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Saudi heritage turned into amyth

& By Mohamed Tarek

In her first feature film, which had its world
premiere at 76th Venice Film Festival, the
Saudi female director Shahad Ameen seems
to be trying to set a new border with wider
artistic approach and less dialogue. Set in high
contrast black and white, the film is creating
its own world, a dystopia in which people
live in an isolated island without animals, or
green products, and the only way to survive
is to sacrifice a woman to the sea and fishing,
when she becomes a mermaid.

Questioning the whole tradition of dealing
with women in Saudi Arabia, the story of
Scales is an abstract way that gives the film
its own voice, away from other Saudi films that
tackles the social and political problems with a
more superficial approach. It also tries to find
a new way, similar to the great Bela-Tar films
style, to do its questioning of the society which
‘feeds’ on women, either by using women as
bearers of children or as mermaids.

The usage of a specific landscape is also
one of the major highlights of the film, as the

contrast appears between the desert, rocks,
and the sea. While the rocks are hard, they
can only give cruelty, and while sea is vast and
moving it can provide as much risk as it offers
food. Those contracts become also metaphors
of the relationship between masculinity and
femininity.

In black and white, with a visual narrative
that uses darkness to create elements for
storytelling, and silence to find a language
to express feelings, Shahad Ameen provides
a perfect picture of what an Arab female
filmmaker can do. Inspired by folklore and
mythology, she is able to formulate a tale that
triumphs for women around the world.

Not to forget the soundirack using Saudi
heritage music to create the songs played in
the film, adding to the feeling of sorrow about
‘this’ corrupted society living in dark ages,
represented by ‘this’ black and white film. And
even the way of storytelling and narration are
probably not the easiest and most favorable
for most of the audience, they remain powerful,

and invite to thinking about the Suadi issue,
and maybe broader feminist issue raised in a
powerful artistic footage.

Born and raised in Jeddah, Shahad
Ameen obtained a Bachelor’s degree in
Video Production and Film Studies from
the University of West London. Her short
films include Our Own Musical (2009) and
Leila’sWindow (2011), which won the Best
Film award at the Saudi Film Festival. Her
shorts Eye & Mermaid (2013) was selected in
Dubai and Toronto festivals and it won Best
Emirati Film and Best Cinematography at the
Abu Dhabi International Film Festival. Scales
is her debut feature.

Scales

ARAB COMPETITION

Saudi Arabia, UAE, Iraq

Fiction, 2019, Black & White, 76 min
Original Language: Arabic

Director: Shahad Ameen
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H By Amina Abdel-Halim

Danish director Ulaa Salim was born in
Denmark to Iragi immigrant parents, and
pursued his studies at the Danish National
Film School. In his provocative debut
feature, Sons of Denmark (2019), Salim
artfully delves into the relationship between
political polarisation and acts of extremism.

The political thriller, which premiered at
the Netherlands Film Festival, is set in the
year 2025, in a dystopian-esque Denmark
where ultra-nationalist politicians have
risen to prominence and power. A pre-title
sequence reveals the reason for al-right
politician Martin Nordhal’s speedy rise
through the polls: a radical Islamist attack
on the Copanhagen Metro, shown from the
perspective of a young man who watches
as his girlfriend steps down the stairs and,
within seconds, is blown to shreds.

From the brightly streets of Copenhagen,
viewers are transported into a tunnel,
where the 19 year old protagonist, Zakaria
(Mohammed Ismail Mohammed) runs past
racist graffiti calling for ethnic cleansing
in Denmark. He meets a group of his
fellow immigrant youth of color, who stand
distraught around two severed pig heads.
This act of racial violence is the work of a
White nationalist group known as “Sons of

Denmark,” who have grown increasingly
confident in the wake of rising ethno-
nationalism in the country. When he visits
a subterranean shelter housing myriad
immigrant families living in deplorable
conditions, Zakaria decides to take action.
The young man becomes quickly absorbed
into a radical rebel group, united under the
unforgiving principle, “an eye for an eye.”

The continuing visual metaphor is clear:
the men in the opening meet underground;
the migrant families cannot risk stepping into
the light. In the face of rising nationalism,
minorities are forced into the dark, made
to live like vermin. Salim’s film is a timely
warning against the dark days facing
Europe if nothing is done to hold back the
tide of right wing extremism. Its guiding
thesis comes down to the all-too-often
forgotten reality that violence only begets
more violence.

In an interview with Variety, the director
explained, “it’'s not about left or right, or
extreme Arabs or extreme Danish, but it’s
universal. It’s about a struggle to survive,
with the fear or hate of others a common
aspect in all the characters.”

And indeed, Salim does not completely
demonize either party to the conflict. Zakaria

falls into violent rebellion, but several softly
lit scenes show him caring affectionately
for his mother and brother. The Danish
extremists hold unforgivably violent views,
but the pre-title sequence demonstrates
that those views are a product of ignorance,
shock and scapegoating, rather than malice.

The title, Sons of Denmark, is two-fold.
Certainly, the titular Sons are a racist, ethno-
nationalist group; but the term could just as
easily refer to the young men of Arab origin,
who often speak Danish among themselves
and have never known any other home.
Salim’s dystopian Denmark is turning
against its sons, but those sons, the director
reminds us, are not all blond and blue-eyed.

Sons of Denmark
INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION
Denmark

Fiction, 2019, Color, 120 min

Original Language: Arabic, Danish
Director: Ulaa Salim

Screening times:

Thursday, 28 November, 6:30pm at Cairo
Opera House Main Hall

Friday, 29 November, 4:30pm at Zawya
(Karim 1)
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In the opening paragraph of Jassica Kiang'’s
review for Variety, the writer sums up little-known
events which inspired Karolis Kaupinis’ film Nova
Lituania: “In the late 1930s, prior to emigrating to
the United States, Lithuanian geographer Kazys
Pakstas proposed a radical solution to what he
saw as the inevitable eradication of the nation
through its assimilation into the German and
Russian spheres of influence: The purchase
and annexation of a large tract of land on the
African or American continent, and the creation
there of a ‘backup Lithuania.” Eighty years
later, filmmaker Karolis Kaupinis has taken this
eccentric idea as the kernel of truth.”

Taking us to the 1930s, the film follows the
life and unachieved dreams of a Lithuanian
geography professor Feliksas Gruodis (Aleksas
Kazanavic¢ius). Meanwhile, Gruodis suffers a
rough relationship where he is unable to connect
with his wife; his dreams of a good marriage are
replaced by those of a new Lithuania, or as it is
referred to: a Reserve Lithuania. Described as
mere madness by those who listen to the plan,
including Gruodis’ students, he nevertheless
manages to present it to the prime minister
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(Vaidotas Martinaitis).

Surprisingly, the prime minister finds interest in
the Reserve Lithuania, sharing the enthusiasm
for a pragmatic solution in face of the ongoing
Polish—Lithuanian conflict which included
annexation of Lithuanian lands including Vilnius.
To add to Gruodis’ misery however, the prime
minister suffers a stroke and is transferred to the
financial sector.

As we follow the little-known incident from the
Europe’s 1930s, the touching human lines are
interwoven into the story. Both dreamers (the
professor and the prime minister) form a close
bond: they watch their lives pass by, and hope
to still act upon their patriotic calling.

At the same time, the professor has troubles
of his own: the failing marriage: his wife who
though being in her forties is still under strong
control of her mother.

Gruodis’ plan to establish a Lithuanian colony
overseas sounds like a lunatic idea. Yet what
makes the story very real and draws the viewers’
sympathy towards the characters as well as the
plan itself, is credited to the intelligent script. The
director and also scriptwriter Karolis Kaupinis,

joined by remarkable actors, managed to deliver
a touching portrayal of what we are about to
believe is the only natural course of history.

Nova Lituania is Karolis Kaupinis’ debut
feature. His prior filmography includes two
shorts, The Watchkeeping (2017) and The Noise
Maker (2014), which he directed and wrote the
script.

Nova Lituania won Golden Athena for Best
Picture at the Athens International Film Festival
(2019) and now it competes for the Golden
Pyramid at the Cairo International Film Festival.

Nova Lituania

INTERNATIONAL COMPETITION
Lithuania

Fiction, 2019, Black & White, 97 min
Original Language: Lithuanian
Director: Karolis Kaupinis

Screening times:

28 November at 3.30pm, Cairo Opera House
main hall

29 November at 7pm, Cinema Karim 1
(Zawya)
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when the latter informs him about his mission to
save the world from imminent destruction: “You
have created everything in your mind. You are
living in an alternate reality because you don’t
want to face anything”.

These dreams and fantasies, therefore, are
there to heal our open wounds vent our pent-up
desires

The world as a fairy tale

“The problem | see in the world now, especially
America, is that the idea of realizing happiness
as a world free of conflict, a world that meets all
human needs, is a very misleading realization.
For me, America is a comfortable and false
dream,” Director Terry Gilliam.

Just as Gilliam rejects the American dream,
because it gives humans a misleading
perception of reality, alienating themselves
behind a deceptive mirage, he glorifies mythical
tales because despite its fantasy it offers a
real perception of the world, and tells us the
vicissitudes of life, as well as the struggle for
survival. It depicts to us a cruel and dark world.
But just as there is darkness, there is also a
longing for light. His film Brazil is a fairy tale
about a man who dreams of freedom and love
in a world that has lost humanity. Similarly,
in his film The Fisher King, a tale about the
contemporary world where love is the only hope.

In his fairy tales, is the concept of “modern
romantic rejection” which is adopted by the
philosopher Herbert Marcuse to express the
individual’s refusal to submit to the social and
political forces that seek to transform them a
cog in a huge machine, a subject of control and
manipulation. His protagonists always have a
vision that is contrary to the mainstream. They

are marginal, dreamers, children, crazy, and
foolish. Like Sam in Brazil and Barry in The
Fisher King

The visual legacy of Terry Gilliam

Gilliam began his directing career in the 1960s
as a painter and animator with the comedy
troupe, Monty Python. He was as the animator
of their works. When he later moved towards
directing, the picture and the composition
was his first priority. That's why Terry Gilliam’s
cinema has a very special visual character. He
has no inclination towards realism. He prefers
wide lenses, especially the 14mm lens that now
become called Gilliam lens as he is known to
overuse it.

The wide lens gives him a very complex and rich
Mise-en-scéne, giving it a detailed momentum
and clarity at almost every level of the image. The
wide lens sometimes distorts the perspective,
enlarges distances and sizes as it gives a sense
of suffocation and blockade, an aspect that fits
his nightmarish world. This tendency towards
exaggeration and strangeness is an attempt to
embody what is dark and distorted within man
and the world in general.

Terry Gilliam is a director with a special and
clear cinematic vision, a vision that glorifies
imagination and dream, two things he sees
necessary to survive in an increasingly harsh
and dark world. Despite his dark perspective, he
is not pessimistic, because he sees darkness as
what makes light more beautiful.

After the screening of his film Brazil, Gilliam
was hosted on a radio show, where a member
of the audience called saying “Mr Gilliam, you
made me laugh out loud from panic.” Gilliam
replied, “Well, I'll write that on my grave.”
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The world as a fairy tale

i By Ahmed Ezzat

“Only imagination is what liberates me. | hope
that every man creates his own world. The
problem is that the majority of people happily
accept the world that others have created for
them, and | think that’'s what | fight against in all
my films, “director Terry Gilliam once said.

For years Gilliam used to obsessively have
the same dream. It was a pure dream filled with
unimaginable joy, where he flies in the air, not
far from the clouds, but only for several meters
above the ground, to wake up exhausted from
the impact of the flight. Later he had to remind
his body that this is just a dream and that he is
unable to actually fly. At the heart of all his films
is the struggle between the imagined and the
realistic. To possess the imagination and to be
the owner of this dream is essential to survive in
a world full of cruelty and decadence. Gilliam is
a survival filmmaker par excellence.

Highlights of the Gilliam world
The clash hetween reality and
imagination

The daily reality, or pure fantasy, is no temptation
for Gilliam. His special signature move includes
the ability to combine them in his films, creating
a very special environment. His protagonists
always dream of flying over and bypassing
the harsh and nightmarish reality. In his iconic
film Brazil, Gilliam creates a bleak reality with
a touch of absurdity, a reality swinging between
Franz Kafka’s nightmare in The Trial and the In
the Penal Colony, and Orwell’s dystopia in his
classic 1984.

In an unspecified world with no time and
space, we have absolute power, a bureaucratic
maze, a robotic world, as well as mysterious and
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inhuman laws. We see Sam Lowry for the first
time through a dream sequence that contradicts
his reality. We see him flying towards a beautiful
woman hiding behind a transparent scarf, a clear
and innocent dream. However, elements of the
nightmarish reality quickly sneak into the dream,
blending the dream and reality together. In Time
Bandits, young Kevin escapes from a tech-
obsessed modern world and his parents who do
not care for him. He joins a group of dwarfs to
travel through time in search of adventure, fun
and warmth, all are needs he seeks in his daily
life.

At the end of the journey, Kevin returns to
his reality with photographs capturing the
memories of his journey through time. In his
later films, the margin of dreaming becomes
narrower and sometimes completely fading. In
Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, the film’s two
protagonists live in paranoia and hallucinations
as they continue to use drugs the whole film.

One of the characters, Raoul, played by
Johnny Depp, mocks the 1960s saying “ We
are all wired into a survival trip now. All those
pathetically eager acid freaks who thought they
could buy Peace and Understanding for three
bucks a hit. But their loss and failure are ours
too. ... a generation of permanent cripples failed
seekers, who never understood the essential
old-mystic fallacy of the Acid Culture: the
desperate assumption that somebody... or at
least some force - is tending the light at the end
of the tunnel.” The film is about being held in a
nightmare, just as in The Brothers Grimm which
depicts its protagonists completely lost in one of
their horrifying tales.

Gilliam’s cinema in this regard is a metaphor
for the failure of the dream, and the impossibility
of flying away from reality. But whenever Gilliam

GILLIAMESQUE

A Pre-Posthumous Memoir

failed, he returned to dream again in his next
film, without regard to the failure of the previous
attempt, so we find his protagonists always
swing between childhood, foolishness, and
madness.

The psychological
logic of Gilliam’s dreams

Carl Jung believes that through dreams we can
communicate with a hidden side in ourselves,
just as we communicate with what is common
between us and all humans. According to Jung,
dreams are a way of solving the dilemmas that
we face waking up. These dreams conceal our
helplessness and our sense of inferiority. In
Brazil, Sam’s dreams reach a peak. He is free
and popular in his dreams, whole in reality he
is just a cog in the machine, lonely, with no
loved ones. Even his mother, who only cares
about cosmetic surgeries, only focuses on his
career. What applies to dreams also applies to
symptoms of madness such as paranoia. While
hallucinations are an attempt by the troubled
mind to create a new perspective of the world.

In The Fisher King, Barry, played by Robin
Williams, creates his own world through his
imagination, as he is traumatized by his past
that makes him feel inferior, guilty, and unworthy
of love. So, he imagines himself on a special
mission to get the Holy Grail. He is haunted by a
hallucination in the form of a scary knight called
the Red Knight, which is the embodiment of
his traumatic and painful past. This happens in
moments when he is reminded of the past when
he feels that someone cares about him because
he sees himself not worthy of love.

In Twelve Monkeys, a psychiatrist in Twelve
Monkeys tells James Cole played by Bruce Willis,




V. Elif.ore.eg

i By Donia Mounir

On the 27th of November, Haifa Street
an lIraqgi film was screened at the Cairo
Operars small hall. Part of the Horizons
of the New Arab Cinema Competition, the
screening was followed by a discussion
with the film>s director Mohanad Hayal.

The deep melancholic and violent Haifa
Street pushes various limits as it showed
the lives of Iraqi citizens in war-torn Iraq
in 2006. As the Haifa Street begins we
are under an impression that the movie is
about a man on his way to propose to his
long love; but after merely five minutes into
the film, the viewer discovers that this is
just a small event in a much bigger picture,
one that depicts tragic reality of one street
- and whole Baghdad - shattered by
sectarian violence.

The film revolves more around the
character named Salam, portrayed by
an assistant director and first time actor
Asaad Abdul Majeed. A Jihadi sniper,
Salam lives on top of a roof with a dog as
his sole companion and protector. Salam
wants nothing but to protect the ones he
loves and cares about but, in his own
twisted way, he also isolates them.

As the film progresses, Salam evolves
into a much bigger and controlling
character. Yet once he becomes more
powerful, he sees himself dead, knowing
that it is only a matter of time before -- like
in a vicious circle -- someone else takes
his place.

Haifa Street includes an amazing cast
-- actresses Iman Abdulhasan and Yumna
Marwan -- depicting a struggle that women
go through in such environment and how
each woman has her own way to survive in
a world ruled by chaos and blood.

Following the screening, the director
was applauded by the audience before he
initiated a discussion about his work.

Hayal explained that Haifa Street is
one of the main streets in Baghdad, one
that witnessed a lot of brutality and blood
shedding during 2006. For this reason, the
director decided to focus on this specific
location and its events, many of which
carried utter brutality.

When commenting on the harsh images
presented in the film, the director explained
that «in order to believe something you
must see it,» adding that he does not shy

away from the violence no matter how
bloody it is. «Filmmaking,» he continued
«is all about passing a message and my
message is that these events happened,
are happening and will continue to happen.
Someone must relay the message, so
others can see and take action.»

Hayal clarified more than once that the
movie is not about the individual situations
of the characters as much as it is a wider
view to what a destroyed country went
through on a day to day basis, and how
death has become one>s companion.

The film is the first acting experience for
actor Asaad Abdul Majeed who portrayed
the character of Salam. Hayal explained
that at first, Abdul Majeed was an assistant
director but while they were doing the
casting for the film, the director looked
at Asaad and said «You are Salam and it
can’t be someone else; the rest is history.»

Mentioning that Haifa Street is a small
budget film, Hayal expressed gratitude
to many people who worked on the film
including his friends who contributed with
unparalleled efforts in order to reach an
interestaing cinematic picture.
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28 November

Cairo Opera House, Cairo Opera House, Hanager
main hall small hall Theatre

1pm: Dawn (Bhor)
3.30pm: Nova
Lituania

6.30pm: Sons of
Denmark

12.30pm: The
Barefoot Emperor
3.00pm: Little Joe
5.30pm: Marighella
9.30pm: About
Endlessness

2pm: Ghost Town
Anthology

4.30pm: Stitches
7pm: The Share of the
Hours

9.30pm: City
Dreamers

Creativity Centre Zamalek Cinema

(4pm: Witch (Bruja
7pm: Mozart Recycled
10pm: The Guest

Karim 1 Cinema Karim 2 Cinema

2pm: Those Who
Remained

4.30pm: The Friendly
Man

6.45pm: Mindanao

1.30pm: The Marvelous
Misadventures of the Stone; Lady; Off
Season, Contact; Here Is Not There;
One Frame Per Raid Siren; Refugee
Tpm: EI (This Strange Passion)
9.30pm: Lamento

2.15pm: Roudram (2018)
4.30pm: One Man Dies a
Million Times

Tpm: The Woman in
Block J

9.30pm: Haifa Street

1pm: I Foust
4pm: Gasman
6.30pm: Leaving
Afghanistan
9.20pm: Porcelain

Those Who Remained The Shape of the Hours

Hungary

Fiction, 2019, Color, 83
min

Original Language:
Hungarian

Director: Barnabas Toéth
In post-WWII Hungary, a
doctor and a teenage girl
who survived Nazi crimes,
find in each other a chance
to overcome the trauma of
the war.

Brazil

Fiction, 2019, Color, 105
min

Original Language:
Portuguese

Director: Diego Lopez,
Bitencourt Claudio

A hotel manager, also a
former alcoholic, faces a
living nightmare: a lawyer
attempts to buy his hotel from
the bank, a couple of addicts
occupy a room and refuse to
leave, amid lack of support
from his wife who accuses
him ruining everything.

Argentina

Fiction, 2019, Color, 74
min

Original Language:
Spanish

Director: Paula de Luque
A couple meets after a
year of separation to spend
a day and bid farewell to
the house they were once
happy at. 24 hours like

a bunch of overlapping
Matryoshkas, but at all times
is that true?
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