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“1 started working on the film
11years ago and was persecuted
just like its hero.”

it BY Sarah Neamatallah

The film ‘No Land’s Man’ was presented on
28 November as part of the Cairo International
Film Festival’s special screenings section, in
an event attended by director Mustafa Sarwar
Farooqi and actress Mevan Mitchell.

The screening was followed by a symposium
moderated by critic Rasha Hosni. During the
talk, Farooqi spoke of his eleven-year journey
into the film industry, and of his feelings of
kinship towards the main character Navin.
In his view, he and the character are similar
in that they are both Muslim and have faced
ample challenges due to their religious
identities.

Farooqi, who shot the film just before the
COVID19- pandemic, said he had started
working on the project a long time prior. ‘No
Land’s Man’ had initially not succeeded in
attracting funding because, in the director’s
own view, the idea was still incoherent and
unclear. This pushed him to start rewriting it,
all while the world around him was changing,
too. These external factors led him to rethink

the project entirely to reflect current realities.

Farooqgi shared some inspirational words
from his mother: “If you want something real
and honest, it will happen tomorrow.”

The director went on to compare the
filmmaking journey to an onion. “When one
peels a layer, there is another one underneath.”
This is to say that the filmmaking process is
complex and hard to synthesize into a few
short words.

Actress Mevan Mitchell, for her part, grabbed
the spotlight twice. First, when she walked the
red carpet before the start of the screening,
watched by an enthusiastic audience of film
practitioners and movie-goers. Then again,
on screen, in a stellar performance praised by
many.

During the event, Mitchell expressed her
great enthusiasm and pride in seeing the film
for the first time. She noted that ‘No Land’s
Man’ is her feature debut, going on to recount
that Farooqi first discussed the project with her
on Facetime, a platform they used to train and

develop characters together. The two met later,
shortly before filming in the United States.

Mitchell further explained that because this
was her first narrative feature, she felt very
attached to her character and was eager to
learn and discover more about her way of
being and seeing the world at every step.

“l especially loved working on an Asian film,
because | previously had no knowledge of
Asian cinema outside of my dealings with the
director.”

The actress emphasized her love of learning
and new experiences, which in her view, have
driven her professional growth and propelled
her forward. She further described Farooqi
as “a very skilled director, who has strong
awareness of his audience and an eye for
detail.”

‘No Land’s Man’ made its regional premiere
as part of the 43rd edition of the Cairo
International Film Festival. The film is a co-
production between the United States, India,
Bangladesh, and Australia.
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&= By Sarah Neamatallah

The Cairo International Film Festival
honored actor Karim Abdel Aziz with the
prestigious Faten Hamama Award for
Excellence, in a ceremony held on the
fourth day of the festival. The event was
moderated by critic Tarek EI-Shennawy
and attended by many prominent figures
of the industry. They include film directors
Marwan Hamed and Omar Abdel Aziz,
screenwriter Tamer Habib, actress Bushra,
and actors Ahmed El-Fishawy and Ahmed
Shaker Abdul Latif.

The beloved performer and director
conveyed his joy at receiving this award, on
a day that he considered “to be the most
important of his life.” Abdel Aziz went on to
thank the festival for honoring him with an
award that bears the name and heritage of
the CIFF.

When presenting the actor with the
award, the CIFF President, Mohamed
Hefzy, expressed his hope that we would
work with the actor in future.

In his speech, Abdel Aziz, said he felt
lucky to have begun his career working
with celebrated actors such as Nour Al

Sherif, Mahmoud Abdel Aziz, and more. He
further praised the great developments that
the Egyptian and Arab film industries have
witnessed in recent years, and the great
strides they have made in their “quest for
globalization.”

The actor then discussed his experience
working on the acclaimed horror film
‘The Blue Elephant,” which he described
as psychologically straining due to the
complex nature of his character. “Though |
had heard about the impact that onscreen
roles can have on an actor,” he continued,
“I never truly understood the extent to
which a role can deeply transform the actor
portraying it.”

Abdel Aziz then discussed his preference
for cinema over television, because cinema
is closer to his heart. “As a director myself,”
he explained, “I never interfere with the work
of other directors, but | do like to share my
point of view in generative discussions.” He
further stressed that he likes to work with
directors who he feels have a unique vision
and approach to storytelling, regardless of
their degree of expertise.

When asked about the topic of his
upcoming short film, he answered that it
was best described as a film dealing with
“harassment.”

During the ceremony, Abdel Aziz also
offered his advice to the new generation of
film practitioners, relaying the words of his
father, director Mohamed Abdel Aziz: “We
did not invent cinema. We inherit it from
our predecessors and are trying to keep it
alive.”

Critic Tarek EI-Shennawy, who authored
a book on the actor, described Abdel
Aziz as having a unique presence and
intelligence. He added that growing up in a
family of artists may have contributed to his
ascension to success, but that it certainly is
not the only reason for his rise to fame and
impressive artistic achievements.

El-Shennawy concluded: “Karim started
acting at the height of a movement known
as “clean cinema,” which was something
of an insult to art; and yet he succeeded
in presenting impressive work despite
these circumstances, and affirmed his own
convictions.”
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The late writer Anis Mansour once called
Nelly ‘the Om Kalthoum of performance
artists.” Upon seeing her in Fawazeer
Ramadan—the riddles broadcast at sunset
to millions across Egypt and the region—
poet Salah Jahin told her she had cured his
depression.

“When we think of joy, of the power of
performance to delight and thrill audiences,
the name that immediately comes to mind
is, of course, Nelly.” These were the words
of renowned film critic and writer Tarek El
Shennawy, who moderated a heart-to-heart
conversation on 30 November with the silver
screen icon and recipient of CIFF’s Golden
Pyramid for Lifetime Achievement award.

To see her live—watch her trade jokes with
audience members and sing couplets from
her most famous tunes—is to understand why
this starlet’'s name is still synonymous with
joy, nearly two decades after her last acting
role. Even at 72, Nelly hops on stage with all
the lightness of a born-and-bred entertainer,
iconic blonde hair bouncing behind her. You
almost expect her to strike a dancer’s pose
to receive the standing ovation with which the
audience greeted her.

In a retrospective video, audiences
experienced Nelly’s five-decade career in
shorthand. From her first appearance as a
beaming three-year-old in the 1953 film ‘Al
Herman’ (‘Deprivation’), to the Ramadan
riddles which—in elaborately choreographed
dances and iconic theme songs the audience
still knows by heart—cemented her as a
household name.

In the ninety minutes that Nelly shared with
the audience, her signature wit and sense
of humor shined through. She quipped with
El-Shennawy and the crowd, turning sincere
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ective of Nelly's
Snrawling Career

reflections into jokes with the ease of a lifetime
in the spotlight. When the moderator seemed
to steer the conversation a little too seriously
for her liking, she laughed and said: “I'm a
jokester at heart, Tarek.” Time and again, she
proved that the winking starlet, with the lilting
laugh that gripped hearts across the region,
is still here.

Her fifty-year career and iconic status were,
El-Shennawy said, far from guaranteed.
When audiences fall in love with an actor as
a child, it becomes very difficult to see them
as anything else, which is why so many child
stars fizzle out. According to the critic, it takes
a singular talent to break the mold, and force
audiences to continuously fall in love with
them at every age.

“It’s especially hard when actors are known
for their comedy and their entertainment
value, it’s easy to settle into that role and
never really venture into tragedy and dramatic
performance,” he said. “Nelly, however, never
settled.”

This was most clear in the actress’s 1977
role in the film ‘Al ‘Azab Emra’a’ (‘A Woman’s
Torment’), where Nelly—by then already
known as a triple-threat—appeared as the
conniving, maniacally jealous Inas.

“l was initially offered another role in the
film,” the star reflected. “But as soon as |
read the script, | told them my heart was set
on playing the villain. The director Ahmed
Yehia and my co-star Mahmoud Yassin were
both shocked, they said | couldn’t possibly
appear as the villain. But that experience of
diving into a very different character was very
valuable to me, and it’s something every actor
should do.”

The brightest star in her career remains,
of course, her tenure in Fawazeer Ramadan

(The Ramadan Riddles), which Nelly
surprised the audience by saying she wasn’t
on board with at first.
“When they first approached me
about Fawazeer Ramadan, | was very
apprehensive,” she remembers. “l said
“‘what on earth would compel me to leave
cinema for riddles?” And then as the picture
became clearer, and | realized the focus
on performance first and foremost, | was
completely sold. I'm a performance artist at
heart, that’s always been my life’'s work.”

A lifelong fan of musicals, she explained,
she jumped at the opportunity to bring her love
of the styles of Gene Kelly and Fred Astaire to
screens across Egypt and the region.

Where she was once apprehensive, Nelly
would later fall in love. She would push
herself so hard in rehearsals she would resort
to catnaps in her dressing room to keep going
and would approve every backup dancer’s
costume to ensure the overall aesthetic was
up to standard.

On an industry level, her loyalty to Egyptian
television was unfaded. She became known
for including a clause in every contract, no
matter the producer, that stated the show
would stream on Egyptian television. At the
very least, she would insist, a copy of the
production would be made freely available to
Maspero.

Though she was reluctant to name an
actress that could play her in a biopic (“why
would anyone make a movie about me, my life
is so ordinary,” the starlet told an incredulous
adoring audience), Nelly did tap Donia Samir
Ghanem as a singular talent. If any actress
in the young generation could take up the
mantle of Ramadan riddles and bring its
legacy to Generation Z, it would be her.
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Loneliness Is Just a Part We Play

o} By Aida Youssef

Hong Sung-eun’s film ‘Aloners’ portrays
a simple story. It is one of modern-day
loneliness, the alienation and anonymity of
a fast-paced life greatly accelerated by the
devices at our disposal. Though the film’s
originality lies not in this oft-told story but
in its enactment. Loneliness becomes not a
theme, but a performance undergone and
eventually broken by the protagonist.

Lucidly played by first-time film actress
Gong Seung-Yeon, Jina lives alone in an
apartment building. She works in a cubicle
at a credit card company’s call center where
she excels at her job. All it requires her to
do, she explains to the new intern Sujin,
is follow the guidelines that dictate how
to talk to callers. Asking a few questions,
apologizing for any inconvenience, or
reciting a bank statement. These acts
constitute the script she mindlessly
performs every day, alienating Jina from
both clients and co-workers.

Engrossed in her own world, she doesn’t
realize her next-door neighbor has been
dead for a week. A seclusion that is
translated visually. Close-up shots depict
her in the center of the frame at work, at
lunch, or walking home in a tunnel-like
corridor. We do not see her in relation
to her environment, only trapped in her
own isolation. She makes it through her

day phone in hand, earphones sonically
separating her from her surroundings.

Even we, as an audience, are distanced
from her. Most of the time, we are not privy
to what she’s watching on her phone,
preventing our identification with her. When
we eventually find out, we realize that she is
longing for connection. She watches videos
of people eating their meals (a popular
trend on social media) instead of accepting
Sujin’s friendly request to dine with her. This
pastime is a simulation of companionship
because it sees her virtually dining with a
stranger in lieu of an actual person.

More strikingly, her actions have a
voyeuristic feel that actually extends to
Jina’s relationship with her family. To check
up on her sick mother, but only from a
distance, she installed a webcam in her
home. Once again, she is watching without
being watched. Interestingly, we’re pushed
to question our own prying look when the
protagonist herself is portrayed in a couple
of high-angle shots from the corner of the
room. Eerily resembling security camera
footage, she the observer becomes
observed. And we begin to wonder if this
could happen to us.

The film continues to subtly challenge
Jina’s performance of loneliness. Handheld
shots break the steady rhythm and ritual

e e
S ——

she has established for herself. The loud
thud we hear when her neighbor falls to
his death disturb her habitual TV dinner.
And when Suijin refuses to follow the script
on a call at work, the camera breaks the
-180degree rule — meaning it no longer
films from one side of the characters but
moves to the other — destabilizing our
point of view. We are pushed to look at
the characters anew and reconsider their
actions.

“I'm no good on my own. | just pretend
to be,” confesses Jina. If being alone is
an act she puts up, then how can she, or
anyone, cease to play this part? Maybe the
film cannot provide an answer, but at least
it tries to.
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Aloners

International Competition

South Korea

Korean

90 minutes

Director and screenwriter: Hong Sung-
eun

Screenings:

Wednesday 1 December, 3:30pm, Cairo
Opera House, Main Hall

Thursday 2 December, 6:30pm, Zamalek
Cinema
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A Poetic Act of Rehellion and Self-Love

o} By Adham Youssef

Nicolas Khoury’s documentary is a poetic
ode to accepting oneself and making peace
with one’s family expectations. The talented
independent documentary filmmaker and film
editor, who lives and works in Beirut, unleashes
the camera on his life and his family to rebel
against his mother’s and sister’s social norms.
His mother and sister are the typical sweet
francophone Lebanese family whose comfort
zone does not intersect with Nicolas’s desire
to live happily.

Khoury’s film is his first feature-length
documentary, and most definitely a start to an
exciting and rich voice from Lebanon.

His beautifully tailored film features video
journals recorded from his teenage years,
clips in which he acted alongside his sister,
and footage of his parents’ wedding and
celebrations. All are brilliantly mixed with
newly shot footage from his camera that he
awkwardly places to shoot intimate moments of
discussion, venting, and arguing between him
and his beloved family.

His mother, widowed after having Nicholas
and his sister, confesses her anxiety that
he won’t get married and becomes lonely,

but also admits her fears of being lonely and
abandoned. His sister as well shares that a
lot of her insecurities filed away after she got
married.

Boldly and courageously admitting his
questioning of his sexuality and orientation
since adolescence, Nicolas first allows
the viewers to understand their family’s
expectations and humanize them. They are not
evil or backward but rather scripted a role for
Nicolas that he does not accept.

‘Fiasco’ is an expression that his mother uses
to share her fears if he does not follow the
path that she has tailored in her mind. Through
these moments, Khoury’s method of narration-
not voiceover but rather editing- puts him in the
struggle of what role he wants to be and what
role his family and close circle want him to play.
An artist with an appreciation of film, Khoury
grew up in a family that embraced his passion
for cinema. He uses film as a tool to help settle
that conflict, in a persistent and humorous, and
most importantly brave, rebellion.

The crescendo in ‘Fiasco’ is when Nicolas
decides to abandon his attempts to relate to the
“differences” he has with his family members,

in a scene that would be a shame to reveal in
this review. He instead embraces his own. He
embraces a version from his teenage years,
where he felt most free, vocal, maybe angry,
attractive, and emancipated.

Whether or not the film is documenting a
person coming out to his family is not the
beauty of ‘Fiasco.’ Instead, it is the aesthetics
that Nicolas created using his interpersonal
dynamics and the tension among his family
to rebel. This film is not just an award-
worthy cinematic expression of the self but
also a personal experience that should be
discussed in Middle Eastern communities
where differences, regardless of their type, are
dismissed or demonized.

‘Fiasco’ saw its MENA premiere 30 November
at the Horizons of Arab Cinema competition.

Fiasco

Horizons of Arab Cinema
Lebanon, Netherlands
Arabic, French

70 min

Director: Nicolas Khoury
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Gendered Performances Transcend Generations

o By Aida Youssef

Vera is a middle-aged sign language
interpreter. She is the wife of a retired
but well-respected judge and has one
daughter and granddaughter. Directed
by Kaltrina Krasniqi, ‘Vera Dreams of the
Sea’ (2021) is inspired by the filmmaker’s
mother, also named Vera, who fought
and failed to protect her daughter’s
inheritance. At times dream-like and
at others sinister, the film examines
many social issues from patriarchy to
class division. Its greatest focus: the
inheritance of gendered notions that
are performed and subverted by these
generations of women.

The film opens with a shot of the sea.
Probably filmed from a boat, the roaring
sound of the waves and the water’s blue
color engulfs the screen before slowly
fading into a close-up of the protagonist’s
face. Vera dreams of the sea. She wants
to sell her country home in order to secure
a comfortable future for her daughter and
relax in her own retirement. But, after her
husband Fatmir kills himself, his rural
cousin claims the house was promised
to him, threatening Vera’s hopes for the
future, turning her serene dreams into

tumultuous and recurring nightmares.

The tension between men and women
in this gendered society is translated in
the filmic medium through performance,
sight and sound. Different models of
wives and mothers are presented in the
story. For instance, Vera has diligently
performed her wifely duties throughout
her life. In her daughter Sara’s own
words, she has lived a life that can be
summed up in these five actions: “Cook.
Clean. Wash. Iron. Shut up.” And we get
a sense of this as she plans a birthday
party for her husband, making a fuss
about the over-baked baklava she picks
up from the store. Even her living room is
befitting this female ideal, its stereotypical
pink walls and furniture setting the scene
for a gendered performance.

The film’s music plays to these notions
as well. Throughout the story, a shrill
violin score by Petrit Ceku and Genc
Salihu evokes the threat posed by the
village man and his regressive allies.
But the permanence of the sound is
intercut by the staccato thuds that occur
in the modern and experimental play
Sara performs in. The order of the male-

dominated society becomes threatened
by the progressive ideas of a new
generation. As Vera refuses to submit
to the men’s pressure, she renounces
the part of the doting wife and begins to
redefine her role.

In one of the film’s final scenes, Vera
and Sara collect their belongings and
memories from the country house. The
camera focuses only on a tape, a home
movie of the family. We do not see
the contents of the video; instead, we
witness the materialization of her dream
at sea as though it were the home movie.
The scene is shot as though it were
projected from a reel, its grainy footage
and faded color playing before our eyes.
It is a dream come true; a step towards a
future that severs its ties to the past by
reperforming it.

Vera Dreams of the Sea

Critics Week

Albania, Kosovo, North Macedonia
Albanian

87 minutes

Director: Kaltrina Krasniqi
Screenplay: Doruntina Basha
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Cairo Opera House

Main Hall

3.30 pm

Aloners

Hong Seong-eun

South Korea

90 min

International Competition

6.00 pm

Softie

Samuel Theis

France

93 min

International Competition

9.00 pm

Land of Dreams

Shirin Neshat, Shoja Azari
USA, Germany

113 min

Special Screenings

Zamalek cinema 2

1.30 pm

‘Wheel of Fortune and
Fantasy

Ryusuke Hamaguchi
Japan

121 min

Official Selection out of
Competition

4.30 pm

Blue Moon
Alina Grigore
Romania

85 min
Critics Week

7.00 pm
Nile Crocodile
Nabil el Shazly

Egypt
62 min

10.00 pm

Hinterland

Stefan Ruzowitzky
Austria, Luxembourg
99 min

Midnight Screenings

Cairo Opera House
Small Hall

11.00 pm
Short Film Competition 3
74 min

12.30 pm

Streams

Mehdi Hmili

Tunisia, Luxembourg, France
122 min

Horizons of Arab Cinema
Competition

4.00 pm

Prince

Lisa Bierwirth
Germany

125 min

International Panorama

6.30 pm
Short Film Competition 4
60 min

8.30

The Stranger

Amir Fakher Eldin

Syria, Palestine, Germany
112 min

Critics Week

Zamalek cinema

1.00 pm

As Far As I Can Walk

Stefan Arsenijevic

Serbia, Luxembourg, France,
Bulgaria, Lithuania

92 min

Official Selection out of
Competition

3.30 pm

Vengeance Is All Mine, All
Others Pay Cash

Edwin

Indonesia, Singapore,
Germany

114 min

Official Selection Out of
Competition

6.30 pm

Daughters

Nana Neul

Germany, Italy, Greece
121 min

International Competition

9.30 pm

Seven Dogs

Rodrigo Guerrero
Argentina

83 min

International Competition

Cairo Opera House

Fountain Theater

7.30 pm
Souvenir part 2
Joanna Hogg
UK

107 min

10.00 pm

House of Gucci

Ridley Scott

USA

157 min

Official Selection Out of
Competition

Cairo Opera House:

Hanager Theater

1.00 pm

Ascension

Jessica Kingdon

USA

97 min Special Screenings

3.30 pm

The Exam

Shawkat Amin Korki
Germany, Iraqi Kurdistan
89 min

International Panorama

6.30 pm

Brotherhood
Francesco Montagner
Chezh Republic, Italy
97 min

Special Screenings

10.00 pm

Arisaka

Mikhail Red
Philippines

90 min

Midnight Screenings

Ewart Hall - AUC

3.30 pm
Short Film Competition 2
59 min

Hanager cinema

7.00 pm
Miss Manal’s Diary
Abbas Kamel

Egypt
110 min

Bullain
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