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WORLD DIRECTORS SERIES

Film retains its capacity to beguile, entertain and open up windows onto other cultures like no other medium. Nurtured by the growth of film festivals worldwide and by cinephiles from all continents, a new generation of directors has emerged in this environment over the last few decades.

This new series aims to present and discuss the work of the leading directors from across the world on whom little has been written and whose exciting work merits discussion in an increasingly globalised film culture. Many of these directors have proved to be ambassadors for their national film cultures as well as critics of the societies they represent, dramatising in their work the dilemmas of art that are both national and international, of local relevance and universal appeal.

Written by leading film critics and scholars, each book contains an analysis of the director's works, filmography, bibliography and illustrations. The series will feature film-makers from all continents (including North America), assessing their impact on the art form and their contribution to film culture.
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INTRODUCTION

Mirroring Egypt's personality on the screen has been Youssef Chahine's lifetime obsession. For half a century, and in thirty-four features and six documentaries, he has created an astonishing body of work that alternates between ambiguity and brilliance. By shedding light on Egypt in all her moods and dimensions, Chahine reveals his own tormented self: an artist committed to define Egypt's identity as well his own, daring to tell the 'truth' as he sees it, and advocating humanistic values. As an influential voice of modern Egypt, the internationally acclaimed Chahine is to Arab cinema what the Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz is to Arabic literature.

Throughout his long career, Chahine has doggedly pursued a complex cinema of ideas in a country prone to sentiment and escapism rather than sophistication and serious art. Son of a petit bourgeois family that aspired to high society, Chahine was born in Alexandria and educated at the prestigious Victoria College which was often compared to Eton, and whose alumni include King Hussein of Jordan, Edward Said and Michel Shalhoub (who became Omar Sharif). After studying theatre and television for two years at Pasadena Playhouse in California, Chahine returned to Egypt to launch his film career and, as it were, to deliver a jolt to the mainstream Egyptian cinema. Mixed blood runs in Chahine's veins: his mother was Greek, and his father Lebanese. His wife of fifty years is a French woman born in Egypt. He himself was born and bred in Egypt, and educated in a British-style school and in America. No wonder he is multi-lingual and cosmopolitan in mentality. His Christianity in a predominantly Muslim country has not been problematic for him, his clashes with the Muslim fundamentalists notwithstanding. Chahine prides himself on being, above all, an Egyptian.

Over the years, Chahine has developed his own film-making style, which is characteristically frenetic, non-linear, multi-layered, cerebral and demanding. Many of his films 'read' like modernist scripts: fragmented, convoluted, with a dash of the Theatre of the Absurd. Of particular interest to his admirers is his innovative use of time, space, mise-en-scène, memory, and the blending of genres in a single film. Rare is the Chahine film in which history and politics do not resonate, or the film in which a part of his own life is not integrated in its fabric. His provocative cinema appeals mostly to thinking audiences, though mainstream audiences often respond to his unique films and stirring themes. Naguib Mahfouz worked on several of his scenarios, and one of Chahine's masterpieces, The Earth (1969), was based on an Arabic novel, considered by the literary critics as a modern classic.

Besides being a consummate director, Chahine has been blessed with multiple talents: writing, dancing, acting, in addition to a sharp intellect and moral rectitude. Early in his youth he fell under the spell of the American musicals, particularly those of Gene Kelly. Other influences are hard to discern, except for Julien Duvivier's The Great Waltz and the melodramas of Douglas Sirk. Some of Chahine's films invite comparison with Italian Neorealism or hint at the French New Wave. The shoestring budgets and inadequate apparatus of his early years are reminiscent of the hard times Orson Welles had to endure later in his career. Chahine's emphasis on the actor's performance, particularly the Stanislavsky style of acting, puts him in a league with Elia Kazan. On another level, Chahine's concern about postcolonial Egypt brings to mind the similar concerns of Satyajit Ray and Ousmane Sembene regarding postcolonial India and Africa respectively. Chahine is of the same ilk as two other mavericks: with John Cassavetes he shares the integrity and intensity but not the improvisation; with Robert Altman he shares the nonconformity and experimentation but not the lack of structure. But unlike these two independent Americans who operated on Hollywood's periphery, Chahine was and remains at the forefront and at the centre of the Egyptian cinema. In his confessional mode, however, Chahine is comparable to extrovert Fellini and introvert Bergman, both at once. Chahine's use of song and dance in the midst of high drama recalls Bertolt Brecht's Mother Courage and Her Children and Richard Attenborough's Oh, What a Lovely War, though there is no evidence that he has ever seen either of these two productions. In short, Chahine is hard to pigeonhole simply because he is an original.

* * *

Chahine became a film director in 1950, two years before the watershed Revolution of 1952 which brought to power Gamal Abdel Nasser, the 'colossus'1 who has been described as the first native to rule Egypt in over two millennia. But just before the monarchy was overthrown, Egypt was already making more than fifty films a year, and had been involved in film production for at least thirty-five years. By the time Chahine arrived the cinema industry in Egypt was already thriving. To understand the society in which he lived and depicted on the screen, and to put the cinema within its political, social and cultural contexts, one should cast a panoramic look at the way it all began. An infrastructure had to exist before such an industry could take root, for it was the extended family of artists that staged plays and went on to make movies, and it was novelists and playwrights who supplied both stage and screen with scripts. When did all these art forms develop? And who undertook the financing?

During the course of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, certain conditions were created which were ultimately favourable to the rise of Egyptian cinema. The first crucial phase in this process was the reign of Muhammad Ali (1811-49), who assumed power in the aftermath of Napoleon's expedition (1798-1801). Though despotic and greedy, Muhammad Ali was shrewd enough to realise that modernisation can be used as an instrument of policy. Consequently he embarked upon a farranging set of social reforms and extensive programmes to industrialise Egypt and educate her vast populace. It was he who 'hired French officers who had flocked to Egypt in search of employment once Napoleon's army had been disbanded'.2 Historians add that he 'who was illiterate until the age of 47, had an enthusiasm for education that verged on being a fetish'. To his credit, he did not limit this enthusiasm for education to his immediate family. 'His modernisation of the army led to developing and expanding a programme of education in terms of staff colleges, engineering corps, medical surgeons and veterinary surgeons. Schools were opened in Egypt and educational missions sent abroad to learn technology, not only in the field of military science but in other fields as well'.3

It was Muhammad Ali's grandson Khedive Ismail, 'the impatient Europeanizer',4 who built the Cairo Opera House to celebrate the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, giving Egypt great prestige, especially after Aida was premiered in it two years later. The building was a magnificent structure which cost the national treasury a huge sum of money. And the premiere was a lavish affair, a grand spectacle in its own right, to which kings and queens and the rich and famous from around the world had been invited. Ismail's fascination with everything western led him to declare: 'My country is no longer in Africa, it is in Europe.'5

Birth of the theatre

It was during the reign of Khedive Ismail in particular that the conditions were created which favoured the rise of the theatre in Egypt. Though cinema is considered the liveliest art, its existence depends on literature, music, dance, photography, painting, sculpture, mime and acting. For the Egyptian cinema industry to emerge and thrive, a convergence of many of these elements had to occur first to make it possible. Cinema is not only the most expensive of all arts, it is also a business, requiring sophisticated means of production, distribution and exhibition. A form of capitalism, a fledgling industrialisation, relative political stability, a measure of independence, and the presence of a large community of cosmopolitan foreigners – all contrived to make cinema happen in Egypt. Cinema in the rest of the Arab world lagged far behind, precisely because those essential factors that were available in Egypt were lacking anywhere else. One of the most important of these factors was the rise and early development of the theatre in Egypt.

Long before Egypt's indigenous playwrights began to return from their studies in France, their artistic horizons enhanced – and in some cases before they had even been born – it was from Greater Syria (which then included Lebanon, Palestine and Jordan) that pioneers came to contribute to the establishment of journalism as a profession in Egypt and to stage theatrical productions, first in Alexandria and then in Cairo. The primary reason they came was Egypt's relative independence, where they could escape the oppressive Ottoman regimes in their countries. The first Arab to write a stage play was a Lebanese who came to Egypt in 1846, and who was followed by a succession of actors and theatre organisers from Greater Syria. The first theatrical group 'consisted of 12 actors and 4 actresses',6 preferring Alexandria to Cairo for its liberalism and tolerance. Though Egypt could have developed theatre on her own eventually, the fact remains that the Syrian and Lebanese contributions at this early stage were crucial. Thus, due to a unique set of circumstances, the Egyptians found themselves decades ahead of the rest of the Arab world that was just beginning to emerge from the 400-year period of Ottoman rule. Consequently, Cairo became the unchallenged cultural centre of the Arab world – its Hollywood and Broadway.

Popular theatre

It is in the realm of the popular theatre that the relationship between stage and screen is the most profound. Both are mediums for mass audiences who find in them the least expensive and the most accessible entertainment. This was the case in America where performers in vaudeville found their way to the nickelodeons. As Charlie Chaplin progressed from stage to screen, so did two Egyptian comedians, Ali al-Kassar and Naguib al-Rihani. Illiterate spectators who could not appreciate opera or drama found their pleasures in music halls or the newly discovered language – cinema. For actors, working in either medium seemed natural. With the arrival of sound, the popular theatre became an essential training ground for playwrights who could write colloquial dialogue.

A founding father of both Egyptian theatre and cinema, Yusuf Wahbi, a young aristocrat, became a living legend. It was he who produced Zainab (1930), the first significant Egyptian silent film; and who wrote, produced and starred in Egypt's first sound film Children of the Aristocrats (1932). He is also credited for having established in 1930 'the first small studio in Egypt'.7 He called it Studio Ramses. Another founder of the Egyptian theatre was Fatma Rushdi, a remarkable young woman 'from traditional Muslim background with no knowledge of a European language'.8 From that humble beginning, she rose to become the Sarah Bernhardt of Egypt. Her Arabic plays were original historical dramas in classical verse. Adaptations from the world's dramatic literature in which she starred included Hamlet, Joan of Arc, Camille and Anna Karenina.9 Like Yusuf Wahbi, Fatma Rushdi was primarily a theatre person who made a successful transition to the screen and was able to make a considerable contribution. In 1939, she starred in Determination, which many consider the first important Egyptian sound film. She was also one of the first women in the world to become a film producer.

Rise of the novel

Without the novel, the Egyptian cinema would have been impoverished indeed, for some of the finest films were based on published narratives, or benefited from the contribution of a novelist who worked either on the scenario or the dialogue. It is said that the daughters of Naguib Mahfouz watch the films based on their father's novels but never read the novels themselves. It has also been suggested that the Nobel Laureate himself has written a number of his novels with the cinema in mind. And Tawfiq al-Hakim, one of Egypt's most prestigious novelists and playwrights, played himself as an old man in an adaptation of his first novel, Bird from the East (1986), which he had written in 1933 about his time as a student in France.

While the Arabic novel is now considered one of the highest forms of creative expression, in the late nineteenth century and in its present form, it was not a part of Arab writers and poets' heritage. It arose decades after the theatre had taken root in Egypt. But within the relatively short span of less than a century, it developed sufficiently enough to win Naguib Mahfouz, in 1988, the Nobel Prize for Literature. Only the cinema came to rival the novel in its capacity to explore complex issues in depth and at sustained length.

By mid-century, the Arab world was in turmoil. Colonialism, communism, Zionism and nationalism were explosive ideologies. Coups d'états, revolutions, wars of independence, assassinations and shifting alignments were as real as the refugee camps that were rapidly dotting the landscape. One of the best known novels in Egyptian literature was published one year after the Revolution of 1952: al-Ard (Egyptian Earth), by the Marxist Abdel-Rahman al-Sharqawi. It depicted the exploitation of the fellahin (peasants) by their feudal masters. Within the same year Yusuf Idris published his seminal collection of short stories, Cheapest Nights, which represented the lower strata of Egyptian society in a new way. Together, both books signified iltizam, a serious, committed approach to fiction. One of the most loyal adherents to the principle of al-iltizam is Youssef Chahine: a poet and thinker who happens to write his
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