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Iraqi actress and director Zahraa Ghandour poses for a photo during
an interview on the sidelines of the 5th edition of the Gouna Film
Festival in Egypt’s Red Sea resort of El-Gouna. 

Independent Palestinian film producer Rafia Oraidi poses for a photo.
—AFP photos

Tunisian screenwriter and director Fatma Riahi talks during an
interview.

Iraqi artists paint during an annual cultural festival in the capital Baghdad’s Abu Nawas street, along the
Tigris River. —AFP photosA visitor attends the opening of an exhibition by plastic artist Riyad Ghania in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad.

Pianist Ahmed Mahmoud (left) and Cellist Sofia Nitti
perform in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad.

A visitor is reflected on a mirror between portraits of
Iraqi poets Muhammad Mahdi Al-Jawahiri (left) and
Badr Shakir Al-Sayyab (right) during the eighth edition
of an annual book festival in the capital Baghdad’s Abu
Nawas street, known for its bookshops and book stalls,
along the banks of the Tigris. 

Actors perform at the Al-Rasheed Theater during
the Baghdad International Theater Festival in the
Iraqi capital of Baghdad.

A visitor attends the opening of an exhibition by plastic
artist Riyad Ghania in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad.

Actors perform at the Al-Rasheed Theater during
the Baghdad International Theater Festival in the
Iraqi capital of Baghdad.

Alongside celebrities gracing the red
carpet at film festivals in Egypt, the
traditional powerhouse of regional

cinema, young Arab women directors are
making their mark with documentaries
tackling subjects ranging from femicide to
revolution. Taking a break from network-
ing at the El-Gouna Film Festival on the
Red Sea in October, Iraqi actress and
director Zahraa Ghandour, 30, discussed
her feature documentary “Women of my
Life”. “The main theme is the life and
death of young women and girls in Iraq. It
explores how Iraqi society deals with
femicide as if it’s normal,” she told AFP.

Ghandour said that “in the last few
years, a new generation has come to the
fore born in the 90s and 2000s with a new
direction”, especially after October 2019
protests calling for the toppling of the rul-

ing class in Iraq. “We want to break free
from the stereotypes that world cinema
boxes us into,” she said. “It’s like there are
trends and they (international backers)
want us to fit into these funding guidelines,”
said Ghandour. “What if I want to make a
horror movie? I want to make what I want
as long as it’s of high quality.” “Women of
My Life”, in which she plays one of the
main characters, follows the gruesome
death of a young woman suspected to have
been carried out by male relatives. “As
Iraqis in general, our lives are unstable but
the targeted killing of women in particular...
cannot be trivialized,” she said.

Rich tableau 
For Rafia Oraidi, an independent

Palestinian producer, the fractured land-
scape of life under Israeli occupation pro-

vides a rich tableau for narratives.
Working with Palestinian-American film-
maker Hind Shoufani on “They Planted
Strange Trees”, the international crew has
been adding final touches in post-produc-
tion. “It’s a meditative journey set in
Galilee that tracks the daily life of resi-
dents of the village where the director
hails from,” said Oraidi. Oraidi points to
independent Palestinian directors such as
Hany Abu-Assad and Elia Suleiman whose
films have won Oscar nominations and
prizes at Cannes.

“Without the personal attention of
film-makers, patience and persistence...
despite the conditions we’re living under,
we wouldn’t have a single film on screen,”
she said. “We want to show there are lots
of other stories in Palestine besides war,
destruction and the occupation,” Oraidi

said. She said the biggest challenge for
independent Arab film-makers was a lack
of facilities such as custom-made studios.
This “balloons the budget and we’re
forced to partner up with other co-pro-
ducers to get funding”, she said.

Faring better than Hollywood 
Tunisian screenwriter and director

Fatma Riahi is in the early stages of a long
feature, “My Father Killed Bourguiba”,
that attempts “to tell the history of Tunisia
in the last 30 years through a biographical
and personal narrative”. Focused on her
father, the documentary follows his role in
a plan to overthrow Habib Bourguiba’s
regime in a 1987 military coup and its cur-
rent reverberations after the 2011 revolu-
tion that toppled his successor Zine El
Abidine Ben Ali. “I hope the film... gives an

alternative reading... of Tunisian history...
from coups to revolutions to what we’re
currently experiencing under (President)
Kais Saied,” the director in her mid-thir-
ties said.

Saied himself sacked the government
and seized wide-ranging powers on July
25 citing an “imminent threat” to the
country. “For women in Arab cinema, the
number of directors for example is always
less than men. It’s not just a regional phe-
nomenon but also global,” Riahi told AFP.
But Arab cinema appears to be faring bet-
ter than Hollywood, where out of the 250
biggest films released last year only 18
percent were directed by women. A 2019
study by Northwestern University in
Doha, for example, found that around 50
percent of all film-makers in the Arab
world were women. —AFP

Art exhibitions, book fairs on the Tigris and
Godot in Baghdad-after decades of conflict
and strife, the Iraqi capital is experiencing

an artistic renaissance. “People need art, they want
to develop their artistic taste-it’s an escape route,”
said Noor Alaa al-Din, director of art space The
Gallery. “We are like any country, we have the right
to art to entertain us.” The Iraqi capital often makes
grim headlines for violence and geopolitical rivalry.
But behind the conflict, tensions and recently the
pandemic, a fledgling cultural renaissance has
emerged in recent years, recalling a golden age
when Baghdad was considered one of the Arab
world’s cultural capitals.

Galleries have opened and festivals have blos-
somed, attracting crowds eager to make up for lost
time. The Gallery opened its doors barely a month
ago, but visitors queue around the corner on open-
ing night of any show. In a recent show, Iraqi-
Canadian artist Riyadh Ghenea paid tribute to his
late mother with a series of brightly coloured
abstract compositions. She “suffered all the phases
that Iraq has been through,” said the artist, who
came back to Baghdad in 2011. Upon his return, “I
found neither my mother nor the country that I had
left behind,” he said.

‘Alleviate stress’ 
Years of sectarian violence followed the 2003

US-led invasion that toppled Iraq’s former dictator
Saddam Hussein. The rise of the Islamic State mili-
tant group in 2014 saw more brutality and blood-
shed. Amir, a 25-year-old pharmacist, acknowledges
that his entire childhood was accompanied by con-
flict. “Art allows us to alleviate the stress of our daily
lives,” he told AFP from outside The Gallery.
Normality hangs by a thread in the Iraqi capital,
where rocket and drone attacks sometimes target
its highly fortified Green Zone, and where a July sui-
cide attack on a market killed more than 30 people.

It was also the site of massive youth-led anti-gov-
ernment protests in 2019, and an ensuing bloody
crackdown.

But on a balmy November afternoon, thousands
of visitors gathered along the banks of the Tigris for
the eighth edition of a book festival. Organizers of
the “I am an Iraqi, I read” event were distributing
30,000 books for free, from fiction to philosophy
and foreign languages. An old Arab adage goes that
books are written in Cairo, printed in Beirut and
read in Baghdad. A singer accompanied by tradi-
tional instruments performed local folk music as the
fashionably dressed youth, couples with small chil-
dren and senior citizens enjoyed the event.

‘Goosebumps and tears’ 
Individuals and foreign institutes have largely

driven Baghdad’s cultural rebirth in the oil-rich
country. Last month however, the city hosted the
second edition of an international theatre festival,
organized by the culture ministry. “The audience
overflowed from the hall” in the opening days, said
host venue director Ali Abbas. “Iraqis used to be
afraid to go out into the streets,” he said. “The situ-
ation has changed dramatically.” Troupes hailing
from Egypt, Tunisia, Germany and Italy performed
for free, and Iraqis too had a chance to shine.
Among them was director Anas Abdel Samad, who
staged a performance of his piece “Yes Godot”.

German actor Hanno Friedrich, on his first trip to
Baghdad, was among the foreigners performing at
the festival with his play “Tyll”, adapted from a novel
mixing European folklore and the Thirty Years War
religious conflict that was fought primarily in central
Europe during the 17th century. “They told us ‘don’t
go, it’s dangerous’,” the 55-year-old said-but his
experience shattered those stereotypes. “People
climbed on stage and hugged us. They told us they
had never seen anything like that,” he said. “We had
goosebumps, and tears in our eyes.” —AFP

Visitors attend the opening of an exhibition by plastic
artist Riyad Ghania in the Iraqi capital of Baghdad.


