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Civil conflicts have created captivating stories
in cinema. This type of drama typically in-
cludes elements of success such as ambigu-
ity, military conflict, or even tragedy resulting
from violence.

However, some filmmakers use these hostile
acts to delve deeper into the core of the hu-
man condition, sometimes without any direct
violence or tragic events in the narrative. One
such intriguing film is When The Phone Rang,
directed and written by lva Radivojevic.

The filmmaker adapts a poetic narrative to tell
a story set during the devastating Yugoslav
Wars, which took place in several stages be-
tween 1991 and 2001, leading to the end of
the Republic of Yugoslavia and the formation
of Serbia, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Slovenia, Montenegro, Kosovo, and North
Macedonia.

Radivojevic follows Lana, an eleven-year-old
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girl going about her daily life. The narrator
(a female voice) opens the film with: “When
the phone rang, it was Friday at 10:36 in the
morning. In 1992, the country of X was still a
country.”

The frame focuses on a unique wall clock.
This opening scene is significant because the
filmmaker repeats it multiple times throughout
the film. This repetition is one of the charac-
teristics of poetry.

The first scene shows Lana
answering the phone while
alone at home—her father,
mother, and older sister,
Vanija, are all out. Lana is
the only one to receive the
tragic news of her grandfa-
ther’s death.

From that moment on, the
filmmaker presents sketch-

Radivojevic not only
created a cinematic

es or glimpses of Lana’s world: how she
enjoys listening to Bizet’s Carmen, or how
she watches TV programs in her parents»
bedroom, knowing that her father hides por-
nographic tapes under his bed.

The film does not follow the typical three-act
structure of a drama with an introduction,
conflict in the middle part, and a resolution.
Instead, it portrays a series of sketches of the
protagonist’s friends and acquaintances, fo-
cusing on the childish
activities she engages
in.

For instance, Lana and
her young friend follow
random women return-
ing from the market to
their apartments, pre-
tending to be visitors
in the building. In the
background, the film
hints at the growing
tension within the com-
munity, with weapons
beginning to spread
among the civilians.
The streets and Sovi-
et-era architecture of the city are depicted in
a way that gives the audience a sense of an
abandoned or soon-to-be-abandoned place.

Another character in the neighborhood is
Vlada, a teenage thug. The filmmaker shows
him multiple times smoking, sniffing glue, and
sometimes drinking alone. Living in Lana’s
building, Vlada could be seen as a gang-
ster—indeed, the narrator mentions that he
died from a drug overdose, though his par-
ents claimed he died from a heart attack. The
filmmaker shows him in a scene dancing and
laughing with Lana in his apartment, making
him seem like one of Lana’s good memories.
An interesting detail is that the filmmaker nev-
er shows the faces of Lana’s father or mother,
only those who have created her vanishing
world.

What is particularly alluring is that, at the end
of the film, the narrator mentions most of the
characters in Lana’s life—her friends, her
sister, her mother, her father, even the video
shop owner—who have all left. When the nar-
rator’s voice sounds as if she is about to cry,
it's poignant, though the filmmaker doesn’t
explicitly reveal that Lana is the narrator as
a young girl.

Radivojevic not only created a cinematic
poem, but also turned each shot—especially
the outdoor ones—into a piece of art. What is
truly remarkable about the film is the acting
of every character, even in the smallest roles.
Born in Belgrade and now living in the US,
Radivojevic has made several documenta-
ries and won multiple awards at interna-
tional film festivals. Her second feature
narrative film, When The Phone Rang,
won a special mention at the 2024 Lo-
carno Film Festival. m
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The Witness, directed by Nader Saeivar,
follows Tarlan Ghrobani (Maryam Bouba-
ni), a retired dance teacher in Iran who be-
comes a witness to a murder. When police
investigations fall flat, she must choose
between submitting to political pressure or
risking her and her family’s livelihood by
seeking justice for the deceased.

The narrative begins with Tarlan balancing
familial struggles and her continued advo-
cacy for imprisoned colleagues as part of
a teachers' union. Amid the trials and trib-
ulations she faces, Tarlan also tries to me-
diate the abusive marriage between her
foster daughter, Zara, and her husband,
Solat. An authoritative figure, Solat be-
gins exerting control over Zara's choices,
especially regarding her work as a dance
instructor, and the altercations between
the couple turn physically violent. The sto-
ry takes a sharp turn when Zara is found
dead, and Tarlan becomes convinced of
Solat’s guilt, pushing her to challenge a
corrupt justice system.

The Witness explores themes of oppres-
sion, personal integrity, and systemic
violence in contemporary Iran. The film
particularly focuses on the personal toll
of defying an authoritarian regime, where
institutionalized power infiltrates the most
intimate family dynamics. The film is crit-
ical of how traditional gender roles and
power dynamics are deliberately rein-
forced by the social and political systems
established and maintained by those who
benefit from them.

Through the story of Tarlan, Zara, and So-
lat, the film unravels a broader narrative
about societal complicity and the purpose-
ful silencing of women. The Witness also
highlights how “performative” bureaucracy
is used to create an illusion of justice. This
is explored through the police investiga-
tions and the initial apparent interest of le-
gal authorities in uncovering the truth be-
hind the murder. The police investigations

inevitably come to an abrupt stop, a key
characteristic of systems whose rhetoric is
of justice but whose actions are unjust.
Apathy and passivity are also critiqued,
not only through different characters who
push Tarlan away from seeking justice but
also through a mouse infestation metaphor
that spans almost the entire duration of the
film. The film comments on how the evil in
contemporary Iran, and by extension, the
world, thrives only because many among
us remain silent about it.

The Witness is aware of the complexity of
the issues it presents

and the plethora of

related ethical ques-

tions. Throughout its

runtime, the charac-

ters come to reali-

zations and are pre-

sented with different

scenarios that blur

the lines between

good and evil or right

and wrong.

The film, however,

actively chooses to

remain simple in its

criticism and mes-

sage. While it ac-

knowledges the ad-

ditional nuances that

make the fight for justice more complex
and with fuzzier boundaries, its simpler
message makes the film more accessible
on a global level. This invites audiences
who are less familiar with contemporary
Iran to watch the film, as it does not re-
quire the viewer to possess a profound
knowledge of Iran’s history and ongoing
sociopolitical issues to engage with it.
Audiences well-acquainted with Iran's so-
ciopolitical intricacies, however, might be
expecting more.

Maryam Boubani delivers a powerful and
nuanced performance as Tarlan in The

Witness, embodying the resilience and
complexity of a woman navigating both
systemic oppression and personal loss.
Her performance is calm and composed,
which gives added weight to the few ex-
plosive moments in the film. The contrast
between the restraint Boubani shows for
the majority of the film’s runtime and the
intense raw emotions she delivers during
critical moments is a testament to her
acting range. This also serves the film’s
commentary on the toll a person must take
when fighting for justice.
The visual palette
of The Witness
plays a crucial role
in reinforcing its
themes of oppres-
sion and systemic
violence. Domi-
nated by muted
earth tones—greys
and browns—the
film's color scheme
matches its tone
and suffocating at-
mosphere.
The Witness uses
the story of Tar-
lan’s search for
justice as an op-
portunity for broad-
er social and political commentary. This is
achieved through the screenplay, acting
performances, dialogue, and visual style.
Throughout its runtime, The Witness oc-
casionally highlights how family and so-
cial dynamics in Iran are more complex
than they may seem. Exploration of the
more layered realities of life inside the
country would have unraveled truths un-
known to Western audiences, but the film
ultimately and deliberately chooses this
simpler depiction to prioritize its obser-
vations on oppression, corrupt systems,
and injustice. m
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In a discussion that followed the screening of
Abu Zaabal 89, the director Bassam Mortada
noted: “What is happening to me is truly a mir-
acle. This project holds a special place in my
heart.” He then dedicated the movie to his late
mother saying: “My mother was my first sup-
porter. She had this incredible ability to bring
out feelings | had hidden even from myself. She
knew every detail, and her presence in the film
made the experience indescribable. | wish she
were here to witness this.”

As Mortada explained, Abu Zaabal 89 tells
a deeply personal story intertwined with his
family’s history, focusing on a key event from
1989, when his father supported a labor strike
at the Helwan iron and steel factory. Following
the strike, his father, along with several of his
colleagues, was arrested, a moment that pro-
foundly impacted young Bassam, who at the
time was just 10 years old.

Reflecting on this event, Mortada shared, “My
mother took me to visit one of the people in
prison, and from that moment on, | became
anxious. Questions filled my mind—questions
about how the period after the imprisonment
changed us as a family.” Those thoughts have
eventually pushed him to making the film.

“| felt a deep need to tell this story in a visual
form. Egyptian cinema has a rich history, but in
recent years, I've noticed a new wave of exper-
imentation in the visual language. At the same
time, | wanted to make something that wasn’t
just about me, but also a contribution to the
wider landscape of Egyptian documentary film-
making.”

Mortada’s approach was both deeply person-
al and introspective. “I made the film as a way
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to understand myself better, to face my fears,
and to explore my own existence. It became a
multi-layered story, one that exposed our vul-
nerabilities and forced us to rethink everything,”
he shared. As such, this very personal - and at
the same time collective - film becomes a ten-
der and daring confrontation of the self, of fam-
ily, and of a whole country.

The film takes the audience through a journey
with Mortada’s character as he revisits a pivotal
moment in his childhood—visiting his father in
prison in 1989 —and contrasts it with his pres-
ent-day understanding of the
event.

Mortada’s personal history is
inseparable from the political
transformations occurring in
Egypt during the 1980s and
1990s. His father’s arrest, stem-
ming from his involvement in
the workers’ strike, acts as a
symbolic moment of personal
loss but also of broader political
change.

The film layers personal narra-
tive with historical events, fea-
turing archival footage of global
moments like the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall, the Gulf War, and the
collapse of the Soviet Union,
marking a shift from socialist
to capitalist ideologies. This period coincides
with the decline of Egypt’s left-wing movements
and the rise of neoliberal policies in the region,
themes that Mortada explores subtly in the film.
Mortada interviews family members and close
friends, including his father’s colleagues, allow-

“I made this
film as a way
to understand

myself hetter, to
face my fears, and
to explore my own
existence.”

ing them to recount their experiences of impris-
onment and the lasting impact of those years.
The film even goes beyond the personal, linking
the past to the present, especially the genera-
tional shifts that led to the 2011 revolution.

The generational divide is particularly evident.
The son, living through the revolution, sees his
father’s generation as one that fought valiant-
ly but ultimately failed to change the system.
Meanwhile, the father believes that despite their
losses, they planted the seeds for the revolution
his son would later experience.

The film reminds us that per-
sonal history, collective mem-
ory, and societal changes are
inextricably linked. The stories
of struggle, failure, and hope
that the film tells are not only
a family’s history but also a
microcosm of Egypt’s political
journey over the last few de-
cades. Through Abu Zaabal 89,
Mortada gives us a cinemat-
ic lens through which we can
understand the past, reflect on
the present, and imagine the
future.

The journey to completing Abu
Zaabal 89 was not without its
challenges. The film took six
years to make, with numerous
hurdles in terms of production and funding. As
Mortada revealed in the discussion: “We con-
stantly updated the structure of the film without
compromising its narrative integrity. | believe
we succeeded, and | thank everyone who sup-
ported us in bringing this work to life.” m
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Celebrated actress Dorra Zarrouk’s directo-
rial debut, The Life That Remains, is an inti-
mate portrait of a Palestinian family displaced
in Cairo following the ongoing genocide in
Gaza.

The 79-minute film centers on young mother
Nadine, her twin daughters, her siblings, and
her own mother, who fled the Tel al-Hawa
neighborhood in Gaza City on 13 October,
2023, shortly after the onset of Israel’s offen-
sive, and now reside in Cairo.

The film opens with a tender image of Nadine
and her younger sisters lying in bed, engaged
in a game of hand-shadow puppetry. The
softness of this intimate moment, rendered
with gentle warmth by cinematographer Nan-
cy Abdelfattah, sharply contrasts with the
haunting conversation that follows. The three
characters calmly recount their close brushes
with death during the war’s early days, a stark
reminder of the trauma they have endured
and continue to carry with them.

Through the lens of this family’s memories,
viewers are taken on a journey through their
past, revisiting joyful moments from their lives
before the war. A montage of family photos

and videos — births, graduations, and cele-
bratory moments — paints a picture of normal-
cy that seems worlds apart from the devasta-
tion their hometown now faces.

This contrast lies at the heart of Zarrouk’s film
and Mona Rabie’s brisk editing, underscoring
a painful truth: these extraordinary horrors
are happening to ordinary people. The family
pictured on screen is not extraordinary, and
neither is their suffering.

The Life That Remains is built around individ-
ual portraits of each family member, with their
voices driving the narrative. Nadine is torn
between the sense of relief she feels having
escaped the intense bombing with her two
daughters — an offensive that has claimed
the lives of countless neighbors and friends —
while also carrying the unbearable weight of
worry for her husband, Aboud, who arranged
for their departure to Cairo but remains stuck
in Gaza, struggling to make arrangements to
join them.

Her mother, Rasha, recounts her daily strug-
gle to care for her children amid the chaos
of bombings. The film brings her words to
life with footage of the family cooking over

p

a weak fire amidst the rubble, a shocking
departure from earlier images of their loving
home. Her sister, Dana, a tough and accom-
plished doctor-in-the-making, breaks down
as she describes the fate of Tel al-Hawa, now
a ghost town “making us envy the martyrs.”
Although each family member speaks of
Gaza’s hardships, even before the war, an
undying dream of return to Palestine lies at
the root of all their stories. This longing is
beautifully captured in one of the film’s most
emotional moments: Nadine’s younger sis-
ters, Malak and Mays, sing Samooni Lage’
(They Call Me A Refugee) by Ahmed Kaa-
bour, an anthem of displacement and longing
for home. Overlaid with aerial shots of Gaza
before the war, the imagery of its clear coasts
and tree-lined streets visually embodies the
young girls’ sense of loss.

While the film is conventionally structured
and occasionally lapses into repetition, The
Life That Remains nonetheless successfully
achieves its goal: to platform the stories of
Palestinian survivors, told not through the
eyes of outsiders, but through the voices of
Palestinians themselves. m
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stories of ldentity and Survival
“This year has heen very difficult for us”

o By Mona El-Mougi

Ol

ELWARSHA

A seminar titled Palestinian and Leb-
anese Cinema: Stories of Identity and
Survival took place yesterday, featur-
ing Lebanese director Myriam El-Hajj,
Palestinian director Najwa Najjar,
Palestinian director and producer
May Odeh, and Tunisian actress Dor-
ra Zarrouk. The seminar was moder-
ated by critic Mohamed Nabil.

Nabil gave the floor to Myriam El-Hajj,
who is participating in the current edi-
tion with the documentary film Dia-
ries from Lebanon. Nabil described
it as “a document of what happened
in Lebanon over the past four years,
including the coronavirus, the Beirut
port explosion, and other events.”
El-Hajj commented, saying, “I filmed
Diaries from Lebanon while thinking
about portraying a people who redis-
cover themselves after every defeat,
the difficulties they face, and how
they rise up and create something
new. | was surprised by the people
around me, asking them how they
could have hope, this strength, and
how they start anew.”

She added, “My father told me that
the house was shaking, and my
mother would be making cake in the
kitchen. | don’t like to classify peo-
ple as always rising up, and for the
world to put us in a place where they
say, <They are fighting and they will
rise.> My mother makes the cake so
she doesn’t go crazy—not out of love
for life, but because we are forced to
live.”

After the trailer for Diaries from Leba-
non was screened, El-Hajj comment-
ed, “The world is testing us today with
a war we never expected.”

Director and producer May Odeh
commented on the idea of resistance
through cinema: “This year has been
very difficult for us, unlike previous
years. Many faces and regimes have
been revealed, and this Western

world that we’ve always run after is
the cause of our downfall into this
abyss—hopefully, we will get out of
it.”

She continued, “This world, with all
its tyranny, has created a systemat-
ic plan to corner us, trying to bring
us down little by little. It invented
something called politics and human
rights for its own service. Because
we are the rightful owners of the land
and because we are stripped of the
power they have through wealth, we
know the value of the image, how it
educates and leaves an impact, and
we record our history, immortalizing
it through cinema. When someone
wants to talk about the land and
maps, | say that we must turn to the
cinema because we have an oppres-
sive occupation that changes the fea-
tures of the land every minute.”
Tunisian actress Dorra Zarrouk,
whose The Life that Remains—her
debut documentary about Pales-
tine—screens at the CIFF, comment-
ed, “The motivation behind making
my film was not only my love for cin-
ema, but my drive to tell the story of
the family featured in the film, and
that of Palestine.”

Director Najwa Najjar spoke about
Eyes of a Thief: “This is my second
film. It is based on a true story of a
24-year-old activist during the second
Intifada. | wanted to tell the story as a
mother living in Palestine, a woman
who hates violence. We got funding
for the film, we had Khaled Abol Naga
in the film, but then... the distribution
phase witnessed countless obsta-
cles. The film could have died at this
stage.”

She then mentioned how Egyptian
actor Khaled Abol Naga was the first
Arab superstar to enter the occupied
territories, alongside Algerian sing-
er-songwriter Souad Massi. m
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“Emotions are at the center of any film”

i By Ahmed Montasser

One of the festival’s highlights was a mas-
terclass by Irish playwright and filmmaker
Jim Sheridan, held at the Cairo Opera’s
open-air theater on 20 November. The
CIFF honored Sheridan with the Golden
Pyramid Award, presented by the festival’s
director and film critic Essam Zakaria.
The masterclass, moderated by film crit-
ic Mohamed Tarek, was part of the cele-
bration of Sheridan's work. Known for his
powerful storytelling, Sheridan has earned
acclaim for his ability to create deeply
emotional and socially relevant films, often
focusing on themes like identity, justice,
and personal struggle. His work also ex-
plores the complexities of human relation-
ships and the impact of political and histor-
ical events on individuals.

Sheridan's films frequently explore Irish
culture, history, and the emotional and
social impacts of The Troubles (violent
conflicts in Northern Ireland in the 1960s
to 1998). Notable works such as My Left
Foot (1989), The Field (1990), and The
Boxer (1997) delve into these themes, fo-
cusing on personal perseverance amidst
societal and political struggles.

Sheridan began the discussion by reflect-
ing on his early years, which were influ-
enced by his work in theatre. “My father
had a little theater group. | was directing
and occasionally acting in it. Simply, | was
born into it. The funny thing is that | was
not aware of the structure of theatre until |
started making films and reading books on
screenwriting. | started filmmaking at 40,
but | believe this is the best thing | have
done.”

Throughout his career, Sheridan has re-
ceived multiple Oscar nominations and

wins, including Best Director and Best
Adapted Screenplay for My Left Foot,
where Daniel Day-Lewis portrayed Christy
Brown, an Irish man with cerebral palsy.
When discussing My Left Foot, Sheridan
highlighted the challenges of portraying
a disabled character. “In the film, Christy
Brown cannot express himself verbally.
This harsh condition was a compelling
challenge for both the actor and myself,”
he said.

Day-Lewis stayed in character even when
cameras were not rolling, prompting strong
reactions from reviewers about his method
acting. Sheridan explained, “I quickly real-
ized it wouldn't be good for Daniel to snap
out of the character once filming stopped.
One reason behind his choice was his
deep commitment to those suffering from
cerebral palsy. Daniel has this high level of
spiritual commitment.”

By relying on reactions rather than dia-
logue, Day-Lewis created a poignant por-
trayal of a person with a disability. “Actu-
ally, this draws the audience in closer to
the character. Without words, you're right
up close to someone's eye, making it more
intimate,” Sheridan commented.
Sheridan’s films often focus on individuals
overcoming significant personal or socie-
tal obstacles, allowing for rich character
development and intense emotional en-
gagement.

“All the visual elements—costume design,
set design, etc.—are very important. How-
ever, | think that emotions are at the center
of any film. They are understood across all
cultures. Emotions are invisible, but very
visible in a performance. So, when you're
on a film set, you're trying to capture some-

thing invisible,” he explained, describing
any film as an architecture that supports
emotional representation.”

Sheridan has also ventured into film pro-
duction. In addition to directing and co-writ-
ing, he produced the 1993 biographical
crime drama In the Name of the Father.
The film received widespread acclaim,
earning multiple award nominations (in-
cluding five Academy Award nominations),
and securing several wins.

The film delves deeply into the political
and social tensions between Ireland and
the United Kingdom, particularly during
The Troubles. The movie tells the true sto-
ry of the Guildford Four, who were wrong-
fully convicted for the 1974 Guildford pub
bombings. The film boldly addresses in-
tense police brutality and the failure of the
justice system. The portrayal of real-life
figures, including police officers, in a neg-
ative light sparked public debate.

“l suppose | am very interested in injus-
tice,” Sheridan said humbly when reflect-
ing on In the Name of the Father, a film that
initially struggled to attract producers. Tak-
ing on the role of producer himself, Sher-
idan went on to create the second high-
est-grossing movie ever in Ireland (behind
Jurassic Park) and the highest-grossing
Irish film.

“l didn’t produce my first two movies, al-
though | probably had a large say in the
second one, The Field (1990). And yes, |
produced In the Name of the Father. If you
call producing everything you do after you
get the money, that's what | did,” he said,
recalling the “just one phone call” he made
and agreeing to cast Daniel Day-Lewis in
the film. m
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10:30am: Abu Zaabal 89 (Bassam Mortada) - Egypt. Critics’
Week

1pm: Murderess (Eva Nathena) - Greece. Critics’ Week
4pm: The Blue Lake (Daoud Aoulad-Syad) - Morocco.
Horizons of Arab Cinema

6:30pm: Blue Sun Palace (Constance Tsang) - USA. Intl
Competition

9pm: My Late Summer (Nakon Ljeta) - Serbia. Special
Screenings

Zamalek Cinema 2

1pm: Territory (Alex Galan) - Spain, Kyrgyzstan. Intl
Panorama

4pm: A selection of films

6pm: Land of Vengeance (Anis Djaad) - Algeria. Horizons of
Arab Cinema

9pm: The Bridge (Walid Mattar) - Tunisia, France. Horizons
of Arab Cinema

1pm: The Quail and Autumn (1967) (Houssam EI-Din
Mustafa) - Egypt. CIFF Classics

4pm: Cleopatra (1962) (Joseph L.Mankiewicz) - USA. CIFF
Classics

Vox - Mall Masr 5

1pm: Cleopatra (1962) (Joseph L.Mankiewicz) - USA. CIFF
Classics

7pm: The Quail and Autumn (1967) (Houssam EI-Din
Mustafa) - Egypt. CIFF Classics

Vox - Mall Masr 7

1pm: Bitter Gold (Juan Olea) - Chile, Mexico, Uruguay.
Critics’ Week

4pm: Malu (Pedro Freire) - Brazil. Intl Competition
7pm: Abu Zaabal 89 (Bassam Mortada) - Egypt. Critics’
Week

1pm: Memoir of a Snail (Adam Elliot) - Australia. Intl
Competition

4pm: The New Year That Never Came (Bogdan Mureganu)
- Romania. Intl Competition

7pm: Hunting Daze (Annick Blanc) - Canada, France.
Midnight Screenings
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