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This collection of essays continues a process of collective
thinking that began in July 2022. It is wide ranging in writing
styles, the realities addressed, and full of hope. Cinema’s
Infrastructures developed following a series of three
seminars that kicked off the NAAS x Esmat—Publishing List
fellowship program last year.

Nine fellows joined the program following an open call that invited
cinema practitioners and researchers to think about network-building,
peer-to-peer value exchange, and community-oriented organizational
models as possible vehicles for an emergent infrastructure for cinema.
In this collection we publish the fellows’ answers to this call for
imagining an emergent infrastructure. Each essay plots an ongoing
research project.

Reman Sadani’s essay comes out of her ongoing conversations with

a group of VHS collectors and YouTube channel hosts. From these
conversations she writes about the labor of amateur archivists, and the
discourse of loss and the state of ba’thara (dispersal) which characterize
the situation of Iraqgi audio visual archives. In September of last year
Basil Alsubee got in fouch with veteran filmmaker Hala Alabdalla. In the
published interview they speak about the need for poetics, community,
intergenerational dialogue, and 2011 as a moment of rupture in the
history of the image in Syria. Alsubee and Alabdalla also speak about
moments when groups are intentionally denied the possibility of
representation in images. This is a foundational concern in Iskandar
Abdalla’s contribution to this collection which proposes ‘queer viewing’
as a method to combat the absence and loss of the image.

Also relying on the interview as a tool, Ahmed Tag interviews Amin
Elhelaly, one of the founders of the cine-club in Qoos, Qena. The
published interview shows Amin’s passion, his efforts to carve out

a space for cinema in his hometown, how the cine-club managed to
come together despite the meager resources available, and the tactics
required to work in a community that is suspicious about what cinema
can offer. This last point resonates across to what Faraj Alsileeni writes
about. Alsileeni’s essay collects his observations following a series of
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interviews with cultural workers in Libya. His observations show how on the
ground security apparatuses work to limit cultural activities and what might
be possible solutions.

Independent cinema remains a productive lens from which to understand
what is lacking in the present cinema infrastructure and to register new
tactics and processes for work in the field. Valentina Villani examines in
her essay the distribution and circulation infrastructure through which
independent Egyptian films circulate, both internationally and at home,
to ask what the future may look like for this kind of cinema. In the spirit
of finding new tactics and strategies, Farah Hallaba also writes in her
contribution about her attempt to develop a guide for filmmakers who
wish to be part of cinematic productions that are accountable to the
communities they are part of and represent.

Each essay taps into its writer’s lived experience and shows how cinema is
part of it. By putting these realities in proximity, a drawing of the different
forms of life that surround, or could surround cinema transpires. This
drawing can then guide efforts to reorganize, or organize, the present
infrastructure of cinema.

This collection comes out of a collaboration between NAAS and Esmat—
Publishing List and is issue#5 of Shakhsyat (Characters), the film zine that
Esmat produces and edits in spring and winter. This is the first digital issue
of Shakhsyat, as well as the first bilingual issue. It will be released in parts
over the coming three months online on Malaffat NAAS. Having a blog
dedicated to research on cinema in the Arab world is a great idea that
without a doubt will bear wonderful fruits! I hope this collection will age
well and be useful to the community of readers and researchers that follow
Malaffat NAAS.

I would like to thank the guests who joined the fellowship seminars. Thanks
also to Sabine Abi Saber for coordinating the fellowship program, Hussien
Elhajj for translating the introduction into Arabic and Aya Ehab for copy
editing the Arabic texts. Thank you as well to the designer Sarah Habli.

Nour El Safoury
Editor and Publisher of Esmat—Publishing List
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