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Ahu Saddam
filmmakers in discussion
“I'wanted to tella tale that touches hearts”

the

Sulletin

ﬁ By Aya Refaat

Abu Saddam journeys hundreds of
kilometres in his truck. The titular character
endures many of life>s pressures. Directed by
Nadine Khan, the film is participating in the
Cairo International Film Festival (CIFF)’s main
competition.

During a discussion held on 2 December
and attended by the film’s cast and crew,
Khan spoke of the many challenges she
experienced. These include the need to
diversify shooting angles because most of the
film takes place in one location, the big truck
cabin. The variety of footage, dialogue, and
the actors> performances helped her set the
tone.

Mahmoud Ezzat, who co-wrote the script
with Khan, stated that the process of writing
took three years. He made it clear that the film
was written for commercial purposes rather
than a festival participation and that its entry
to the CIFF was purely coincidental. Producer
Ahmed Fahmy added that the submission
was a last-minute decision, which led to
the postponement of its release in Egyptian
cinemas until mid-December.

According to Khan, the film>s idea derives
from her mental image of a damaged truck she
once saw on the road. Remembering the tragic
crash, she wondered about the condition of a
fast-moving vehicle and the driver who must

have been under pressure. This prompted her
to explore the hidden world of truck drivers.
Khan became familiar with places frequented
by the drivers, such as cafes and rest stops.
She got closer to a few of them who helped her
develop the protagonist Abu Saddam.

«| wanted to highlight the magnitude of Abu
Saddam»s pressures, as he struggles with
many psychological, material, moral, and
family stresses. | picked the name Abu Saddam
because it is resonant and widespread among
the character>s popular class,» Khan said.

Khan also slammed the attendees> query
regarding the film>s message, emphasising
that “l wanted to tell a tale that touches hearts,
having a specific message was irrelevant.”

The film depicts the lengthy voyage of a
heavy truck driver from Matrouh to Al-Amriya.
Drawn to the stories of the characters who
find it hard to find their place in society, Khan
fused those lines when creating Abu Saddam.
For example, the truck’s door is scratched, a
detail that is strongly linked to the character’s
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Actor
Mohamed Mamdouh, who portrays the driver,
revealed that the character destroyed the truck
of his own free will, yet the scratches bother
him as he sees them in the vehicle’s mirror.

“The well-written script and plot, as well as
the whole team, attracted me to this film,”

Mamdouh revealed. “Making a film on the
road and the intricacies of Abu Saddam,
a multifaceted character, was a unique
challenge. He is a defeatist who attempts to
persuade himself in many ways that he is
right and everyone else is wrong. He actually
resembles the truck he is driving.” Mamdouh
revealed that when working on the role, he
got closer to a group of truck drivers to learn
the ins and outs of the profession. Equally, a
young actor Ahmed Dash who portrayed Abu
Saddam’s assistant had to get acquainted with
the world of truck drivers. «The most difficult
scene | faced was the psychological reaction
to Abu Saddam’s deliberate accident,» Dash
said during the discussion.

Director of Photography Abdelsalam Moussa
confirmed that filming was indeed challenging,
especially because they were on the road, and
that numerous unexpected events, such as the
lightning that occurred in the film, may delay
filming or modify the plan. “Lightning, thunder,
and rain erupted during the last days of filming,
forcing us to reshoot some scenes,” Moussa
explained.

As the film begins from the middle of the
events, the actors are thrown right in the heart
of the plot and the characters they portray.
«There was no one challenging scene, the
entire film was a struggle,» Khan admitted.
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“Irials and tribulations
are what humanize a
character.”

i By Aida Youssef

“Storytelling is about emotion.” This is the
advice Christopher Mack’s father gave him
at the start of his career. Having worked
in the infamous writers’ rooms of some of
Hollywood’s biggest networks, like NBC
or Warner Bros Television, Mack knows
a thing or two about what makes a good
story. On 2 December, as part of the Cairo
Industry Days line-up at this year’s film
festival, Mack broke down what exactly
keeps viewers invested in a story. Spoiler
alert: it's the character.

Director of Grow Creative at Netflix,
Mack’s job consists of training writers and
producers in the elusive art of character
creation. He brought this expertise to a
masterclass that attempted to answer
questions like: How is emotion incited in
film and television audiences? How does
a character achieve iconic status? The
answer to such questions, according to
Mack, is setting a character's goal. “A
character we love is a character we can
root for. Their successes are our own, and
so are their losses.”

To create a compelling story, characters
need to have a clear goal, “because
a goal hooks the audience,” revealed

Mack. If they are motivated by an internal
need, viewers will identify with a story’s
character. But it’s not just any goal that will
do. It must be difficult to achieve so that
it creates conflict. Some of the examples
he provided include saving the world,
revenge, or getting richer.

Mack then dove deeper into this notion
and outlined thethree main ingredients
that make up a character worth rooting for.
The first is catalyst. This is what propels
the character to act, it is the backstory that
justifies his or her actions. The second is
the moral compass. “These are the guiding
principles that define who our characters
are as people.” And finally, there needs to
be transformation. A character must “face
trials and tribulations to experience growth.
This is what humanizes a character, makes
them relatable,” he explains.

And this recipe isn’t limited to a story’s
protagonist. It applies to all characters
of a story. If these three components can
be mapped out onto a film or show, it will
probably be better for it. Mack went on
identify the various character types we
encounter onscreen as well as some of
their drawbacks. “There’s the reluctant

champion who is engaging until the point he
reaches his pinnacle of success and turns
stale,” he warned. The underdog is another
example, a character who goes from weak
to strong. The activist has strong beliefs
and fights for them. “And though they don’t
change themselves, they change the world
around them.”

Candid about his own experiences,
Mack used this knowledge to examine
the characters that had affected him and
encouraged creatives to do the same. “You
all have rootworthy characters in your life,”
he exclaimed. His advice is to study them,
to find out their motivations and guiding
principles, and translate these findings onto
the page. “Ask yourself,” he insists, “how
do you want the audience to feel?”

When the event came to a close, Mack
was asked more than once whether film
streaming giants like Netflix would Kkill
cinema. He gave a lucid answer, cunningly
relating the question straight back to the
topic at hand. “In life there are two types
of characters: victims and survivors. So,
movies shouldn’t sit around acting like
victims,” he joked. “If they want to survive,
they should do something to up their game.”
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The Women Behind ‘AlRawabi School

Ly

)
i By Bahira Amin

In August 2021, Netflix released its second
Jordanian series, ‘AlRawabi School for Girls’,
a six-episode production taking place in an
elite Amman private school. The series was
celebrated for its novelty, critiqued for its flaws,
and bashed for presenting a supposedly flawed
view of Jordanian society.

On 3 December, director and executive
producer Tima Shomali and actresses Rakeen
Saad and Joanna Arida joined Egyptian director
and screenwriter Hala Khalil for a conversation
about the show’s production, story, and
controversy, in partnership with Netflix.

“The idea for ‘AlRawabi’ didn’t pop into my
head all of a sudden,” Shomali said. “It’'s the
accumulation of stories | have been wanting to
tell for a very long time. The school became an
umbrella to contain all of these different stories
that face so many girls, it gave all of these
separate stories a flow to come together.”

By setting the show in a school, Shomali and
co-creator Shirin Kamal also present a novel
world to Arab TV. As one audience member
offered, we don’t often get these kinds of coming-
of-age stories in the region. Shomali explained
that while the world isn’t completely absent from
cinema—which features more female coming-
of-age narratives—when she was a teenager,

she couldn’t find anything on Arab television
that she saw herself in, which meant she had to
resort to Western television instead.

“I was relating to characters and stories so far
from my own culture,” she reflected. “So it was
always a goal that one day, I'll create something
that | wish | had had when | was a teenager
myself. | wanted girls to watch the series and see
themselves in the characters. Representation is
really important to me, | wanted them to relate
to these stories.”

The intention also carried behind the camera,
where the production was purposely women-
led. “We wanted to tell girls’ stories, from the
eyes and pens of women, from a crew with
women-led departments. It was time for women
to shine, and every woman backstage put
something of herself into the characters and
stories and locations.”

Shomali shared the stage with actresses
Arida and Saad, who reflected on their process
and relationships with their characters. Arida,
who played Rania, the sardonic number-two to
the head bully Layan (Noor Taher), spoke of the
surreal fact that her debut performance as an
actress was in a Netflix hit, and how she came
to relate to her character.

“It was important for me to find common

ground with Rania,” the young actress laughed,
as she promised she wasn’t a bully in real
life. “Like her, | also use humor as a defense
mechanism and a way to connect to people.
And | used that to also find Rania’s dark side.
She’s witty because she needs to find joy and
humor somewhere. | needed to find where her
evil comes from; it comes from a fundamental
pain. It was a really interesting experience to
find that.”

Saad in turn spoke of what audiences were
shocked to discover after the series aired: how
she was in fact twice the age she portrayed
on screen. Saad’s performance and styling
completely masked her real age of 31, fulfilling
the agreement the actress first made with
Shomali, that no one would be able to recognize
her in character. With her signature choker,
black-on-black outfit, blunt bangs, and ‘screw
you’ attitude, Saad completely disappears into
the -16year-old Noaf.

“When we first started, | was really
intimidated. How was | going to be believable
as a -16year old? The more time | spent with
the girls, the more | found a certain liberation
in it. A -16year-old can do anything: she’s free,
she’s inexperienced, there’s nothing in her way.
| embraced that liberating element of it.”
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Laura Samani’s ‘Piccolo Corpo’ (‘Small
Body’) is set in a Catholic Italy in 1900. It
tells the story of Agata (played by first-time
actress Celeste Cescutti)), a woman who
gives birth to a stillborn child but refuses to
accept that her daughter’s soul will remain
in limbo for eternity. Determined to save her,
she sets out to a northern sanctuary that
holds the promise of deliverance.There, she
is told, her daughter will draw a single breath,
granting her a baptism and rescuing her from
this transitory state.

Through its unique cinematography and
resonant performances, the film has turned
heads this festival season. It earned a
nomination and honorable mention for the
Sutherland Award for first feature at the
London Film Festival, and, more notably, a
nomination for the Critics’ Week Grand Prize
and the Golden Camera at the Cannes Film
Festival.

Shot on-location, primarily outdoors, and
using non-professional actors, Samani’s
directorial debut echoes ltalian neorealism,
the post-WWII film movement that lucidly
tackled social issues. Here, the opposition
of life and death is expressed in the film by
contrasting light and darkness as well as
cold and warm colors. Throughout the film,
warmth is associated with life while the cold
with death, or at the very least its threat.

In the opening scene, a veiled and pregnant
Agata’s hand is cut by village women and
dipped into the salted sea water, believed
to fend off misfortune. As aprayer is spoken
amidst a white and grey landscape, devoid
of color or feeling, sound or life, we later see
that it is unfulfilled. In the next scene, Agata’s
painful delivery of her child ends tragically.
However, in a room engulfed with the bright
orange heat of the candles and a crackling
fire, the intimate scene evokes hope. It’s
warm colors represent life and starkly
contrast with the previous clinical scene.

Even more, Agata, carrying her daughter’s
body in a wooden box on her back, becomes
associated with life throughout the film.
Dressed in an orange dress reminding us
of the birthing scene, her determination
stands out amidst the neutral tones of the
cold landscape and superstitious society
that surround her. This becomes even
more remarkable as the conniving traveler
(Ondina Quadri) who offers to take her north
in exchange for half of the box’s contents,
is dressed in dark blue. Traversing ltaly’s
landscape, from forests to caves and
mountains, the opposition between the two
deepens. Despite moments of honesty and
compassion, Lynx eventually abandons
Agata in freezing temperatures.

But just as orange and blue are not

opposite but rather complementary colors,
so too do these two characters intertwine,
meeting one another halfway. Each shows
the other mercy in a moment of need. In
the darkness of a cave, Agata evokes the
healing sensations of the sea to guide Lynx
to the light, while the latter eventually returns
to finish Agata’s mission.

This lyrical connection between the
colorsis encapsulated in the film’s final
scenes in which Agata dives into the lake.
We are plunged into the water with her, a
bright orange shining against the glimmering
blue water. Life and death meet. In this
moment, which can only be reminiscent
of magical realism in its fantastical use of
color and light, mother and child are finally
reunited.

Small Body

International Competition

ltaly, France, Slovania

Italian

89 minutes

Director: Laura Samani
Screenplay: Marco Borromei, Elisa
Dondi, Laura Samani

Screenings

Sunday, 5 December, 6:30pm, Zamalek
Cinema
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i By Maria K.

A dark coming-of-age story set in the pastoral
‘Los Pinos’ integration camp on the outskirts of
Mexico City. It is the place where the upper-class
families send their teenage boys every summer
to build character and social connections through
communal prayer and physical work. A fence
surrounds the bubble where the elite grows,
isolating the future leaders from local indigenous
village dwellers. But someone is tampering with
the fence, letting fear and hate through.

In “The Hole in the Fence,” young Mexican
director Joaquin del Paso recreates his eerie
memories as a child studying in a school run by
the Opus Dei, a fundamentalist catholic structure.
Thereby exposing the unhealthy educational
practices he has experienced firsthand. The
movie has elements of a horror film and a thriller,
but essentially it is a social drama exploring class
differences and polarization in Mexican society,
as well as structural violence and collective
indoctrination of young minds.

Under the guidance of professors Monteros
(Enrique  Lascurain) and  Stuhr  (Jacek
Poniedziatek) -13year-olds are taken away from
home and put through rites of passage that

introduce boys to the world of men, one with
dark secrets and questionable morals. The toxic
atmosphere of the institution is conveyed even
before anything happens, through a general
feeling of uneasiness masterfully created by
cinematographic means.

The movie has a lot of characters, and most
of the actors have never been on screen before.
Del Paso reveals that after a long and meticulous
auditioning process, he selected 35 boys out of
500 candidates. He then started acting workshops
with them and gradually assigned roles, matching
characters to the script. The young actors
contributed to the shoots with improvisational
acting. Of all students, the story focuses more
often on a few, such as Eduardo (Yubah Ortega
Iker Fernandez), the student with an indigenous
background; or Joaquin, who is referred to as
gay (LuccianoKurti). Director Joaquin del Paso
himself can be seen in the role of Secretario.

For del Paso this is the second collaboration with
the screenwriter of Polish origin, Lucy Pawlak,
both of whom studied in the £6dz National Film
School in Poland. Their previous work, award-
winning comedy ‘Maquinaria Panamericana’ was

released in 2016.

‘The Hole in The Fence’ premiered on 3
September 2021 at the Venice International
Festival in the Orizzonti section, winning the
Bisatod’Oro award for Best Cinematography
(Alfonso Herrera Salcedo). In October 2021, it
was presented at the Antalya Golden Orange
Film Festival, Warsaw Film Festival in Poland
and the British Film Institute Festival in London.
Here are at CIFF, it ispart of the International
Competition program and is premiering forArab
and North African audiences.

The Hole in the Fence

International Competition

Mexico, Poland

Spanish

100 min

Director: Joaquin del Paso

Screenplay: Lucy Pawlak

Screenings:

Saturday 4 December, 7 pm, Zamalek
Cinema 1
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‘Daughters’ is a film adaptation of the
recent best-selling German novel ‘Téchter’
by Lucy Tanja Fricke. Two forty-something
year-old women from Berlin, Martha
(Alexandra Maria Lara) and her best friend
Betty (Birgit Minichmayr), are mentally
and socially stuck in their teens. They are
weighed down by bitterness and unresolved
issues from the past, as well as substance
abuse, depression and phobias.

Martha’s no-good father Kurt (Josef
Bierbichler) comes up with an unusual
request: he says he is terminally ill and
wants to be taken to Switzerland for legally
assisted suicide. What starts as a disturbing
and sorrowful journey turns into a tragicomic
road trip across Europe. Making sudden
detours without changing their clothes for
days, the friends get into trouble and dig out
family secrets. The trip represents a new
chapter in their lives.

The book was adapted by both its author
and the film’s director Nana Neul, a German
filmmaker. Neul’s 2008 work ‘My Friend from
Faro’ collected awards and nominations

across European events, including Iris
Prize, Baden-Baden TV Film Festival and
Torino Film Festival.

The scriptwriters tried to keep the original
dark humor of the novel in the film dialogue.
“Life is just one long road to decline,” a
bitter worldview that Betty declares early
on. But as the story moves from greyish
Berlin to Switzerland, Italy and Greece,
the images suggest that she was too fast
to judge. Charming old Europe, with its
ancient stone, small towns, and mountains.
The movie provokes an urge to hit the road
and have an adventure. These picturesque
holiday scenes at times overpower the
development of the plot and the plot starts to
happen randomly alongside the sightseeing.
However, the message eventually appears:
there is still a lot to see in life, and you never
know what waits around the corner.

Family connection and acceptance is a
central theme in the movie. Along with the
situation of Martha and Kurt, we see another
troubled family story, that of Betty and her
father figure, Ernesto (Giorgio Colangeli).

Strangely, we know very little about the
mothers of either woman'’s story; the authors
focus on the father-daughter connection
only. And we are reminded, through tears
and laughter, that time is precious and that
one should communicate before it is too
late. Parents will not be around forever. For
both daughters, overcoming their underlying
problems will happen only if they reconnect
with their fathers.

‘Daughters’ premiered on 4 October
at the Hamburg Film Festival and was
nominated for Hamburg Producers award.
It is screened at the Cairo International Film
Festival in the International Competition
program.
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Daughters

International Competition

Germany, Italy, Greece

German

121 min

Director: Nana Neul

Screenplay: Nana Neul, Lucy Tanja Fricke
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