cross the bridge or pull the thread
in my direction. In fact, I would
consider the audience member to be
a friendly collaborator in creating the
film. If they accept the invitation to
collaborate, it would be of benefit to
the film, and if they don’t accept it,
then that’s their prerogative.

BA: I am interested in this
aesthetics of revelatory honesty
that appears in your films. For
example, both I Am the One Who
Carries the Flowers to Her Grave
and Omar Amiralay: Sorrow, Time,
Silence rely on footage that is
typically left out of the final editing
stage of most major films—in fact
we could say that perhaps 75%

of those films consist of footage
of you changing the microphone
and camera setups, for example,
or of you receiving mocking
remarks from the friends you are
interviewing. This brings me to
the question of the documentary
genre of filmmaking, which you
have long been engaged with, in
ways that are similar and different

from Omar’s engagement with
documentary. What brought you
to documentary as a style of
filmmaking to begin with?

HA: I came to documentary from the
world of politics, so documentary
films for me have always been
attached to the question of
resistance, be it resistance against
pain or fear or oppression. So my
engagement with documentary
cinema became a means of exploring
how human beings can express their
pain and anxiety. At the same time,
by engaging with our pains through
the process of filmmaking, we start

a process of invigorating ourselves
through communicating with
ourselves and with others.

In the beginning of my engagement
with documentary cinema this was
much more important to me than

art for its own sake, which is a
stance that also cannot be separated
from my own political upbringing

as a child. Back then, I believed
firmly, in a simplistic way perhaps,
that having some kind of political
commitment was an obligation of
mine. This belief then took me to
political organizations that were
concerned with solidarity efforts and
work in service of change, which
were the same motivations that took
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me to cinema to begin with, rather
than a desire for fame or hopes

of becoming a star who can exert
control over others via the camera.
I never held these ambitions, and
still don’t, because even today
filmmaking feels to me like a
responsibility.

At the same time, in the spirit of

my youthful rebellion, I was very
interested in breaking all boundaries
in any work I do, and considered

it important to destroy any frames
or molds in documentary cinema.

So instead of simply entering into a
set mold for documentary cinema, I
considered documentary to be my
personal playground in which I can
experiment, allowing the work to
take me wherever it needs to take
me without any limits or conditions.
After I finished working on I Am the
One Who Brings the Flowers to Her
Grave, I felt that the films I wanted
to make had accumulated inside of
me with the accumulation of all my
pains. So when people ask me why
my films always make them cry, I say
that I wish I could make a film about
the sky and flowers and weddings,
but as long as the conditions in our
country are as they are, I feel that
there are screams hiding within my
insides, desperate to be released
through the filmmaking process.

BA: So creating films from a place
of pain and sorrow is connected

to resistance through filmmaking,
which you also connect to the
genre of documentary. But why
strictly documentary? Do you think
that documentary is inexplicably
attached to political resistance in a
way that a fictional film is not?

HA: Of course not, I have worked

in the past on many fictional films
such as Ossama Mohammad’s Stars
in Broad Daylight and Box of Life,
and Mohammad Malas’s The Night,
as well as many other French films.
There are many different, important
and necessary ways of creating
resistant films, in the deepest sense
of the word “resistance.”

But for me personally, one of the
important conditions that I consider
a priority in my filmmaking is
refusing to be tethered closely to
any political or economic system
or funding from any particular
organization that could dictate
the limits of my work. This is
much easier to do when you are
working with documentary rather
than most genres of fiction films.
I could express myself on a range
of different issues with my own
personal means which is exactly
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what I did with I Am the One Who
Brings the Flowers to Her Grave
without the presence of a production
team or actors that I would have
otherwise needed to pay living
wages. (Of course, I also enjoyed

the collaboration and support of

the director Ammar Beik in various
stages of making the film.)

While we are on the subject, despite
the fact that I cannot fully reject the
category of “documentary” for my
films, I prefer personally to think of
them instead as “free films.” None
of my films follow the expected
logics of documentary films, and
the process of making them does
not fit any predetermined criteria
for documentary either. My creative
process depends heavily on writing
and experimenting with the filming
process—it is only afterwards in

the editing stage that I realize

that the footage carries material
that could be retroactively labeled
as documentary. But the original

conception of the films typically
comes from a place of fiction—even
Omar Amiralay takes the audience

on an almost fictional trajectory. As

a result, for me, the most important
component of my films is freedom in
writing and creating and revealing to
the viewer, and this freedom for me
is @ more important descriptor for
my work than that of documentary.
But the price of this freedom is a
feeling of isolation that is a result

of attempting to create something
commercially undesirable and that
does not look much like most of the
other films that are out there.
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Section II:
Silencing and Making
Visible, “The Image” in Syria

BA: I want to stay a little bit with
the relationship you’ve drawn
between resistance and cinema

but I will return later to what you
have coined here as the “free film.”
You spoke in the past, and many
others did as well, about the role
played by images and filmmaking
in service of resistance inside Syria,
especially after the beginning of
the revolution, and before it as
well. Do you think that this political
moment we are living, the moment
in which Omar Amiralay: Sorrow,
Time, Silence is being screened,

11 years after the beginning

of the revolution and after the
displacement of more than half of
Syria’s population, is a new political
moment that demands a new role
for cinema in service of resistance?

HA: Absolutely! The role of the arts
vis-a-vis politics changes with the
passing of every moment and every
minute. If you ask me personally,

at this exact moment of defeat,
darkness, and shrinking horizons,

I would say that poetry is the
artistic language that affects me the
most. I get a tremendous amount
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of pleasure from reading a good
poem—it almost feels like a massage
to my soul.

Yet I can also say without a doubt,
and after having lived a long life,
that cinema has proven that it holds
a boundless amount of energy

and power. What I mean by this
statement is that cinema has and
always will have a role to play at
any given moment we are living in.
In this moment in which we find
ourselves broken and in a state

of catastrophe, after having lost
countless people to bombings,
killings, and imprisonment, after
having lost entire villages and parts
of cities, and after all the massive
energies and endless sacrifices that
have been given to the revolution...
In this moment of extreme tragedy
that Syrians are living in, it only
makes sense that we ask whether or
not cinema has a role to play in times
of suffocating darkness. Today, I

65



personally find myself holding onto
my faith in cinema. In my opinion,
cinema has a crucial role, just as any
of the other art forms.

That role certainly looks different
from the kind of cinema that young
Syrian organizers produced in 2011.
Back then, they risked their lives
and faced death to film what was
happening in front of them in the
immediate moment. At that moment,
I called these films documentary
auteur films because that moment
demanded immediate recording
from the perspectives of people
living in grave danger, regardless of
the immense personal costs of such
kind of filmmaking. There was an
exceptional urgency to film exactly
what was happening in that moment
in time and to communicate it on a
mass scale. As a result, this cinema
looks nothing like what we work on
today, ten years later. That older,
more urgent cinema transforms
today info documents that can
support us in creating contemporary
cinema, nourishing our inquiries
regardless of their form.

For me personally today is a moment
that demands deep contemplation,
meditation, searching, questioning,
and pulling apart the past, whether

that be the history of our country
before 2011 or of the early days of
the revolution or of the changes that
unfolded afterwards. This history
makes it imperative to ask new
kinds of questions which lead to a
very different kind of cinema with

a wider horizon of possible ends.
There is a much wider spectrum

of choices available to Syrian
filmmakers to contend with starting
from the original conception of
their film projects through the
projects’ execution: the selection of
equipment, curation of an intended
audience, searching for appropriate
means for funding and distribution,
and ultimately, the form and content
of the film. This broader array of
choices creates new possibilities for
contemporary cinema.

To return to your original question
about the role of cinema today:
cinema helps us understand what we
are living in today. It helps us search
for truth, prompt complex questions
for discussion, and hold onto threads
for our salvation. It also helps us
shed light on what the regime
attempts to erase and invisibilize.
But more than anything, cinema
ensures that we do not collapse and
surrender to a suffocating sense of
impossibility—that our conditions
will never change. This is my own
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interpretation on how resistance
through cinema effectively works:

I resist weakness and doom by
searching for the material of my next
film, which rebuilds my backbone
and keeps me standing.

At the same time, there is another
strand of resistance cinema that
prioritizes working through memory,
as well as studying historical
conditions with greater distance and
objectivity. These different ways of
dealing with our reality represent
cinema's vast margin where we can
go wherever makes us feel that we
can create something positive.

I’ll return a bit fo my own personal
experience and my relationship

with documentary cinema

today. I spent quite some time
between 1985 and 2005 working
largely as a collaborator on both
documentary and fiction films, and
then afterwards, I redirected my
attention towards my own voice as a
filmmaker. When I did so, I came up
with this strange revelatory and free
cinema, which takes my personal
struggles as a point of departure

to reach collective struggle, and by
doing so, moving between poetics
and realism. So between 2005 and
2020, I made my films within these
parameters: honesty, struggle, and

resistance against all that might be
enforced, simplistic, and expected.

Today as 2023 begins, I find that

I no longer have the authority to
make documentary films about Syria
because the distance between me
and Syria has simply become too
heavy. I have no real existential or
material links with what’s happening
inside of Syria. In fact, I feel that this
vast distance between myself and
what the people of our country have
to live everyday has forced me to

hit the brakes on what I could allow
myself to say about Syria in my films.

Today, I cannot look anyone who
lives in Syria in the eye out of shame,
and I cannot speak about, analyze,
or make judgments about what they
are living through. For example, I
refuse to reproach people who are
living foday under the Syrian regime
and describe them as people who
are regime collaborators, as some
do. On the contrary, I believe most
of the people who remain in Syria
today are people who are resisting
the conditions of oppression in their
own particular ways, and I respect
them deeply. I am ashamed to speak
about them while I am living in a
house in which I have electricity

and water, while I have the bare
minimum of my daily needs met
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without having to live under the
daily fear of imprisonment or of
being subjected to violence on the
streets. Because of my distance
from these conditions of life, I have
decided to search for a different
method of expression other than
the documentary form, and so I
have written a fictional screenplay
for a short film that I am working on
today which speaks to my emotions
without making any claims on what is
happening in Syria.

BA: I'd like to comment a bit on
what you’ve mentioned about
the importance of engaging with
history when thinking about the
role of cinema in our present
moment. I resonate with a lot of
what you said. I find myself flung
within the large Syrian diaspora,
and among a generation that has
witnessed the Syrian revolution
from a distance at a very young
age. While we were kids, many
of us discovered the emotions
you described, namely the

shame towards the people of our
homeland, and these emotions
still chase us to this day. Yet at the
same time ever since our youth, we
have felt that we were somehow
a part of what happened in our
country, and the events of our
homeland took on a very large

part of our emotional capacity.
But if I want to focus more on
how I personally engage with this
question today, I would say that

I am, as many of my generational
peers, primarily invested in
questions surrounding archives,
history, and memory, and it was
precisely that investment that
brought me to your films and to
Syrian cinema more broadly in
the first place. For me, cinema
has been one of the many ways I
have put a concerted effort into
becoming more familiar with the
history of my country and what
unfolded in it before I was born
or in my childhood years. I spend
a tfremendous amount of effort
looking into every detail in every
archive in search of an answer to
the question of “what is it that
brought us to the moment in which
we live?” It may be a simple and
romantic notion, or it may be
altogether misguided, but I am
convinced that when I engage with
the past in hopes of understanding
the present in which I live, I

may be more effective in playing
a modest role in transforming

the present into a future that is
different from what we live today.
This is the impulse behind my
obsession with these archives of
memories that are captured in
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sound and image and which we call
cinema. And this cinema, including
and especially yours, gives me a
new language to understand and
reckon with my present.

HA: I agree with what you’ve
mentioned regarding your
generation. Unfortunately, there is

a lack of knowledge among your
generation and the generation a bit
older than yours about our country’s
history before 2011. Most of them
assume that the Syrian Revolution
was the first organized opposition
to the regime due to the absence

of archives, since there is not much
that young people can materially
hold in their hands to let them know
about the past. This is amplified by
the fact that organized opposition
movements had to remain secretive
and did not produce many material
archives like newspapers or films—
even more so when it came to
talking about our political detainees,
whose circumstances were shrouded
by complete absence. These
silences and archival gaps invite
projects for revisiting the past,
assembling archives, and exchanging
intergenerational knowledge. I find
this kind of work deeply important
in this political moment. In fact, this
is a big part of why I agreed to do
this interview with you, despite not

knowing each other previously, the
vast distance between where each
of us lives, and our different primary
languages of communication.

I would like to add one extra note in
addition to what you’ve said, which is
on some of the differences between
your generation’s relationship with
the word “image,” and ours. The
image has a very different kind of
presence in our lives—for example
the singular image that you find
plastered as a portrait of the leader
all over the Damascus Airport upon
your arrival. We are so used to this
image, it might as well be the white
noise of any built space. As a result,
I never noticed just how bizarre

this singular image was until I was
around a young person who was
unfamiliar with our context and got
shocked by the phenomenon, which
I would describe as a form of visual
occupation.

More importantly, that singular
image was completely ripped
apart in 2011, a year we could only
describe as a rupture in the history
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of our country. In fact, I would say
that the revolution materialized in
the very moment that our youth
climbed onto each other’s shoulders
to rip apart the same singular image
that we never even dared to look in
the eye. This moment is an extremely
important station that we need to
pause at and stay with, especially in
any conversation about the “image”
in our country’s context.

Another important aspect of the
“image” in our country is the image’s
absence, especially when it comes
to the massacre of Hama. Despite
the fact that I was born and raised
in Hama, and many of my closest
friends and relatives are also from
Hama, no one has a single image

in their heads for what happened

in 1982. It is a completely absent
image; there is no archive or visual
history for that moment. Similarly,
there are many parts of our country
which cannot be photographed.
The reason why I mention all of

this is fo emphasize the sheer
amount of change that took place
in 2011. One of the most significant

transformations of that time is our
completely new understanding of
the sociopolitical role of the image
as well as its relevance to our
region’s history and archives.

Poetics of Historical Contemplation With Syria and its Diaspora: An Interview with Hala Alabdalla

70



SECTION III:
Collectivity as Ethos in
Syrian Cinema History

BA: Perhaps we can think through
the connections between history,
archive, and memory through
your film on Omar Amiralay. You
spoke previously in a televised
interview that the footage you
had filmed before he passed away
was originally supposed to be
developed and supplemented in

a more professional production

if Omar Amiralay had not
unexpectedly passed away.

Years later, you returned to that
original footage you had filmed,
and considered finishing the film
almost as if you were returning

to Omar’s last will and testament.
That footage became the backbone
of your latest film. My question

is about how you treated this
material after his passing, because
at the same moment you express
both the deep love you have

for him, and point out certain
differences between you two. You
voice some friendly criticism. Can
you elaborate on the differences
between you and Omar, and maybe
tell me a bit about what you think
are the personal experiences that
created these differences?
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HA: There are a few different points
I'd like to unpack in your question.
In terms of how I treated the
original footage after Omar passed
away, I should say that the footage
I shot was largely improvisational
and reflected a general outline of
topics to be delved into more deeply
during a later stage of production.

I could not have expected that

this footage would end up being
the final recorded material before
Omar passes away. Moreover,
contrary to what I had come to
expect from Omar over the course
of our friendship, he was actually
deeply vulnerable in front of the
camera, and spoke earnestly about
sensitive and surprisingly personal
topics. Even those who know Omar
really well were surprised by his
vulnerability. Because of that, I was
actually really concerned with how
I would handle the editing stage. It
felt like Omar entrusted me with the
vulnerability he shared on-camera
before his death, and I needed to
honor that trust. What made things
even more complicated was the
tension between my deep desire to
be as adventurous as I am normally

71



during the editing stage and wanting
to hold myself accountable to

the subject of the film who had
already passed away and could not
personally critique the film or even
reject it altogether. It really was a
heavy responsibility.

The second point I want to

address is your suggestion that I
was reprimanding Omar when I
addressed his negligence of the
issue of censorship which made his
films impossible to view in Syria.

I don’t deny that I could and did
occasionally critique Omar. It’s

only natural that I would pose the
question of censorship as a point

of inquiry since I was the film’s
director and Omar’s interviewer.
But I would not go so far as to call it
reprimanding—in a sense it was an
expression of my own admiration
for his stubbornness and his refusal
to give the censors who tirelessly
chased after him any power over him
or over the directions of his films.

As for the differences between

me and Omar, I don’t think our
differences were a cause of
disagreement between us, as much
as they were simply reflections

of our different natures. Omar

and I used to always honestly
address each other and critique

one another—he did it playfully and
with a smile while I did it with a
seriousness Omar used to jokingly
call childish. This was the nature of
our friendship!

Having said that, I’ll speak a bit on
how Omar and I approach cinema
differently. Omar is a master of

his craft and I refuse to compare
myself to him, yet this does not
mean I can’t mention some of the
same things I mentioned in the film
about how he chooses the topics
for his films. When Omar works

on a film, it usually comes from a
political consciousness that cannot
be separated from an intellectual
and artistic vanguardism that he has
a right to as a master of his craft.
On the other hand, I make my films
from my heart and my insides, and
from an adventurous curiosity.

Let me illustrate this a bit more
deeply. In the early 1970s when
Omar worked on Everyday Life

in a Syrian Village (1974) with
Saadallah Wannous for example,
they both felt that they had a high
level of knowledge and political
consciousness to confidently
stick their feet into the mud of
the poorest parts of Syria. From
the position of an intellectual and
artistic Damascene vanguard, and
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after having lived and studied in
Paris and participated in the student
movement of 1968, they arrived

in this forgotten village of Syria

in order to conduct a deep critical
study of the roots of injustice

in our country. That approach
undoubtedly came from noble and
just intentions. On the other hand,
my approach tends to be a bit more
quietly contemplative: I listen to the
subjects of my film with the intention
of expressing their struggles as well
as my own struggles. Through this
approach I would consider myself to
be a part of a larger group of artists
who are trying to express their
emotions through the cinematic
medium and to share them with the
viewer.

There is another key point of
difference between my approach

to cinema and Omar’s, particularly
surrounding the question of honesty
and transparency in the filmmaking
process. I always thought it was
important that the person behind
the camera and the person in front
of it maintain a forthcoming and
honest relationship. Omar and I have
discussed this issue countless times
on-screen and off-screen and we
never came to an agreement. I felt
the need to mention it in the film

to allow the viewer to understand

Omar’s point of view, which is that
the film director who prioritizes
justice and truth can be dishonest
to their film subjects if necessary,
particularly if these film subjects do
not deserve the director’s honesty
and transparency because of their
complicity in violence and injustice.

BA: I'd like to focus on the broader
historical moment in which you
two met and began to build a
relationship, specifically in the early
1970s before you were imprisoned
and before you left Syria. As you
mentioned previously, part of what
makes your entry to cinema unique
is that it was through the realm of
politics. At the time, there were
two significant spaces in which you
operated: the Damascus Cine Club
where Omar Amiralay was a central
organizer, and the Marxist circles in
Rabitat al-Amal Al-Shuyu’i, a leftist
political organization operating in
secret. What was it that took you

to these two spaces, and how were
they similar and different?
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HA: If you want me to describe to
you how I first came to politics,

I would like to say that it cannot

be separated from the broader
atmosphere at the time in Hama
where I was born and lived before
my family moved to Damascus when
I was still relatively young in the
early 1970s. Hama, of course, was
particularly known for its opposition
to the regime. I lived around my
uncles who were part of the Arab
Socialist Party which was known

for its leaders, names like Akram
Hourani, Khalil Kallas and others
who had also spent many years in
prison for their efforts. The general
atmosphere in our household was
also a deeply political one because
our parents raised us to never bow
down, to stand up in dignity, and to
refuse to remain silent in the face
of injustice. So despite the fact that
my parents moved around Syria a lot
because of my father’s work, we still
considered Hama to be our central
point of reference.

In Damascus, I was surrounded by
young people who were interested
in political discussions and who
were more animated by the general
atmosphere of excitement in our
country than by consciousness or
knowledge. But my relationships
with these friends as a little girl
made me feel that it was possible
to transform the political situation
in our country through collective
work and study, and that remaining
sedated and accepting of a regime
that came to power through a coup
d’etat against its own party was
completely unthinkable. Over time,
some friends who were older than
me began to support me and took
me to secret political organizing
meetings, despite my young age.
For the record, one of the greatest
difficulties we faced at that time
was building frust among comrades
in secretive organizations, because
we all had to prove that we were
not informants and that we were

all steadfast in our beliefs. Ideally,
collective trust gets built through
self-development, sacrifice for the
sake of others, patience, concealing
your political identity as well as your
comrades’ identities, and sharing
your knowledge with others without
any form of political posturing. These

Poetics of Historical Contemplation With Syria and its Diaspora: An Interview with Hala Alabdalla 74



might seem like basic qualities but
they are actually not really present
in most people—they are also all
absolutely necessary for secretive
political organizing.

My imprisonment, along with

other comrades in the late 1970s,
was a result of a confession from
one of our imprisoned comrades.
His feelings of violated personal
dignity overcame his solidarity

with his comrades—he found it
unacceptable to face any violence
from state police in order to protect
the identity of the organization. So
he chose to confess our names and
our locations. This example proves
that the rigorous political education
and training that happens in political
organizations and parties does

not always manifest well in their
members.

BA: This political atmosphere
you mention in secretive political
organizations... was that same
atmosphere present in the
Damascus Cine Club?

HA: I’ll speak more broadly about
the cine club before answering your
question. My entry into cinema

was based on a kind of rebellion.
When I was a child, I had a much
bigger relationship with literature
than I did with cinema because my
family had encouraged a culture

of reading Arabic novels and
poetry. Back then I remember I
used to get very excited to visit
my grandfather’s house in Hama
because of the massive library he
had in his house. In what resembles
a scene from a novel, our uncle used
to stay up late with us and gather
us around him while he read poetry
and drank a glass of arak. These
kinds of activities created a general
atmosphere of interest in the arts
which eventually brought us to
cinema. Cinema was a particularly
bold adventure for us because it
used to have an almost legendary
aura around it in my imagination,
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especially prior to the presence of
television and the Internet. So when
I heard about the Damascus Cine
Club, which used to be close to our
house in Syria, I was immediately
intrigued, not simply by the
possibility of watching the films

but because of the rumors I heard
about what happened after the
films ended: these extremely long
discussions that sometimes lasted
longer than the film screenings
themselves. I started attending the
cine club and was mesmerized by
the topics which touched on local
and global political conditions that I
was excited to hear and discuss as a
teenager.

BA: And both the discussions, as
well as the cine club were deeply
politicized, no?

HA: Of course they were! That

was why I went to the cine club

in the first place. Even if I had to
miss the entire film screening I

felt I absolutely could not miss
those discussions because they
helped me think deeply about

the reality I experienced, as well

as the relationship between art

and politics more broadly. At the
same time, I romantically thought

I could find potential comrades

to join our organization at the

cine club. I thought, “surely the
cinema people would have many of
the characteristics we look for in
political organizers.” One of these
potential comrades, of course, was
Omar Amiralay, who definitely used
to throw away the propaganda
literature I gave to him. I didn’t care,
I used to be just really thrilled at the
idea that he would take them in the
first place.
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SECTION1V:
Poetics and Politics in
Diaspora

BA: After this time in the 70s, when
you were embedded in political
organizing and in the cine club,
you were imprisoned by the
regime, then you left for Lebanon,
and then to Paris, which is where
your journey as a filmmaker really
began. First you worked on film
sets for Ossama Mohammad’s films,
Mohammad Malas’s films, Omar
Amiralay’s films, and those of many
other Arab and French filmmakers.
Then you made your first film, I Am
the One Who Brings the Flowers to
Her Grave. How did exile in Paris
steer your voice and priorities

as a filmmaker in directions that
might be different or similar to
filmmakers in Syria?

HA: Firstly, when you use the word
“exile,” I feel it carries some political
dimensions that I want to distance
myself from. I don’t like to compare
myself to many others who left Syria
under much worse conditions—to
consider myself among them might
be an exercise in self-delusion that

I would rather avoid. The last time

I visited Damascus was for Omar
Amiralay’s funeral after his shocking

and unexpected passing, and prior
to that I used to regularly travel
to Syria. I would be subjected to
boring routine questioning by the
authorities but this never deterred
me from going back.

Second, I should elaborate on the
period between when I first left for
Paris and when I made my first film
I Am the One Who Brings the Flowers
fo Her Grave without comparing
myself with other generations or
with those who stayed in Syria, since
we all have our own trajectories,
choices, commitments, and ways

of dealing with life’s circumstances.
When I was imprisoned in Syria, my
studies in agricultural engineering
in Damascus had been interrupted.
After I left prison and traveled to
Paris, I did not have the financial
means to register in film school

and accomplish my own dreams.

As a result, I relied on my studies

in Damascus to study genetic
engineering for very little money,
then I studied anthropology and
decided to study film at the same
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relatively inexpensive college,
instead of opting for the more
expensive film school I dreamed

of. I'm grateful to my good friend
Shamil Amiralay (who sadly passed
away a few years ago in Damascus),
who encouraged me to pursue film
and took it upon himself to support
my training while I was also studying
film. Thanks to his help, I was able to
work on my first ever film set, which
was on Stars in Broad Daylight by
Ossama Mohammad when I was still
a film student in Paris in the mid-
1980s. Working on that set taught
me the ins and outs of filmmaking—
that was when I first realized that

I did not want to have any other
career except as a filmmaker. I
found my passion, my pleasure, and
my personal and political struggle
through cinema, and thus could
never let go of it despite its financial
instability and the impossibility

of achieving the full extent of our
cinematic visions and dreams. And
so I began working in a way that

is organically tied to the cinema in
Syria.

At the same time, after I left prison
in Syria, I refused to do any kind

of political work outside of Syria. I
felt that political work away from
Syria was a self-imposed exercise
in delusion, since I felt way too far
removed from the daily struggles
of Syrians in Syria while I was in
Paris. That realization sent me into a
deep search for how I can actually
be materially useful fo my country
which was part of my journey into
cinema. I realized that I could be
useful from Paris as a provider of
various resources, such as funding,
film equipment, even skilled artists
and specialists for Syrian filmmakers
inside of Syria to collaborate with.
So instead of doing political work
from outside of Syria, I wanted to
participate in the film industry inside
of Syria.

Today I can say that politics was my
entryway into cinema: it’s an ethic
of sacrificing for others, supporting
them, and providing all my energies
in service of broader political

and social change. Over time, I
started building up experiences in
cinematography, editing, writing,
casting, and many other varied
roles in cinema because I wanted
to be a jack of all trades. Training
myself in every aspect of filmmaking
helped me make sure I can face all
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my needs as a director and allowed
me to avoid repetition and routine.
It provided me with a really deep
joy and an ongoing curiosity for
self-development, and broadened
my knowledge. So the entire ethic
of how I handled my role as a
filmmaker could undoubtedly be
traced back to my history in political
organizing in Syria—it was the reason
behind why I gave 20 years of my
life to work strictly on others’ films,
from 1985 until 2005 when I started
working on my first full-length

film (I Am the One Who Carries the
Flowers to Her Grave) which was first
screened in the Venice Film Festival
in 2006.

BA: It’s important to emphasize
that the political reasons behind
the work ethic that drove you

to dedicate your time to others’
films transitioned into your own
cinema as well. The documentary
films you began working on by the
2000s, which you describe as “free
films,” are most certainly deeply
political films. My reading of why
you describe them as “free films” is
the importance you put on poetics
in your work, whether through the
lyrical way you choose to edit your
films, direct poetic address in your
narration, or in any other facet of
your filmmaking that lends itself to
poetry. Why do you attach poetry
to politics in your films? And did
your migration to France play a
role in your attraction to poetics as
a form of political address?

HA: I’ll share some things I actually
have not had the chance to speak
about with anyone before or even
think out loud about, specifically
when it comes to my relationship
with poetry. To be honest, from
time to time, I feel regretful about
the fact that I am not primarily

a poet because of how deeply I
tend to enjoy poetry. I imagine my
relationship with cinema is actually
just a form of compensation—

by making films, I am often
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overcompensating for my inability
to write a good poem that addresses
my lived reality. Two days ago I was
thinking about how making films,
despite its immense difficulty, is
often a much easier task for me than
writing a poem, or composing a song
or a painting, because cinema can
be broken down into several small
elements which you can adjust to
allow you to express yourself most
effectively. So I go to filmmaking as
soon as I confront my own inability
to write the poem I most deeply
want to write. At the same time, I'm
very used to expressing myself in

a way that relies deeply on feeling,
sentiment, and conscience, whether
I am expressing myself in a political
capacity or in any other capacity.
This method of expression manifests
in the kind of poetic cinema I

make, which makes me feel like the
camera is simply another organ of
my body. The cinema I create is like
a dough that resembles my own
self-development: it takes shape as
my own self takes shape, through
collaborative work with others.
Actually, this very conversation we
are having is an example of that
same process, because thinking with
you takes me somewhere entirely
new.

So all of my works rely on a
collective work that is born out of
freedom, with a bit of intentionality
and preparation beforehand. I see
that as the central nucleus of all my
films, no matter how different the
topics are. The nucleus is a deep
desire for communicating with
others, for a revelatory transparency,
for breaking all boundaries and
traditions, and for calling others to
share boldly and transparently and
to break whatever molds they find
themselves born into. So my deepest
joy is whenever I hear that people
feel more emboldened to make the
films they’ve always wanted to make,
but have never dared make the
attempt, after watching one of my
films.

BA: I would consider myself
among those who learn from your
films a new language for bold and
transparent expression, which
brings me to my final question to
you. My question kind of resembles
a question Omar Amiralay asks you
in one of the scenes in your film
when he asks “so why did you, Hala
Alabdallah, choose to make a film
about me, Omar Amiralay?”
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HA: Before you ask your question,

I want to say a bit about how some
people interpreted my relationship
with Omar in the film. Some were
quite upset at my supposed audacity
in placing myself on the same plain
as Omar, the cinematic giant. They
feel that my film carries within

it an implicit claim that they find
arrogant, simply because I spoke
about myself in the same film that
focuses primarily on Omar. This
reaction makes me laugh a bit, and
does not prompt me at all towards
hesitation or second-guessing the
process of making the film, because
I treat Omar in the film the same
way that I would treat any human
subject in my films: with love,
respect, curiosity that cannot be
reduced to any form of sacrality.

If the viewer is bothered by the
way I address Omar in the film, this
means that I have productively put
the audience’s assumptions into
question. Perhaps the discomfort is
rooted in misogyny, because I am

a female filmmaker speaking to a
male cinematic genius. Or maybe the
viewer finds it uncomfortable to see
how two different generations can

speak to one another, and speak to
their lived realities through cinema
in different ways.

Obviously I have a great deal of
love and admiration for Omar that
comes through in both the film and
in this interview, but that should not
change the fact that I can face him
as he was in the same way that he
could face me as I was. In fact it is
only natural that we should all be on
the same equal plain in life without
any hierarchies. When I speak to
you for example, despite the very
big age gap between us, I feel that
I am a human being in much the
same way that you are, and that we
can learn much from each other and
arrive somewhere new together in
the moment that we meet and think
together without any reference to
false hierarchies. Perhaps building
bridges between souls in this way
is exactly what poetry does, in its
essence.
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BA: I’m a bit taken aback by what
you just described about people’s
reactions to Omar Amiralay: Sorrow,
Time, Silence. I personally was

not attracted to the film simply
because it was a film about Omar,
his life, and his films, despite
considering myself among those
who care very deeply about all

of those things. One of the main
reasons I loved the film is your role
as a director, as a human being, and
as Omar’s friend, and how you play
all of these roles with the utmost
honesty. Because you are honest
with yourself, honest with Omar,
and honest with your audience, you
build bridges between all of us. As
a matter of fact, I don’t even think
that the poetry that comes out in
your films would have any potency
if it was not rooted in that same
honesty. At the end of the day,

the film about Omar is not simply

a film about Omar but it’s a film
about your relationship with Omar,
our relationship with Omar, our
relationship with you...

HA: And also about time, death, life,
love..

BA: Exactly, so my final question

is an inversion of the same exact
question Omar asks you: why did
you agree to do an interview with
me? And what I really mean by this
question is: what is the end-goal
behind engaging with different
generations from the large Syrian
diaspora through your work?

HA: I always tell my cinema
students, some of whom I have
been working with since 2004, that
I dislike when they use the term
“teacher” to describe me. This is
because I usually feel that I am also
learning with them, so much so that
I feel like I am dry soil that they are
watering. The reciprocity between
us is really life-giving for me, it
feels like a really important way of
dealing with the loss that we have
experienced in our country. I feel
that the heavy experiences I have
endured, experiences that I continue
to carry on my shoulders, would be
completely paralyzing if not for the
joy of discovery and the flexibility
that I gain by working across
generational divides.

Special thanks to Rahaf Salahat, Saphe Shamoun, Nadine Fattaleh, and Sheelan Mirza for
various forms of support through the process of preparing this interview. Further thanks
to Ram Sallam and my father Omar AlSubee for support in translating the intfroduction

transcript into Arabic.
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Over the past two years, I have been in conversation

with Egyptian and Arab filmmakers about the concept of
positionality and what it can offer them when used as a
creative tool in their filmmaking processes. I conducted
fifteen visual anthropology workshops in which we discussed
processes of meaning-making, conceptions of truth(s) and

power dynamics in storylines.

During the workshops, we unpacked
these concepts through discussions
where we collectively reflected on
the workshop participants’ practices
in the independent filmmaking
industry, on how they come up

with their films’ stories, and on the
dynamics between filmmakers and
the characters in their films. I was
inspired to continue these dynamic

discussions beyond the workshops.

A photo from the Visual Anthropology
Workshop, 2022.

When I was first intfroduced to
anthropology, a professor told

me that anthropologists are
storytellers who explore socio-
cultural narratives. In my opinion,
it is not only a discipline but also a
lens and a set of tools by which one
can see, understand and speak of
the complexity of the world they
are interested in engaging with.
Thinking about anthropology as a
lens and a depository of
tools for engaging with
the socio-cultural world
makes it a helpful and
inviting discipline, not
only to anthropologists,
but to artists and
filmmakers who are
also interested in telling
narratives about and
creating representations
of social worlds. Using
anthropological tools

to tell narratives

allows the storyteller to decode

the logics of certain socio-cultural
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codes and unpack the complexities
of social interactions and their
meanings (McGranahan 2015). One
of the important values of using
anthropology’s tools, then, is that
they allow the storyteller to study
mechanisms of meaning-making and
existing interpretations of the social
world(s) presented in their films. In
this regard, one of the valuable tools
is the concept of positionality, which
refers to how different parts of an
individual’s identity—constructed
through one’s social class, education,
gender, networks, bodily abilities, or
experiences—position the individual
within social contexts and hence
influence the meanings attributed

to surrounding social phenomena.
When storytellers reflect on their
positionality as part of their process,
they acknowledge their social
standing within the work they’re
producing — a necessary step not
only in understanding how meaning
is attributed and interpreted, but
also in creating new socio-cultural
narratives and meanings through
artforms like cinema.

This essay is part of a longer
project. Through the NAAS x Esmat
fellowship program, I began to
outline an interactive toolkit for
filmmakers that introduces relevant
tools from anthropology, such as

the concept of positionality, in
order to invite a wider conversation
among young independent
filmmakers around topics such as
social standing, power dynamics,
sensory ethnography, contextual
meaning-making and multilayered
truths. The toolkit is meant to be
relevant for directors, writers,
producers, editors, distributors and
programmers. It is also designed

to be interactive as I believe that
efforts to understand our social
world and engage with it, so as to
reproduce, rewire or critique it,
require both individual and collective
labor. Positionality, a primary tool in
the toolkit, allows us to have a sense
of self awareness, avoid judgements
and prioritize engaging with others
in the process of developing
situational understandings of social
experiences. The interactive toolkit,
meant to be a vehicle for knowledge
production, does not assume a
hierarchy of knowledge. It offers
space for the multiple vantage
points, experiences and roles that
make up the process of filmmaking
to coexist, as well as for those who
are merely interested in engaging
with the toolkit to contribute to

the discussion. In this essay, I will
focus on positionality as a concept
and practice and its relationship
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to narrative in filmmaking. It is

the main conceptual tool in the
toolkit, which I hope will offer an
opportunity to think of positionality
as something dynamic, fluid and
transient that one can come to terms
with through ongoing reflection and
conversation with others.

Being aware of one’s social and
cultural standing as a filmmaker
and storyteller not only reshapes
the story being told but creates

it. Narrative helps us “translate
knowing into telling” (McGranahan
2015).! In this translation process,
being aware of one’s positionality
and how dynamic it is influences
the technical and creative approach
to the ‘telling.’ It is this process,
of translating knowing into telling,
that I am interested in extending
further through a set of examples
and exercises that will be included
in the toolkit and briefly presented
throughout this essay. Awareness
about our social and cultural
standing is a process in which

we train ourselves to do, be and
have certain qualities in our art or
research practices.

1 The author of this article also published a book
in 2020 titled “Writing Anthropology, Essays on
Craft and Commitment.” One chapter, titled “An-
thropology as Theoretical Storytelling,” elaborates
more on the article.

When filmmakers acknowledge
their positionality, it allows them to
identify their individual privileges
and positions within complex
power dynamics and hence narrate
stories that are nuanced in their
interpretations and presentations of
social worlds.

A classic example of a film in which
the filmmaker is aware of her social
position is Tahani Rached’s El Banat
Dol, or Those Girls (2006). The
success and popularity of this film, I
would like to argue, emanates from
Tahani’s awareness of her position
vis-a-vis the girls she films. This film
could have become one in which

a privileged Egyptian-Canadian
filmmaker imposes her views on a
group of underprivileged girls who
don’t share her value systems, but
instead, Rached spent a considerable
amount of time with them before
she started filming to understand
and interpret the meanings they
hold of the world and their values.
The time Rached spent with them
can be compared to an ethnographic
practice known as participant
observation — a process in which
anthropologists spend long periods
of time doing fieldwork to explain,
understand and interpret social
worlds.
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Another example I find relevant here
is the Palestinian ethno-fiction film
Ghost Hunting (Raed Antoni, 2017),
in which Antoni shares his coming to
terms with his privilege and authority
over the characters he directs and
his vulnerability as someone who is
haunted by a personal experience

in Israeli prisons. As we watch the
film, we, the audience, are offered
information that allows us to realize
and engage with the complex power
dynamics within this film. We may
be left with questions around ethics
as we watch as well, but the ethno-
fiction or docu-drama nature of

this personal and collective film
helps layer and sophisticate these
questions. As an audience, we are
forced to reckon with our own social
and cultural standing as well while
viewing the film. No one is only
privileged or only marginalized. It

is important to keep an eye on this
nuance.

A scene from Ghost Hunting
(Raed Antoni, 2017).

These examples show how two
filmmakers have employed the
concept of positionality as a
creative tool in their work, sparking
productive conversations about what
this tool can bring to the filmmaking
process. They also show how
acknowledging one’s positionality
within the world of the story is a
dynamic and multilayered process.
This is particularly important in
avoiding a performed approach to
positionality, one that sociologist
Louise Folkes calls “shopping list
positionality” (2022). Shopping list
positionality reduces positionality
to a list of identity descriptors

that function to indicate the
similarities and differences between
the filmmaker and the research
participants or characters in the film,
neglecting the negotiable everyday
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aspects of one’s positionality.
Alternatively, situational
understandings of positionality,

like those shown in Rached and
Antoni’s work, depend on filmmakers
reflexively engaging with their social
surroundings. This could be achieved
by engaging with the everyday

and the mundane in any particular
social context. In my opinion, the
mundane is where the majority of
social meanings are manifested

and contested. Filmmakers who

train themselves to appreciate

and give weight to everydayness
close the divide between what

is deemed significant (or exotic)

and insignificant. By not elevating
one over the other, the ordinary

and the extraordinary, one is able

to narrate a contextual story that
steers clear from fetishization. This
influences not only the plot choices
but even small details like clothes
and shooting locations. Closely
examining the everyday interactions
and details of the social world a film
depicts is the main drive behind

the process of acknowledging that
one’s position as a filmmaker and
storyteller is dynamic and contextual.

A scene from Ahlam Momkena/
Permissible Dreams (1983).
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A viewer may infer in the
documentary Ahlam Momkena,

or Permissible Dreams (1982), for
example, that the filmmaker Atteyat
El Abnoudy had many “kitchen table”
talks with her film’s main character
Umm Said. Social geographers Ellen
Kohl and Priscilla McCutcheon (2014)
name a process of thinking “kitchen
table reflexivity,” which refers to
informal talks and interactions that
researchers or filmmakers have
with their film crew, community
and research subjects or film
protagonists. The process is meant
to aid in understanding who

each person is in specific social
contexts and the position they
occupy within the matrix of social
and cultural networks that make

up the larger context of a film or
research. As an attitude, kitchen
table reflexivity stands in contrast
to the reductiveness of shopping
list positionality. Kitchen table talks
necessitate that filmmakers spend
time in the communities they wish to
film or creatively depict on screen.
In one scene, Abnoudy is in a rural
woman’s house, and a visitor passes
by but is hesitant to enter. Umm
Said, the film’s main character, tells
the visitor “come in, come in, these
are our relatives.” The scene is no
longer than a minute, but functions

to signify the amount of time Atteyat
and her all-men crew spent with
Umm Said. These moments, when
kitchen table reflexivity takes place,
are when filmmakers negotiate
seen and unseen aspects of their
positionality, such as social capital,
interests and familial background,
through informal discussions and
participant observation in order

to connect with the story and the
characters in it. Ahlam Momkena is
another example that adds to the
discussion around positionality and
shows that being cognizant of the
ways one’s position(s) influences
the storyline is an ongoing process.
Even though this intentional kitchen
table time allows filmmakers to
become more familiar with the
social contexts they enter and their
own positions within them, it is

still worth noting that no one can
ever completely become an insider
through this process.
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Reflexivity can also be triggered
not only by verbal and intellectual
interactions but also through the
senses and body. Sensory inputs,
such as smells and sounds, can help
us center embodiment as we try to
understand social experiences. The
cultures and social worlds we are
part of are not only a set of ideas
we share, but a range of meanings
we attach to our sensory worlds

as well. In its handling of sensory
details, the Egyptian film Geld
Hayy, or Living Skin (Ahmed Fawzi
Saleh, 2010), offers an example

of a film that translates the multi-
sensorial textures which constitute
the characters’ world beyond its
narrative. The film takes place in £/
Madabegh, where animal skin gets
manufactured and a “particular”
smell pervades the streets. One of
the film’s characters explains how
he realizes that he is no longer in his
neighborhood when the air starts
smelling “cleaner.” The filmmaker,
Ahmed Fawzi Saleh, who spent a
lot of time prior to and during the
film’s production in the area,? did not
overlook this detail.

2 As per conversations with people who closely
worked with Ahmed Fawzy Saleh.

It deeply impacted his
understanding of how the characters
make sense of themselves and
others through sensory means. The
film hence creates through sound
and image a tactile experience

for the viewer, engaging the full
sensorium and activating sensory
memories that could almost invoke
El Madabegh’'s smell. Another
example is the iconic film Leviathan
(Lucien Castaing-Taylor, Verena
Paravel, 2012), produced by the
Harvard Sensory Ethnography Lab.
The film explores and “records
material life from an optical reality
that is not strictly centered on
human form” (Escobar 2017). The
film is about fatal mass fishing and
exploitative labor and most of its
scenes are not shot from a human’s
perspective. This aesthetic choice by
the anthropologist-filmmakers who
have made Leviathan allows them to
give justice to the everyday bodily
and sensory experiences of the main
characters: the fishermen and the
fish. As you watch, you can almost
smell the sea, fish, blood and even
feel sea-sick. This bodily-material
experience forms the core of the
characters’ everyday life. To narrate
their social existence, I would like
to argue, one can not transfer their
hardships and exploitation to an
audience without translating their
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sensory world. We do not hear any of
the fishermen speak, but engaging
with the sensory and bodily textures
of their world offers another way

to engage with both our and their
position in the world, especially

their relationship to the non-human
creatures in the film.

Beside the conversations that these
examples invite and which the toolkit
will guide (in ways that are still being
formulated), I am also considering
including exercises. In one exercise,
filmmakers will be asked to record
their daily soundscapes, which

could then be shared with the
group so that participants could
guess where and when the sounds
were captured. While listening to
the recordings, it will hopefully

be possible to realize all that goes
unheard when we are inside social
situations. We tfrain ourselves to
mute certain sounds in order to

go about our days. However, upon
re-visiting these recordings, we
become aware of the presence of
these sounds. This exercise can

help us realize the importance

of soundscapes in creating a
temporal and spatial ambiance,
encouraging filmmakers to use their
full sensorium to experience the
worlds of their films and ultimately
create a more engaging experience

for their audiences. The exercise
also offers a way to focus on the
everyday sensory worlds we inhabit,
sparking discussions that could
potentially allow participants to
realize, through sounds, how they
negotiate their relationship with their
surroundings and others. By noticing
these relationships, participating
filmmakers may become more aware
of their position as social subjects in
the world.

In filmmaking, the practice of
moaaysha, or cohabitation, can
reveal to filmmakers how their social
and cultural positions shape the
meanings of the worlds they create,
what they know, want to tell and
understand. Another way to describe
what the previously mentioned

films do is “thick description,” a
concept coined by anthropologist
Clifford Geertz to describe the
transformative potential of realizing
that realism does not depend

on fasweer, or depiction, but on
moaaysha.
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Here is how anthropologist Carole
McGranahan describes Geertz’s
introduction of thick description
in her essay “Anthropology as
Theoretical Storytelling:”

When Clifford Geertz, for
example, suggests that it’s
turtles all the way down,

this is commentary on the
simultaneously bounded

and limitless aspects of
ethnographic interpretation. To
say our descriptions are thick
is to say they are concerned
with meaning and not only
description. We don’t just work
to describe turtles, but to get
at why turtles matter, why it’s
turtles rather than elephants,
and why the fact that it’s turtles
all the way down does not close
down our interpretations, but
rather provides a foundation
for them. Describing turtles,
including why turtles are
culturally meaningful, is a

key component of theoretical
storytelling. Description itself
may be a non-narrative form

of prose, but thick description
is narrative. It involves
characters, a plot, a storyline, a

form, a goal. In thinking about
the place of interpretation
within anthropology today,

it has in some ways been
folded almost seamlessly into
ethnography. Interpretation

is now unmarked, assumed,
expected, and is often narrative
in form (McGranahan 2015).

Thick description is a narration of
all that filmmakers actively observe
and talk about during everyday
interactions in their own, and

their film’s, world. Through thick
descriptions, meanings become
multilayered and their interpretation
a process of negotiation between the
audience and what they experience
via the screen. It becomes possible
as well for multiple interpretations
of a single phenomenon to coexist.
Although the relevance of thick
description is more obvious for
documentary filmmaking, this
concept can be instrumental to
fiction filmmaking as well. Some
anthropologists even extend this
conversation to science fiction and
fantasy worlds. Anthropologists
Michael Kilman and Kyra Wellstrom
created a toolkit called Build Better
Worlds: Anthropology for Game
Designers, Fiction Writers and
Filmmakers, where they introduce
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thick description as a tool for sci-
fiction and fantasy-based filmmakers
to enable them to imagine complex
worlds filled with characters and
settings free from their own cultural

biases and ideas.

Images from “Being Borrowed:On
Egyptian Migration to the Gulf,” an
exhibition & publication, October 2022.
Photos by Ali Zaraay.

Another category of exercises

that I hope to develop under the
concept of positionality is inspired
by a recent experience I had. A
screenwriter recently approached
me about collaborating on the
script for a TV series about an
Egyptian family in the Gulf. We
met because of my work on Being
Borrowed, an art/anthropological
project that looks at the experiences
of Egyptians who migrated to

the Gulf. Through a series of
workshops, an exhibition, a series
of talks and a publication, a group
of 25 artists and writers regularly
met to unpack representations of
Egyptian migration to the Gulf in
popular culture and share their own
experiences with Gulf migration.
My work with the screenwriter
makes extensive use of what we
uncovered during Being Borrowed to
build characters and construct their
imagined worlds. We discuss the
possible meanings these characters
may have of class, family, death,
loneliness and home. We creatively
imagine and design a social world for
the characters and simultaneously
for the audience’s watching and
sharing similar experiences.
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I grew up in the Gulf. My parents
migrated to Saudi Arabia in 1995,
and I lived there from the time I was
born in 1996 until the age of 18.1
have stakes in the story I am writing.
For example, I am particularly
interested in class and family
dynamics. This interest inevitably
influences my creative process and

I am more likely to emphasize these
dynamics in my characterizations
and storylines. The second category
of exercises will focus on the act of
imagining a character and its social
world. I wonder, for example, how
the characters and the worlds they
inhabit would have differed had the
screenwriter approached another
anthropologist to work on the script
with her. If moaaysha is the first step
in creating thick descriptions of our
socio-cultural worlds, imagination

is the second step. It allows us to
creatively narrate reality. However,
what feeds the imagination
(sensorial, emotional, intellectual
experiences) is as complex as our
social worlds and biases are.

In conclusion, I hope in the coming
months to be able to further
develop the toolkit and explore
more conceptual tools, other than
positionality, that could be relevant
to young independent filmmakers in
my community. I am guided in this

process by a belief that reflexive and
dynamic understandings of who we
are and where we stand in the world
as social subjects could take place
through film watching. Through the
filmmaking and watching processes,
we can collectively think and rethink
about how our positionality surfs
across different social and bodily
settings during different stages

of our lives. I sensed an urgency

to have these conversations in the
visual anthropology workshops I
conduct. The reason may be that
there is pressure on filmmakers
today to perform “shopping list
positionality,” and it also may be
because of the complexity of and
current shifts in social structures.
Whether it is either of these reasons
or an entirely different one, I
believe that the interactive toolkit
can spark collectively productive
conversations that may heighten
the participants’ awareness of their
positionalities and give them ways
to negotiate its many constituting
layers. These conversations can, in
turn, offer audiences opportunities
to experience more accepting,
kinder and less rigid socio-cultural
environments in and through films.
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