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Saudi Film Commission Earned Filmmakers Confidence

Saudi Movies Screened in Festival Added
to National Film Archive

As part of the seminars presented at the 9th edition of the Saudi Film Festival, a panel discussion was held with the CEO of the Saudi Film Commission to
introduce the commissionss efforts, initiatives, current achievements, and plans and engage with the local film community to answer their questions.

The panel discussion was moderated by Ahmed Al-Ayad and Soha Al-Wael, with 5 speakers including the CEO of the Saudi Film Commission, Abdullah Al-
Ayaf; Director-General of the National Film Archive, Abdullah Al-Abdullah; Director General of Sector Development and Investment Attraction, Abduljaleel
Al-Nasser; Director General of Strategies, Policies, and Regulations, Mishari Al-Khayyat; and Director-General of Incentives and Film Promotion, Thamer Al-
Saikhan. The seminar discussed the Saudi Film Commission»s most significant achievements and projects and its plans for the next phase.

During the discussion, CEO Abdullah Al-Ayaf confirmed
that the Saudi Film Festival is considered the primary
home for filmmakers, and the Commission takes pride
in being its primary supporter. He also pointed out
that since the commissionss inception, it has always
considered the sector's partners, such as filmmakers.
Al-Ayaf mentioned that the film industry is dynamic
and faces significant challenges that require dealing
with them intelligently and quickly. He expressed his
confidence in the sector partners who have contributed
to bringing Saudi films to international festivals.

Additionally, Al-Ayaf stated that the Commission had
attained several achievements. These include elevating
the Saudi market to a significant level, revealing the
commissionys ambition to establish more than 2000
movie screening venues by 2030 (currently 583), and
strengthening the Saudi market to compete for box
office revenue.

Al-Ayaf added: «Among the accomplishments that
have also been achieved is that the Saudi audience has
become confident in Saudi films and looks forward to
watching them, in addition to the increasing number of
scholarships and local workshops, and the acceptance
among the new generation, especially the youth, of the
film industry,” revealing that the Commission is working
on raising awareness in society and introducing film
industry education in schools in cooperation with the
Ministry of Education.

He said, “What is happening in the Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia now in terms of cinematic development has
surpassed the foundation stage and is now attracting
global attention.” He continued to highlight the
Commissionys most prominent achievements, such as
Saudi festivals and the Saudi Talent Factory, in addition
to the infrastructure, pointing out that a few years ago,
there were no actual studios in Saudi Arabia, and now
studios have become numerous and available in more
than one city, adding, “The greatest achievement of
the Film Commission is convincing Saudi filmmakers to
collaborate with the Commission.”

According to Al-Ayaf, the regulations of visual and
cinematic works have always been dispersed among
various governmental entities. However, with the
establishment of the Ministry of Culture and the Film
Commission, specific changes were necessary in several
regulations. As for animation films, Al-Ayaf expressed
the desire for Saudi Arabia to become a prominent hub
for the animation film industry but acknowledged that
achieving this goal would require additional time and
effort. Al-Ayaf encouraged makers of animation films to
submit their projects for consideration and mentioned
that despite the lack of other specializations, there are
dedicated programs for animation at Saudi universities.
Al-Ayaf explained, “It would take time to establish new
departments teaching film and cinema production in
Saudiuniversities. But compared to other Gulf countries,
the number of filmmaking education departments in
Saudi universities is acceptable, especially with the
presence of four universities that offer film specialties:
Imam Mohammad bin Saud University, Effat University,
Princess Nourah bint Abdulrahman University, and
Imam Abdulrahman bin Faisal University.

Al-Ayaf believes that cinema education is not limited
to universities, pointing out local educational programs
and scholarships inside and outside KSA.

As for childrenss cinema, Al-Ayaf stressed the
importance of this sector and indicated that what we
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Film Commission Facilitates
Introducing Film Educationin
Schools

currently have in the Saudi and Arab film markets is
insufficient. He stated, «We are currently building a
complete sector for children, which will involve creating
specialized programs and events targeting this age
group.”

The Director General of Sector Development and
Investment Attraction, Abduljaleel Al-Nasser, explained
during the panel discussion that the primary goal
of his team is to develop a value chain for films from
the beginning of the idea to distribution, noting that
sector development includes talent development
and work on the creative industry. Human resources
development and the number of workers in the sectors
are among the essential elements the Commission
works on by providing training programs and working
with universities, the Ministry of Culture, and vocational

training.
According to Abduljaleel, Sector Development
encompasses «distribution and screening.» He

highlighted the substantial value of distribution and
screening in the Kingdom, which currently stands at
SAR 3 billion, distributed among five operators with a
sixth soon to be licensed. As a result, the management
team is focused on maintaining current gains and
establishing policies to enhance them while expanding
the investor base and increasing the role of screening
within Saudi Arabia.

He continued: «The sector development department
is also dedicated to enhancing the film industryss
infrastructure in the country. This includes all elements
facilitating film production, such as academies, studios,
and other services supporting filming and post-
production. The sector development team also seeks
to establish collaborations locally and internationally.”
Thamer Al-Saikhan, Director General of Incentives and
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Film Promotion, emphasized the importance of films as
a comprehensive industry contributing to the economy.
He highlighted the successful outcomes of the Daw»
competition, which involved the production of 18 films
with the participation of more than 1,000 people across
20 cities, of which three films received nominations for
festival awards.

He said: «We studied what happened in the Daw’
competition and created the Continuous Daw' Program,
which focuses on high-quality films through established
artistic selection committees and governance.» He
stressed that strong partnerships are necessary for the
film industry to flourish.

Al-Saikhan emphasized the significance of international
festival participation in promoting the film industry,
establishing valuable relationships and partnerships,
and providing opportunities for talented individuals
to benefit from the various training sessions and
workshops the festivals offer.

Abdullah Al-Abdullah, Director-General of the National
Film Archive, highlighted that archiving aims to serve
as a reference library for the film industry. He stressed
the importance of documenting and preserving works
for future generations. He pointed out that systematic
archiving started only in 1929. He also mentioned that
%90 of films have been lost due to decay or fire.
Additionally, he revealed that %90 of the movies
exhibited at the 9th edition of the Saudi Film Festival
were authorized to be archived, highlighting the
Commissionss commitment to preserving all the
films screened in earlier editions of the festival. Al-
Abdullah commented, «We are currently building a
comprehensive database of all Saudi films and indexing
the past editions.”

According to Meshari Al-Khayyat, Director-General of
Strategies, Policies, and Regulations, the film industry»s
strategy involves short-term and long-term plans for
Saudi film production incorporating all expectations
and ultimately achieving a sustainable industry. Al-
Khayyat said, «We have built an ambitious strategy
for the entire film industry, and we aim to position
the Kingdom as a global center for the film industry
in the Middle East. This is our first step in the coming
stage. The creative industry strategy is designed to be
adaptable and regularly updated to reflect changes in
the market, external factors, and the environment. As a
result, we have made a conscious effort to stay current
with market trends and provide strategic services
accordingly.”

He reported that his department had organized several
initiatives and projects to develop talents, infrastructure,
and local production.

He also revealed the latest steps taken by the
Commission in transferring the regulations related
to the film industry from the General Commission for
Audiovisual Media to the Film Commission, saying:
«We are talking about 17 practices grouped in 4
licenses, and the film industry will be fully transferred
except for content clearance and classification. Soon
we will announce several steps regarding the future use
of these services.»

He stressed that “the Commission leadership is
committed to preventing adverse effects on the private
sector and other beneficiaries. The Commission will
persist in collaborating with all stakeholders to ensure
that the sector remains unaffected while at the same
time offering optimal services.”



Abdullah Al-Muhaisen, a True Pioneer Paving the Way for
Three Generations of Filmmakers

¢ \Who opened the way for you to reach the cinema
and start your passion-filled career? What are the
factors that led your first steps on this path?

“l think my passion began in childhood while
living in Egypt. Since the nursery stage, we would
go on weekends to watch cartoon films and plays.
In later stages of study in the Kingdom, in Science
class, they would bring animated films illustrating
the blood and how red and white blood cells
work to defend the human body. That educational
aspect was what | stored in my memory, and
through it, | learned about cinema and how it
forms a reservoir of memory. Some of us grow up
with cinematic inclinations. Some others grow up
inclined to become lawyers. In contrast, others
drift into becoming criminals after what they have
witnessed and reaped and possibly admired and
stored in their memory during their childhood and
life. This stock accumulates in memory, so you find
yourself over time with a memory that draws you
to the direction you want to go in and supports
you in this direction.

As for me, it started with drawing, of course,
in school because it was a simple means of
expression in the early stages, and after a while,
| felt that drawings were fixed and rigid. So |
switched to photography and found it also freezes
a specific scene. After realizing that all these things
did not empower me to express what | wanted, |
resorted to the camera and the cinema during my
high school years in Lebanon. So, | used to watch
countless movies in the cinema. Then there was
a "film critic” living in the same homestay | was
in with a Lebanese-English family. When | would
return home at night after watching a movie, he
would discuss with me what | watched and ask
me about the actors’ performance, such as Sean
Connery's performance, in the film “From Russia
with Love,” for example, or any of the films that

were showing at the time. And after a series of
discussions, he confided to me his conviction that
| have something to do with this field, the field of
cinema, and that was an indication for me to start
searching for universities and colleges in which
| could study to fulfill my specialization. For this
reason, | went to Britain.”

Community Advocate

e These discussions seemingly were a practical
incentive for you to recall and re-read what you
saw; thus, the process of interpretation and
explanation was born. That critic led you towards
what we can call a "critical reading of the film.”
This is, without a doubt, one of the elements | had
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to determine. You have analyzed me thoroughly; |
have never looked at it this way.

My father wanted me to become a pilot, a doctor,
or a lawyer. So, | told him | would work as a lawyer,
not a lawyer who receives money and works
in the courts, but a community lawyer. That was
the turning point in my formation, in defining my
direction and holding to the meanings | aspired
to. Then | found myself in my first project at the
Film Institute, making a film about environmental
pollution, a cinematic project that eight people
worked on; each of them completed a -400foot
tape, and when | went to my instructor after
finishing it to learn from him about my cinematic
approach and style, he looked at me and said:
"You are an Intellectual filmmaker” And that
sentence was like a slap on the face because | was
thinking of cinema and its glow in an abstract way,
and the word “Intellectual” seemed to me not yet
fully “cooked” at that moment.

Days passed, and | graduated from the institute,
and when | screened the movie "Islam the Bridge
to the Future" at the Film Club in Cairo, in the
presence of a group of colleagues, including
Samir Farid and Ahmed Kamel Morsi - may God
have mercy on them all - they started discussing
how to classify the film, as they considered it
unconventional work in the documentary film
category. And since they could not classify it into
a specific category, Ahmed Kamel Morsi took the
initiative and said: “Let us conclude by saying that
Abdullah presented a new cinema; Its name is
"Cinema of Issues.” Atthat moment, | recalled what
my professor in London had told me about being
an intellectual filmmaker. | realized that practicing
professionals could detect talents before them
and foretell a trajectory in their apprentices, even
before they discover it on their own.

Excerpts from an interview by Irfan Rasheed
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First Round of Saudi Film Festival's Book-Signing

4 Authors Write about the Aesthetics of Cinema

A large crowd of book enthusiasts showed up
for a book-signing event on the second day of
the Saudi Film Festival in its ninth edition. The
gathering celebrated the first batch of books
issued by the festival as part of the cooperation
between the Cinema Association and the Bridges
of Culture House for Publishing and Distribution.
The engagement took place at the Production
Market Theater in the Ithra Center.

At a ceremony presented by Zahrat Al-Faraj, four
books were signed: “On Criticism of Cinema” by
Dr. Adel Al-Zahrani, “Cinema of Pedro Almodovar”
by Abdulhadi Saadoun, “Saudi Cinema - A
Historical Critical Reading” by Issam Zakaria, and
“Cinema in Search for Poetry” translated from
French Moez Majid.

Professor Adel Al-Zahraniindicated that his motive
behind choosing the subject of his book “On
Cinema Criticism” is his specialization in the field
of criticism and his love and passion for cinema
and its magic. He expressed his hope that what he
presented in the book will contribute to adding
knowledge to this field and those interested in it,
noting that the diversity of fields of cinema and
the study of its criticism academically enables
us to understand it and (narration) is the starting
point for its study.

Author Abd al-Hadi Saadoun said that from the
onset of his writing career, he paid particular
attention to the films of Egyptian director Atef
al-Tayeb. However, he chose to write about
Spanish cinema when he settled in Madrid. He
was inspired by the prominent status Spanish
cinema had acquired, its progress through a long
golden period, and the fact that Spanish cinema
is not very well known in the Arab World. Saadoun
sees a considerable correlation between Spanish
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and Arabic culture, pointing to the possibility of
connection in issues and concerns common to
both cultures. His selection of Almodovar cinema
is attributed - as he put it - to the iconic director’s
ability to create his cinematic world, which he
developed without studying cinema academically.
Author Issam Zakaria indicated that his book
"Saudi Cinema... A Historical Critical Reading"
resulted from his interest in Saudi cinema, its
beginnings, and the experiences of individuals in
it. And because it talks about society’s problems

and concerns, noting that the absence of historical
criticism prompted him to write about it.
Translator Moez Majed stated that his interest in
cinema stemmed from a poet’s curiosity. He sees
the need to develop the cinematic discourse into
a poetic discourse, not a narrative one, for the
films to have a different flavor.

At the end of the event, the four writers signed
their books, and memorial photos were taken with
the audience.

Al-Qasmi Writes About “Documentary Film” for the Saudi Film Festival

As part of the ninth edition of the Saudi Film
Festival, Dr. Ahmed Al-Qasmi presents his book
“The Documentary Film - In the Aesthetics of
Creation and Acceptance: Pioneering Global
Experiences.” The book explores the aesthetics of
the documentary film throughoutiits different eras,
delving into some of its features and meanings.
Throughout its chapters, the book delved into
the debate between conflicting tendencies. It
explored a range of debates, from the tension
between enjoyment and usefulness to the
interplay between recording and imagination, to
the negotiation between creation and acceptance,
and finally to the resistance against globalization
versus submission to its laws. The documentary
film is often characterized by its objective
approaches, which rely on persuasive techniques
and various visual resources to make their point.
However, we should not blindly trust the creators,
as their craft makes them blur the objective with
the subjective. They rely on various technical and
stylistic tricks to persuade the viewer to think in a
predetermined way. Therefore, it is a mistake to
believe that the documentary presents accurate
images of reality, regardless of its genre. The
genuine and skillful ones represent a subjective
aesthetic vision employed to deliver a personal
intellectual stance, where the form is not just a
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form, and the entertaining is not separate from
the informative.

In his book, Dr. Al-Qasmi states that documentary
films remain a challenging cinematic style, as it is
difficult to define precisely due to the multiplicity
of its genres and the diversity of its approaches.
It is constantly evolving, creating new forms, and
attracting new audiences. Therefore, the best way
to explore its aesthetics is to study its distinctive
experiences with a strong impact and influence.
Regardless of its classification and the challenging
boundaries of its artistic genre, the documentary
genre represents a cinematic family with similarly
creative and aesthetic features. Among these
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features is its constant resistance to rigid rules,
its confrontation of existing or historical truth to
reveal its hidden face, and its continuous effort to
convince viewers of the credibility of what is being
depicted, even if it resorts to illusion, as in the case
of the docufiction film.

This book provides a fertile and comprehensive
scientific basis for students and enthusiasts of
documentary cinema. It also opens a cultural
window for the reader, bringing them closer to the
aesthetics of this cinemathrough carefully selected
practical readings of pioneering films since the
1920s, starting with the father of documentary
film, American director Robert Flaherty, with his
movies that began with the triumph of nature and
end with the victory of humanity, the power of
machines, and the factors that led the director to
this conviction. Along with this American pioneer,
another Russian pioneer, Dziga Vertov, made
significant efforts to purify documentary cinema
from literary and theatrical features and make it
purely cinematic, as demonstrated in his film "Man
with a Movie Camera" (1928).

Dr. Ahmed Al-Qasmi is a Tunisian academic and
film critic with numerous film criticism publications.
He has also published two novels and a play and
is currently a professor of “Semiotics of Literature
and Cinema” at Manouba University.



