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Farag opened the discussion by stating that she wished to
break away from traditional debates surrounding women'’s
roles in the industry, and focus instead on how panel
members had been personally impacted by gender disparity
in their career. In response to her inquiry, each woman
on the panel shared glimpses of her own artistic journey,
challenges she faced, and observations about the current
state of gender disparity in the creative world.

Actress Jamila Awad lamented the decline of Egyptian
women’s positions in creative industries and society at
large since the Abdel-Nasser era, a troubling phenomenon
which formed the object of her undergraduate thesis. Under
Nasser’s leadership, she explained, the Egyptian state
avidly financed films featuring lead female characters or
films that revolved around women’s lives and stories. Awad
went on to cite some noteworthy examples such as Youssef
Chahine’s 1958 film Djamila the Algerian, or Henry Barakat’s
1977 drama Mouths and Rabbits, starring Faten Hamama.

“Back then, it was common to see a female star’s name,
like Faten Hamama or Soaad Hosni, listed ahead of her
male co-stars, even if those men were also widely acclaimed
people like Roshy Abaza or Omar El Sherif,” she further
observed.

Women have, however, been increasingly relegated to the
background of creative industries over the decades. Acting
coach and casting director Marwa
Gabriel believes that this issue
reflects a wider phenomenon
of social decline. “The scripts
that a producer receives usually
mirror wider societal issues.
We've seen a ‘drop’ in people’s
ethical standards over the
years. As such, women are
represented in ways that | find
to be disrespectful; they are
marginalized, whereas men
figure is at the center of most
stories,” she remarked.

The casting director further
argued that besides being
limited to certain roles, women
artists in the film industry are
also subjected to scrutiny with
regards to their appearance. The
way to combat this, in Gabriel’s
view, is for women as a collective
to stand strong and embrace
their looks rather than succumb
to the expectations placed upon
them and perpetuate this form of
oppression.

Singer and composer Dina
El Wedidi asserted that all
artists need to prove their worth
before being able to confidently
label themselves a singer or
musician. Women in the music
industry, however, are doubly challenged: they must prove
themselves both as artists and as women. “In our societies,”
she explained, “there is unfortunately this conception that
it's easier to work with a man than with a woman.”

An additional problem, in her view, is that certain genres
are widely conceived of as ‘men’s genres,’ like rap, trap, or
some folk music. The singer cited her own rendition of the
song Al Seera as an example, recounting many listeners’
surprise and even reluctance upon hearing a woman perform
the traditional epic. EI Wedidi believes that encouraging
greater collaboration between male and female artists and
allowing more room for women to lead musical groups -as
did Umm Kalthoum and many icons throughout history- is
an important step towards mending these misconceptions
and inequalities.

Executive producer Hend Radwan, for her part, asserted
that she faced no challenge in entering the creative industry

as a woman, seeing as she came from a family of artists.
Rather, the challenge was finding her own voice and
confidence in spite of the stereotypes imposed on women in
this industry. “There is an assumption that women have to
look a certain way, speak a certain way and abide by certain
criteria to work in this field,” she explained, adding that it
was only after she achieved some measure of success
that she finally began to embrace her creative abilities and
assert herself.

Aliaa Zaki, head of Cairo Industry Days, touched upon the
more tangible repercussions of social and representational
inequality, specifically, the controversial issue of the gender
pay gap. ‘I had of course heard of the debate surrounding
the gender pay gap in the Western world, but had never
thought to check if this was an issue in Egypt as well. After
some research, | found that gender pay gaps were actually
quite significant in the creative industry,” she explained.
This assertion was strongly echoed by Awad and Gabriel,
both of whom have witnessed this phenomenon throughout
their own careers in the film industry.

Emad Karim, innovation and advocacy specialist at UN
Women and the only man on the panel, substantiated other
participants’ concerns with numbers. “The main problem
with the creative industry is that it is a male-dominated
industry,” he said, going on to explain that only %20 of people
working within creative industries

are women, only about a quarter

of news reported by media
outlets concern women, and
only %2 of cinematographers
are women. The most troubling
thing about these statistics, in
his view, is that women are not
even willfully misrepresented:
they are an absent unknown.

Creative spaces are saturated

with men’s worldviews, and

leave little room for women to
challenge and interrogate these
conceptions.

Nonetheless, participants
widely agreed that, despite
present setbacks, substantial
efforts were being made
towards greater gender parity
in creative industries.

Dina EI Wedidi looks on
optimistically at the future of
creative industries and their
female practitioners, “I feel like
our generation experienced a
shift in awareness compared
to our predecessors, an
increased understanding of our
relationships to ourselves and
to society,” she said, speaking
of the similarities in opinion
across the women on the panel.
Several participants pointed to the fact that, in 2019,

the Cairo International Film Festival became the
first festival in the Arab region to join the 5050x2020
Gender Parity Pledge, demonstrating its commitment
to showcase an equal share of male and female
voices. The decision was praised by panel members
as a positive step in the right direction. The festival’s
commitment to the pledge, noted Farag, is evidenced
by the sheer number of female staff working within the
CIFF this year.

Zaki further underlined the fact that the festival had
largely achieved gender parity among its staff and
programming team prior to signing the pledge; “when
looking at applicants | don’t think about hiring a man or
hiring a woman. | think about hiring someone qualified
and passionate, and this is how we end up having
gender parity among our staff,” she concluded.
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i By Amina Abdel-Halim

A panel entitled “Mind My Gender:
Being a Woman in the Creative
Industry” was held at the Cairo Opera
House small open air theater on
Friday, 4 December, opening the Cairo
International Film Festival’s Cairo
Industry Days program. The panel was
moderated by Mariam Farag, head of
corporate sustainability and social
impact at MBC Group, and brought
together a range of creatives and
advocates of gender parity to discuss
the challenges faced by women in
creative industries.




fu By Donia Mounir

The conference featuring actress Mona Zaki
took place at the WE Open Air Theater (Cairo
Opera House grounds) on Friday 4 December.
The discussion was moderated by Raya
Abirached.

Leaving no stones unturned, Zaki began by
saying how vital Mohamed Sobhy was to her
embarking on the path of acting.

When speaking about her career and the cinema
industry at large, Zaki underlined a little diversity
in roles for women in the MENA region and that
women are usually put in certain characters that
they can't break out of. “Though in the recent
years the women roles have progressed, the
change is not fast enough. This fact creates
a challenge for me and my colleagues,” she
asserted.

Raya Abirached asked the actress to name
three characters that she believes were close
to perfection. “Tahani from film ‘Edhak El Soora
Tetlaa Helwa’, Gihan from ‘Ayam El Sadat’, and
Heba from ‘Ehky ya Shahrazad,” the actress
replied adding two more characters to the
list: Tahia from ‘Afrah El Qoba’ and Shafika in
‘Taymour and Shafika’.

During the conference, Abirached asked which
roles she found the most difficult. “Soad Hosny in
El Cinderella,” Zaki admitted without hesitation.
She added that the character of Egypt’'s famed
star is very different to her own. “I have always
been a tomboy girl, while Soad Hosny projects
so much femininity. This role was extremely
hard. Neither it was easy for me to get into the

character, nor step out of it. | experienced the
similar challenge with the role of Asia [the title
name of a 2013 television series],” she added.

Among other topics raised during the
discussion was ‘clean cinema’, a term applied to
her generation of actors and actresses whereas
the artists would hesitate taking certain roles.
“There’s no such thing as clean cinema and
dirty cinema, every film has a message. The
environment can be harsh and cruel but it doesn’t
mean that there is such a thing as clean and dirty
cinema,” she said.

With the conversation heavily focused on Mona
Zaki’s career, the actress also spoke passionately
about women empowerment and how she works
on and off screen to address important human
issues.

Abirached mentioned Zaki’s work as UNICEF’s
national ambassador. The first campaign
actress participated in tackled the importance
of motherhood. Within this topic Zaki stressed
the issues of child care and breastfeeding.
With UNICEF, the actress also launched an
anti-bullying campaign. She revealed that she
decided to do so after her daughter told her about
a bullying incident she witnessed at school.

The conference ended with audience
addressing Zaki’s personal life and her marriage
to the known actor Ahmed Helmy. “Can you tell us
what your life would be like had you not married
Ahmed Helmy,” one of the audience members
asked. “It really would’ve been a very sad life,”
the actress replied.

on her unique comedy skills.
Performances such as ‘Afroto’
or ‘Keda Ok’ remained in the
audiences’ minds until date.

On the other hand however,
Mona Zaki doesn’t shy away
from controversial roles; she
holds on to them and brings
to light important characters
and issues. This is particularly
evidentin films such as ‘Deer’s
Blood’ (Dam EI Ghazal) which
talks about a young orphan
trying to survive in a cruel
world, and ‘Scheherazade,
Tell Me a Story (Ehky Ya

Shahrazad), which presents
a show host who provokes
discontent as she focuses on
women’s issues.
Constantly balancing
between films and television,
Zaki has engraved her place
in the hearts her audience.
Always close to the people,
through her roles, the actress
sheds light on many issues
faced by women in the
Egyptian society. But she
is also very active on the
ground spreading awareness
about a variety of pressing

issues and through her work
with UNICEF. The actress
talked more about her role
as UNICEF’'s ambassador
during the conference that
the festival held featuring the
actress. It is worth adding
that, most recently, in 2020,
together with her husband,
actor Ahmed Helmy and
in collaboration with Abdel
Moneim EIl Sawy, Zaki worked
on a children’s puppet show
that aimed to educate children
about sexual harassment and
how to protect themselves.
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ﬁ By Donia Mounir

Mona Ali Mohamed Zaki was
born on 18 November 1976.
Fast forward to 2 December
2020 - Mona Zaki receives the
Faten Hamama Excellence
Award during the opening
ceremony of the 42nd Cairo
International Film Festival.
Coming in recognition for her
almost three-decade long
career in films, television
and theatre, the award was
handed to Zaki by the last
year’s awardee, actress
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Menna Shalaby.

Often referred to as Egypt’s
Sweetheart, Mona  Zaki
started her acting career
when at the age of 16 she met
actor and director Mohamed
Sobhy who cast her in his play
‘By Fluent Arabic’ (Bel Arabi
Al Faseeh). From there she
went on to act in television
followed by the silver screen.
Her first role in cinema was
in ‘Delicious Killings’ (Al Qatl
Al Laziz), but the roles that
made her star shine when
she portrayed Tahani in ‘Smile

]
¥

for the Camera’ (Edhak El
Soora Tetlaa Helwa) opposite
esteemed actor Ahmed Zaki
and with the role in ‘Saeedy
at the AUC’ opposite the well-
known comedian Mohamed
Heneedy. These two roles
helped Zaki enter the hearts
of all Egyptians who saw in
her the young fun girl but also
mature enough to play serious
roles.

Working with  renowned
directors, Zaki’s stellar career
kicked off. She starred in
‘Why Did You Let Me Love

".!l'-'

R ) ¥
A §
S\SWEEtheart

You’ (Leeh Khaltny Ahebak),
‘Mafia’, ‘Africano’, ‘Sleepless
Nights’ (Sahar EI Layaly),
‘The Days of Sadat’ (Ayam El
Sadat). In the latter film Zaki
portrayed Gehan El Sadat in
her young years. Then came
‘Abo Ali’ and many more
films where each had its own
unique character that she was
able to execute flawlessly.
Mona Zaki’s brilliance isn’t
just on the silver screen;
there is a whole other level of
creative ability in her theater
work where she capitalizes
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i By Mazen Fawzy

After a sold out screening of Palestinian
film Gaza Mon Amour as a part of the CIFF
International Competition, a Q and A took
place featuring some of the film’s crew.

The film revolves around Eissa, a
-60year-old fisherman in Gaza who is in
love with a woman named Seham, but has
never had the courage to tell her about his
feelings. When he finds a phallic sculpture
of the Greek god Apollo in his fishing net,
he believes his luck may have turned
around.

The producers Rani Massalha and
Marie Legrand discussed their long-time
relationship with the directors Arab Nasser
and Tarzan Nasser, as they produced their
first feature, Degrade, which premiered in
Cannes International Film festival in 2015.

Massalha and Legrand said that the
Nasser brothers have an interesting visual
language and always come up with original
stories from Palestine that no one tackled
before.

Legrand said that the making of the
film took a long time, almost four years
since the very early stages of preparation,
especially that it is a joint production
with other countries: Germany, France,

Portugal, and Palestine. She mentioned
that shooting the film took only two years.
Legrand added that the directors worked
on the art direction themselves, in order
to get the results they wanted. She added
also that it was the first time for veteran
actor Selim Daw to act in a long feature film
after participating in several Palestinian
shot films and series as well as minor roles.
“The directors have a clear and precise
perception about the visual look starting
from writing the script,” they added.

“Whenever they work with an art director,
they find it hard to express what they want
because it is exactly what they see,” the
producers said adding “So, it is much
easier and faster for them to be their own
art directors other than hiring ones.”

In Gaza Mon Amour, the filmmakers
employed the phallic sculpture of the
Greek god Apollo in a very metaphorical
way for the relationship between the two
characters.

As for the time of shooting, the producers
said that they wanted the film to be shot in
winter, to have this blue melancholic look
and mood for the film which is not so easy
to get in Jordan (where the film was shot),

the mood is either white or yellow.

“All the exterior scenes were shot
under bright sun. But the great effort of
the director of photography managed to
achieve that winter atmosphere and make
it look as if it was raining all the time,” the
producers said.

The film can be seen as a homage to the
golden age of Egyptian cinema: we see
the main character listen to old Egyptian
songs when he feels so passionate about
love. “The directors also wanted to have a
universal element in the music score and
that’s why they hired a German composer,”
the producers added.

They also stated that the directors
wanted to have a fresh and new face for
the protagonist, hence their choice of Selim
Daw who has a theatrical background and
played small roles in a couple of films. “This
is the first time for him to play a major role.”

“The Nasser brothers tried to create a
character that is close to the ltalian neo-
realism,” the producers added. “He has
to deal with several problems at the same
time and the directors needed the actor to
absorb that. They worked with him a lot in
the preparatory phase.”
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The mention of Mozart and Beethoven
brings to mind great music and grand
masters, but when Kurt Cobain, lan
Curtis and Dalida are next on the list
of those an artist aspires to be, a more
dramatic picture is revealed, one full
of melody and melancholy.

In this dark psychological comedy,
musician Said El-Tayer (Hicham
Bahloul) wants the best of all worlds:
the music, the family, the money and
well-being. His life is turned upside
down by an accident that disrupts
his inspiration. From that moment
on, Said goes up and down a vicious
circle of distress, depression and
insanity.

The Morphine Melody is an accurate
description of the film’s events.
Written, directed and produced by
Moroccan director Hicham Amal,
this 2013 drama is suspenseful,
philosophical, nostalgic and amusing
- all with talented photography.
Naturally, sound is part of the focus,
varying between tunes that are
pleasant to hear and the sound of
pain and disease, screams which
music won’t make easier.

The movie is thought-provoking,
especially about topics that are often
too uncomforting to tackle like death

or mental disorder. One’s mind can get
radical even about darkness itself, the
most of all extremes. Yet, it is not the
car accident that directly contributes
to his fall of grace or his rise and shine,
it’s rather the unexpected discoveries
he makes along the way.

As the title also suggests, there’s
going to be something about drug
use, abuse and shortage, with an
unusual approach through having to
deal with a father (Hassan Badidah)
who suffers from a terrible tumor. The
pain becomes source of creativity, a
relationship Said, his artistic icons
and many others believe in.

As for Nawal, the wife (Yasmina
Bennani), her short but strong
appearance leaves the audience
dazzled and as confused as Said by
love-hate feelings. Nawal embodies
the naked ugly truth of charming
humans; she is loving and grateful
to a successful rich husband. But to
her, a weakened lost soul doesn’t
deserve the privilege of having her,
nor even mere recognition of his past
achievements.

Amal’s sense of nostalgia is further
reflected by the classic cry in grief
over the commercialization of music
and the replacement of instruments

by computers and mixing tables. Our
violinist gets a bitter taste of this new
world when his hopes are in the hands
of a young DJ.

From the top of the world to rock
bottom and backwards, the plot
keeps you engaged, not only allowing
the audience to engage with the
characters but also to evolve. Perhaps
what was so shocking at first becomes
plausibly inevitable at the end.
The Morphine Melody was awarded
the Best Editing and Best First
Feature Film at the Moroccan National
Film Festival in Tangier

Morocco

CIFF Section: Horizons of Arab
Cinema Competition

Director: Hicham Amal
Screenplay: Hicham Amal

Cast: Zakaria Atifi, Hasan Badidah,
Hicham Bahloul, Yasmina Bennani,
Mohamed Choubi, Abdellah
Khenniba, Hamid Najah

Duration: 61 mins

Screening times: Saturday 5
December at 12.30pm, Cairo Opera
House small hall;

Sunday 6 December at 7pm,
Odeon 2 Cinema
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