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Cinematic Criticism Forum Launches its Second Round
“Workshops and Courses are of no Value if we do not Make Films”

The Saudi Film Commission launched the second
round of the Cinema Criticism Forum under the theme
of "National Cinema" in partnership with the Saudi
Film Festival and the King Abdulaziz Center for World
Culture (lthra).

The forum provides a comprehensive platform for
cinematic discussions and exchanges, becoming
a global platform that enhances the concept of
film criticism in all its different forms among critics,
academics specialized in film studies, filmmakers,
writers, artists, and cinema enthusiasts.

The forum's program kicked off with a panel discussion
on national cinema that transcends geographical
boundaries. Kay Dickinson, a professor of cinema and
television studies from the UK, discussed the concept
of national identity in film. In addition, Sreya Mithra,
assistant professor of public communication at the
American University in Sharjah, analyzed the reasons
behind the widespread popularity of Bollywood
actors in the Middle East. Meanwhile, Abdulrahman
Alghunaim, assistant professor of cinema and media
studies at King Faisal University, delved into the political
economy of Gulf cinema and traced the historical
evolution of the Arabian Gulf film industry.

British films support Hollywood's
structure

Afterward, a panel discussion was held with Andrew
Higson, a professor of Cinema and Television at the
University of York, UK, who examined the shifting
definition of national cinema. Higson also discussed
how British cinema culture and industry had supported
Hollywood's global infrastructure and the most popular
films among British audiences.

The forum concluded with a session titled "Gulf
Cinema," which was moderated by Maha Sultan and
featured writer and director Hanaa Al-Omair, Bahraini
director and producer Bassam Al-Thawadi, and writer,
director, and film critic Erfan Rasheed.

The establishment of a film
industry in Saudi Arabia

Writer and director Hanaa Al-Omair explained that the
Gulf region does not yet have a fully established cinema
industry and is still in the early stages of development,
with particular emphasis on establishing this industry

The Presence of Saudisin
Diverse Film Projectsisa
Crucial Necessity.

locally. According to Al-Omair, "We are still in the initial
stages of development, and any Saudi film production
involves significant involvement from abroad.

Al-Omair further noted that there are Saudi film
stories produced or directed by non-Saudis and Saudi
characters in foreign films. Therefore, it is essential not
to focus solely on having many Saudis in a single work
but rather to highlight their presence across multiple
works.

Like Father Like Film... the more
local, the more universal

In the panel discussion, director and film critic Erfan
Raseed said that he believes a movie is like the child of
its creator, a similar relation of a poem to its author or a
painting to its painter. He thinks the more local a work is,
the more universal it becomes. He called for a return to
actual ownership of films, stating that "a film is nothing,
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but a story told through an actor's actions with various
tools, and it is the artist's product. Therefore, | agree
with naming the film after its creator, and film festivals
have begun noting the film director's nationality.”
Rashid pointed out during his talk that quantitative
accumulation leads to qualitative change, and the
current accumulation in Saudi Arabia promises a
beautiful future. He added: "Every film production
is essentially a training course, and the filmmaking
process takes time."
Regarding the Gulf dialects, Al-Rashid believes that
there is no such term as "dialect," asking, "Why do we
diminish the importance of the spoken language in the
Gulf regions by labeling it as a dialect?" He emphasized
that language is a crucial factor in film production,
mainly as it has motivated artistic collaboration among
Arabian Gulf countries.

Stopping film production and
direction of films... a catastrophe

During the panel discussion, Bahraini producer and
director Bassam Al-Thawadi emphasized that training
and organizing workshops and courses are not
enough without making films, saying, "Filmmaking is
a challenging process that must continue, as stopping
the production and direction of films would be a
catastrophe."

Al-Thawadi also praised the Saudi Film Commission
for its role in attracting international producers to shoot
films in Saudi Arabia, which he believes has helped
increase Saudi artists’ presence in international festivals.
He added, "It has become common to see Saudi actors
in foreign films, and we hope to see more of this.”

Regarding the identity of artistic works, Al-Thawadi
views it differently, saying, "In the Gulf, we make films
but not cinema. Everyone has a place for cinema, but
we don't have films, and our problem lies in defining
our identity. Films are bigger than their local identity.”
The forum program included a screening of the film
"The Journey (2021)" by Japanese director Kébun
Shizuno, which tells the story of the historical Abraha
and his brutal threat to the city of Mecca.

The forum's programs concluded with a panel
discussion moderated by film critic Ahmed Al-Ayad, in
which screenwriters Afnan Bawyan, Walaa Sindi, and
Ahmed Al-Ayad explored the topic of animation in

national cinema.
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An Animation About Food as a Language Between Different Cultures
Lighthearted Film “Saleeg” Chosen for the Festival’s
Opening Ceremony

From an Interview by Alaa Brinji
Openness towards others, acceptance of other cultures, and promotion of the principle of coexistence are fundamental values in the film
“Saleeg” by Afnan Bauyan. In an interview, the young writer and director said it reflects the day-to-day life of traditional Meccan society: their

culture and traditions, as it used Saudi cuisine as a symbol of the film.

* The film Sleeg is your first experience directing a
short film. Tell us about your experience and the idea
of the film in general.

Saleeg tells the story of Hajir, an older woman who
lives in an empty nest after her children moved
away. Most of her old neighbors have moved out
of the neighborhood, and communities of different
nationalities now inhabit it. The story opens with Hajir
alone at home, preparing the iconic traditional Hejazi
dish Saleeg, as a festive welcome for her visiting
granddaughter. But a sudden apology telephone
call makes things go haywire, with birds entering the
kitchen and accidentally dropping the rice into the
boiling pot. Trying to get help, Hajar faces difficulty
communicating with her neighbors due to language
differences. She has also grown old and has become
stubborn, not open to new things. How will the
problem of this slick incident be solved? This is what
you will see in the movie.

* What message did you want to convey through the
film?

The film examines the period when people of old
Jeddah moved out and highlights the situation in
which older people insisted on sticking to their
traditional homes. Thus, we see the conflict between
adhering to what's familiar and being open to new
changes. The film also discusses the issue of openness
to others, and acceptance of other cultures, so we
see the film's heroine, who faces a critical situation
and is forced to come to terms with her neighbors
who do not speak her Arabic language. In addition,
the film presents the concept of food and cooking
as a language and a means of integration between
different communities and cultures and promotes
coexistence and acceptance.

| also utilized a symbol of the Saudi cuisine, “Saleeg
dish,” in a film that | hope will reach different
countries, and through which | hope that iconic dish
from our traditional kitchen will become famous, as
did the Disney-Pixar movie “Ratatouille,” which gave
fame to a dish that we know very little about. And it
made us watch how it is prepared in the context of the
story, to the degree that we associate with this name
immediately, and we feel that it is delicious, and we
may want to try it, and this is what | want to happen
with the movie “Saleeg.”

* The film highlights the architectural details of
Jeddahss historic houses. Tell us about the challenges
in portraying these details through animation.
Saleeg film is not hand or digital drawing but rather
a «stop motion animation,” in which real locations are
built for filming, but on a miniature scale, and real
small puppets are moved inside. The challenge was
implementingthe Hijaziarchitectural details, especially
since the animations were filmed in collaboration with
a foreign team in a European studio (Studio A.M.5.
in Amsterdam). The implementation of the historic
Jeddah houses was what worried me the most. We
sourced sufficient pictures and references for all the
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interior and exterior design details of the houses. Still,
explaining the engineering behind manufacturing
«Al-Rawashin» traditional Hijazi windows was difficult,
with its complex design in form and utility. However,
the Studio AM.5. team surprised me with their
professionalism and accuracy in manually executing
the details of tiles, windows, and doors. | thought they
would simplify the required designs and references,
but they made things the way they are.

¢ Saleeg was screened at the Annecy Animation Film
Festival in France as an international premiere. How
do you evaluate this experience?

Annecy International Animation Film Festival in France
is one of the worldss oldest and largest animation
festivals. Therefore, the news of the official acceptance
came as a very happy surprise for me. We continue
to screen the film at several international festivals but
have yet to find out where it will reach.
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Dammam Dreamin’: What I’'m
expecting from this year’s Saudi
Film Festival

To say that this writer feels quite a lot of
anticipation, comingforthefirsttime to the Saudi
Film Festival, would be an understatement. Now
in its 9th edition, the festival has come a long
way since its founders showed the first film, the
documentary Baraka by Ron Frickle, in 2005 as
part of a weekly literary club in Dammam.
The predecessor of the Red Sea International
Film Festival, a much more see-and-be-seen
red carpet-filled event which just celebrated
its second edition in December of 2022,
the Saudi Film Festival aims to encourage
young filmmakers from the Kingdom, along
with honoring established artists, writers and
directors from the Gulf region. This year in
fact, there are two esteemed personalities who
will be celebrated at SFF, the Bahraini writer,
screenwriter, playwright, literary critic, poet,
novelist, and translator Amin Saleh, along with
Riyadh-born cinematographer and producer
Saleh Al-Fawzan.

When | first met Ahmed Al Mulla, the festival's
founder, I'd already heard so much about him.
By fellow journalists, who talked about his
influence on their writing, and from filmmakers,
young and not-so-young, who all had personal
tales to tell. The leitmotif running through all
those conversations was the apparent respect
they all have for this poet turned festival director
who could foresee an industry in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia before the first cinema had even
reopened in 2018.

| was not disappointed, and our first official
conversation turned into a profile for UK trade
publication Screen which is probably my favorite
interview to date.

So | expect the world from SFF, and | am sure |
will get the world — of cinema that is.

Already in its line up of juries, featuring well-
known Arab cinema producers, influencers
and Gulf celebrities, | can feel from afar the air
of creativity the event will inspire, in all of us
who are lucky enough to be attending it. And
Al Mulla himself, when describing the festival to
me, said something that really struck a chord.
Something, I'll paraphrase, about how the days
in Dammam turn easily into evenings which
then turn into nights, all spent in the company
of everyone who attends the Saudi Film Festival,
watching films together, spending time talking
about the great Seventh Art and finding a way
to communicate, no matter what our mother
tongue is, in the language of cinema.

That, to a film lover, feels like a dream
come true.

Hassan Al-Hajily and “Universal
Cinema” in Saudi Film Festival 9

L
o P i 1 axal iy
e hr3 = '-31.-|f|-11|| '-.f:#.f?.

ol g
JlaLe
a0

35k gy i) Laia

As we explore the releases of the 9th edition
of the Saudi Film Festival, we come across
the book “The Road to Universal Cinema:
Luis Bunuel’'s Cinema as a Model” by author
Hassan Al-Hajily. This book consists of three
chapters in which the author presents insights
representing a condensed and essential
illumination of what is to come. He does so
by drawing from the words of the pioneers
of cinematographic direction, such as
“Eisenstein, Orson Welles, Robert Bresson,
Luis Bunuel, and Tarkovsky” and even from
the visual art of “Picasso.” The first chapter
is a comprehensive introduction to the
concept of “open universal cinema,” which is
unlimited, unrestricted, and not confined to
the logic of the global cinema industry that
produces films based on the market mentality
and commercial marketing strategies that rely
on impressing and dazzling the audience with
enormous budgets.

The second chapter explores the extensive
and profound experience of one of the
leading directors of “universal cinema,”
as defined by the author. The director in
question is the renowned Spanish filmmaker,
Luis Bunuel, known for his surrealistic and
dream-like films that exhibit irrationality and
mystery. The author provides a definition of
Bufiuel, delves into the characteristics and
directing features of his films, and highlights
some of his most notable works, such as “An
Andalusian Dog,” “The Phantom of Liberty,”
and “Viridiana.” The chapter concludes with
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the author’s translation of his Wright State
University professor's response to questions
relating to Bufuel's films, followed by a list of
the director’'s most notable works.

The third chapter commemorates Godard's
death, which Al-Hajily sees as more than just
the loss of a cinema genius, but rather the
loss of a universal cinematic era. It marks the
end of the most significant cinematic period
in history, the New French Wave, which lasted
until Godard's passing on September 13,
2022.

According to Al-Hajily, watching the cinema is
more crucial than writing or reading about it.
Still, he highlights the importance of reading
books on cinema and criticism for those
who want to venture into this industry. In the
introduction of his book, he declares, “I will
try to make this my final book on cinema, and
as such, it will challenge traditional cinematic
writing. Researching and preparing this book
inspired me with some secrets of cinema,
including the greatest secret that makes
movies universal. It seems that cinema has
secrets that are not revealed except through
writing and reading about it. Therefore, in this
book, we will try to reveal as many secrets of
cinema as we can.”

Hassan Al-Hajily is a Saudi film writer who
has authored several cinematic books and
contributed to various Saudi and Arab

magazines and newspapers.
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