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"Underground” Opens the Festival Shows..
“Ithra"” supports 15 Saudi Films in the 10th
Edition of "Saudi Films"

Yesterday, Thursday, May 2nd,
2024, we witnessed the launch
of the 10th edition of the Saudi
Films Festival, organized by the
Cinema Society in partnership
with the King Abdulaziz Cultural
Center (Ithra), with the support
of the Film Authority of the
Ministry of Culture. The festival
will run from May 2 to May 9, with
the attendance of a selection
of local, Gulf, and international
filmmakers and stars. During
the opening ceremony, the
King Abdulaziz Cultural Center
(Ithra) announced its support
for 15 new films, which will

be announced soon, as part

of a general strategic plan to
support Saudi films and enhance
their regional and global
competitiveness.

An exciting journey
The ceremony, presented by
Mohammed Al-Shihri and Sumaya
Rida, began with a speech from
the Directorofthe CinemaSociety
and the President of the Board of
Directors, Hanaa Al-Omair. She
thanked the festival partners for
their continuous support from
its inception to its 10th edition.
She called on filmmakers in Saudi
Arabia to celebrate this event
and its impact on the cinema
industry. She said, "Let us share
this exciting journey with all its
challenges and achievements to
conclude a chapter and begin
a new one in the story of Saudi
cinematic creativity. It excites
us to watch your untold stories,
as we do every year." Al-Omair
also noted that this edition, titled
"Science Fiction," includes a rich
program of qualitative seminars,
training workshops, advanced
classes, and the release of the
Saudi Cinema Encyclopedia, in
addition to expanding the role of
the production market to serve
Saudi cinema and filmmakers.
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A window to
aspirations towards

the world

In an artistic presentation that
followed the opening speech, a
visual choreographic presentation
simulating the festival theme
was performed, followed by an
exceptional video report that
carried many rare photos and
clips about the first edition
held in 2008 and the rest of the
festival's editions. In her speech,
the program director at the King
Abdulaziz Cultural Center (Ithra),
Nora Al-Zamil, pointed out that
the center, in partnership with the
Film Authority, joins the Cinema
Society on an exciting journey
in all its details. She said, "The
festival has left its mark as the
most important film festival in the
region and has become a window
for the aspirations of Saudi cinema
towards the world." Al-Zamil
added that "the prosperity of the
film sector and the development
of the cinema movement come
from the fact that the film industry
in Saudi Arabia is one of the
fastest-growing sectors in the
Middle East, whether in script,
filmography, or technology. We
are proud that the festival is a
platform for the shining names
in the Saudi film industry whose

work has reached movie theaters
and platforms worldwide, and
many of them are with us today.
The Kingdom is proud of all of
them."

Al-Zamil
stimulate the cinema momentum
and develop the film sector by
supporting the local production
and marketing Saudi films, Ithra is
interested in empowering talents,

pointed out that "to

refining and supporting Saudi
filmmakers and elevating this
promising industry. In 10 years,
we have contributed to producing
23 Saudi films, which were shown
in more than 90 regional and
international festivals. These films
have won over 30 local, regional,
and international awards. Today,
we are pleased to announce the
support for 15 new films that will
be revealed in the coming days."
Al-Zamil also mentioned that the
film "Hajjan," which the center
produced, has won over five
awards and has been nominated
for six upcoming  awards.
Additionally, it participated in 7
international festivals so far.

Honoring and

family attendance

As part of a well-established
annual tradition within the festival,
artist Abdulmohsen Al-Nimer was

honored for his achievements
during his artistic career over
40 years. Al-Nimer thanked his
audience for their support and
gave special mention to his family,
who attended an event dedicated
to him for the first time in those
decades, praising their patience
and endurance in facing all the
difficulties he has encountered
since entering the artistic field
until today. On this occasion, a
documentary film was presented,
including many rare shots and
photos, summarizing the most
prominent and essential works Al-
Nimer had presented, whether on
stage, television, or in cinema.

“Underground”

opens the shows

Before the closing ceremony, a
detailed
on the course of the festival

report was presented

competition, which includes short
and feature films of all kinds, in
addition to the most important
numbers and statistics related
to the festival. The ceremony
concluded with the opening film
"Underground," a documentary
directed by Abdulrahman
Sandugji. The film sheds light on
musical talents in the Kingdom by
showcasing the reality of the local
artindustry.



Anup Singh

Q:
Anup, when | first came to read
your book, "Irrfan: Dialogues

with the Wind", it was for me a
massage about friendship, about
how a working relationship can
turn into a beautiful spiritual
communication between two
souls. Do you believe in friendship
in filmmaking or was this a special
case?

A:

| believe filmmaking is impossible
without friendship, even ifit's only
forthe duration of making the film.
But with Irrfan it was different.
Maulana Jalaluddin Rumi says: "A
true friend is the one who gives
you the key to the reason for your
life." He is the friend who turns
the key and unveils you to the
resplendence of your life. He is
the one who opens for you the
doors of beauty and possibilities
that you were not aware of before.
From the moment Irrfan and |
started working together, we
both felt that we had found that
friend. We both felt that we
could be the wind that opens the
wings of each other and we could
fly together into the worlds of
cinema we had never imagined
before.

That | think was the basis of our
friendship: that we would help
each other see the unknown
within ourselves and in cinema.
Q:

Irrfan Yaseen Ali Khan (Known as
Irrfan Khan) was a Muslim born
in Rajasthan, in Jaipur, and you're
an Indian Sikh. Your relation with
him grows with echoes of the
gawwalis of Nusrat Fateh Ali
Khan and many references to
Sufi culture. In your view, was
Irrfan a Sufi, meaning that he
lives a humble life as a poor/
ascetic, and how do you describe
that Sufi spirit of Irrfan, and did
it influence him as an actor, and
thus influence his performances?
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Interviewed by: Hossam Elouan

Anup Singh: An Indian
filmmaker reflects on
friendship and its relationship
to filmmaking

This is the fourth anniversary of Irrfan Khanss departure

from our world, but not from the memory of the millions who hold him lovingly in
their hearts. Irrfan has was like a shooting star who surprises us with its
appearance before it falls from the sky, leaving us with a sense of
immense loss but also magic. On this occasion, the Saudi Cinema
Encyclopedia, in cooperation with the Jusour Al-Thagafah
Publishing House, is adopting the translation and publication of
the book “Irrfan: Dialogues with the Wind"” by the great Indian

director Anup Singh, which was translated by the Egyptian

filmmaker Hossam Alwan, who conducted this interview with

Anup on the occasion of the book’s release.
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A:

| doubt if any of the great
Sufi masters actually defined
themselves as a Sufi. Being a
Sufi is a way of living with self,
others and the universe. It is the
quality of love that you bring to
everything on this earth that,
perhaps, announces you as a Sufi.
And that certainly was Irrfan!
Irrfan brought a philosopher's
sense of wonder, a scientist's
questioning as well as a child's
playfulness to everything and
everyone he encountered.

This
aspect of his performance it's
heartrending emotionality. It

sensitivity gave every

took his performance away from

the expected and took us into
such unknown realms of thought
and emotion that we were
transformed. Each performance
of his opened us to the expanse
of what it means to be a human
being.

Q:

What really struck me when |
read the book was Irrfan's call to
return to Jaipur. Do you think he
lived with that nostalgia to return
to hishometown? Or was he more
willing to do so as a reflection of
his feeling of marginalization?

A:

The thing with Irrfan was that he
was ready to give up everything
- fame, money, comfort - if he
felt that there was something
not allowing him to be free. That
was very important to him as a
creative person - to feel free to
question, to go into frightening
darkness, to push into emotional
depths that others would avoid.

| don't think it was a sense of
nostalgia. It was simply that for
him Jaipur was one place he felt
he could find the total freedom
he was seeking. Luckily for us,
cinema, by and large, gave him
that freedom and he stayed in
the world of cinema to give us



performances that filled us, his
audience, with the same passion
for freedom.

Q:

The relationship actor/director
was not the easiest for you with
Irrfan. You went through a maze
in many ways, where you did not
know where you were going in
your next steps. Is this normal?
A:

That was the test. That was the
path to win irrfan's trust. No
matter what, keep trying. But
not only keep trying, but keep
trying to find new creative ways
to overcome whatever obstacles
there might be in a working
relationship or a friendship.

For example, when | first went to
him with the first film we finally
did together, a film called "Qissa",
he told me that he did not want
to do the film because it was too
dark arole. After afew days | went
back to him and | said, Irrfan, we
both love the singing of Nusrat
Fateh Ali Khan passionately. You
must have seen in his videos
how his face twists and swells
and sometimes becomes really
frightful. And yet, the voice that
comes out of him is the most
beautiful and sublime we have
ever heard. That's how | want you
to see this role in my film: it might
appear dark, but you could find
what is tender and life-affirming
deep in you. Irrfan understood
that and immediately reversed his
stance and said he was ready to
act in the film!

Q:

Your films as well as your book
have various references to the
desert: The falcons, the camels,
the birds, the desert women,
the sand dunes, do you consider
yourself a desert filmmaker in
some sense? How has being a
Punjabi influenced your vision?
and what did the desert teach
you?

A:

For me, the desert is a garden
of stories, from the love legends
of Layla-Majnun to the journeys
of our prophets and poets and
saints. Each one of them traveled
into this vast, barren landscape
and each one of them returned
to us with the discovery of some

sweet oasis of poetry, faith and
love.

| hope my films will also bring
some sweet water to heal the
violence of our world.

Q:

The narrative in your films is
reflecting traditions of oriental
narratives of stories, were you
influenced by the Arabian Nights
among other oriental native
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sources?

A: Oh, very much so! | have
been enchanted by the Arabian
Nights since my childhood. As
you know, these stories hold
mysteries and secrets, lessons in
love, and they celebrate journeys
into the darkest regions of our
imagination.

The Sufis have considered the
Arabian tales to hold profound

saudifilmfestival.org

teachings. And, vyet, these
teachings are never didactic.
They are full of human limits and
caprice as well as compassion
for and empathy with strangers.
These tales help us evolve more
gentle ways to live in our world.
To me, these stories, if they are
read with the same gusto of life
with which they are written, we
might find that these stories
possibly hold the secret for us to
create a better world.

Q:

This year, the Saudi Film Festival
has India as a guest of honor.
Do you see possibilities of
collaboration between Saudi and
Indian filmmakers? would you be
interested yourself in making a
film in the Arabian desert?

A:

There are ancient cultural bonds
between India and Saudi, from
trade to the journeys of Sufis
and stories. Today, Saudi offers
numerousopportunitiesforindian
workers and entrepreneurs. The
exchange of stories continues.
With deep respect for both
cultures, | am sure there could be
a vital collaboration between the
two countries.

And, as far as | am concerned, |
am convinced that the story of
enchantment and healing that |
want to tell, will one day emerge
in Saudi.

impatiently.

| await that moment
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Saudi Film
Festival and
economic
impact

Dr Musaab Al-Omari

As the culture of hosting regional and global events spreads
in Saudi Arabia, thanks to its ambitious vision known as Saudi
Arabia 2030, some do not realize the importance of hosting such
events. In the field of cinema specifically, film festivals are not
only a place for showing films, nor are they a red carpet where
filmmakers and actresses show off the latest fashions, but there
are multiple dimensions.

Countries - regardless of their cultures - are interested in
film festivals, due to the cultural role that these festivals play.
Therefore, festivals that are decades old are still in existence, the
most famous of which is the Venice Film Festival which has been
held for 92 years, and the Cannes Film Festival which has been
held for 77 years.

Perhaps the most important question that comes to some
people is why do countries care about film festivals, even though
holding such events is expensive and not financially profitable?
The answer is that film festivals achieve economic, cultural,
political, media, and tourism returns that go beyond profitability.
The festival does not have to be profitable like companies, but
it is important that it achieve an economic impact, measured by
its weight in the gross domestic product of the city in which it
is held.

If we take an example of the economic dimensions created by
such events, we find that a festival such as Sundance in the
American state of Utah generated revenues for the economy
of the city in which it is held amounting to approximately
half a billion riyals ($118.2 million), despite being affected by
the Covid-19 crisis. Before the pandemic, it generated sales
revenues within the city owes 685 million riyals (equivalent to
182.5 million dollars). Which means more than 70 million riyals
(equivalent to $18.7 million) in revenue for the state through
taxes on purchases.

If we look at the festivals audience, over 11 days more than
122,000 people attended, 36% of whom came from outside the
state. The average spending of each person who came from
outside the state is approximately 13 thousand riyals (equivalent
to $3,410), and among the sectors that flourished most in the
city during the period of the festival was the car rental sector,
hotels, restaurants, cafes, and transportation companies.
Based on these numbers, we find that an event by a non-profit
organization such as the Sundance Institute brings in more than
122,000 visitors who spent more than half a billion riyals during
their stay in the city.

In the local context, | believe that the Saudi Film Festival is on its
way to engraving its name and influence on Dhahran, Dammam,
and Al-Khobar, and add to the economy of the Eastern Region,
so that during its ten editions, we find huge and increasing
numbers in attendance year after year, and we find increasing
maturity and development in the participating works.
Government support for the Cinema Society is very important,
and the Society deserves government investment in it, in order
to create a successful economic model for a film festival that
serves the region culturally and economically. We find that
applying the Sundance model is not impossible in Saudi Arabia
despite its difficulty, in light of the Kingdom's Vision 2030, and
the presence of supportive leadership and ambition saudi
youth. With hard work, the Saudi Film Festival can surpass all film
festivals in the Middle East, all of which suffer from problems in
sustainability and continuity, and it can succeed by providing
a tangible economic impact on store and market sales in the
Eastern Province.

Film director and professor specializing in film

Review of Hassanein Al-Hani’'s
book "Auteur Cinema, from
classic to digital”
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An initiative by the Cinema Society, the
Saudi Cinema Encyclopedia launches a
program that aims to publish 100 books
during its first year; which begins in
May 2024, and among the variety of
cinematic releases this year, Iraqi film
director Hassanein Al-Hani presents us
with a book in which he deals with the
origins of cinema and the stages of its
development, and then moves on to
the details indicated by the book’s title,
that is, "Auteur Cinema - from Classical
to Digital."

The turning point

From the writer’'s point of view, the
Auteur Cinema is the turning point
that changed the course of cinema
from the middle of the last century
until today, and freed it from the
influence of the American studio and
production companiesthataretrying
to neutralize the director and impose
their binding laws and conditions for
the film form. After cinema mixed
with technology and digital sciences,
Auteur Cinema had developed, and
"the work of the work of Auteur who
thought, wrote, and directed. These
digital technologies created wings
for these ideas in order to translate
them and show them to the publicin
multiple forms." Al-Hani says.

Auteur Theory

After reviewing the cinematic
current streams that prevailed in the
stages of cinema's development,
such as the American studio
movement and its opposition, then
German  expressionism, socialist
realism, Italian neo-realism, and
the French wave, the writer moves
us to the concept of the Auteur
Theory, which is, in his words: “an
intellectual product complementary
to the technical product that was
cinema mixed with it. Technologies
and discoveries cannot become a
tool with a single function, use, and

Hassanein Al-Hani

meaning, limited to the methods of
implementing them in conveying
their simplified form in conveying
apparent information, and this is
what we see clearly in the elements
of cinematic language and the ways
of employing them to convey formal
information. In the third chapter of
the book, he stresses the importance
of the role of the director who is seen
by the employer, and the only person
who sees the work before it is made,
through the imagination with which
he soars, recreating in the world of
the film he made himself. Al-Hani
chroniclesthe stage of the emergence
of the Auteur Cinema by saying:
“During the era of the fifties and with
the emergence of cinematographies
and the Auteur Theory, some critics
turned into directors, and with them
appeared what was called the French
New Wave, and Auteur Cinema, in
which the director also writes his films
in addition to his original work."

It is worth noting that Hassanein Al-
Hani is an Iraqi film director. He holds
a bachelor's degree in film direction
from the University of Baghdad,
College of Fine Arts, Department of
Cinema and Television, and a master's
degree in film direction from the
same university. He is a founder and
director of the Al-Nahj International
Film Festival in Iraq, he participated in
membership and chairmanship of jury
committees in several film festivals.

It is also mentioned that the Saudi
Cinema Encyclopedia aims to
establish a periodic program for
producing books in the Arabic
language, with the aim of elevating
the film industry from the circle of
non-professional writing, to the level
of professionalism and depth of
specialization, so that its publications
will be a pillar of the infrastructure
of the film industry in Saudi Arabia,
and this year's publications will be by
"Culture Bridges for Publishing and
Distribution" publishing house.



