MAPPING CINEMA AUDIENCES
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Where and how can we situate a discussion
around cinema-going, its pleasures,
disappointments and place in society?

Film clubs, the internet and self-organization

Fieldwork

Conversation with Eba’a El-Tamami

Funding structures and the place of
audiences in cinema organizations

Conclusion

A series of audio-recorded conversations with
Asmaa Gharib and Ebrahim Saleh, Mohamed
Said, Ahmed Hassouna, Joseph Fahim and
Eba'a El-lamami is also available online at:
naasnetwork.org/all-resources
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Mapping Cinema Audiences: Egypt is a research project that
ran between June 2016 and early 2018. It approaches cinema
as a social and cultural institution and explores the habits and
motivations for collective film viewing. Egypt is its
geographical focus. Through a series of conversations and
essays, it also draws attention to the relationship cinema
organizations have to their audiences as well as to broader
concerns in contemporary cinema culture.

The project consisted of two phases. The first took place
between April and October 2017 During which time, we
conducted fourteen discussion groups in seven cities across
Egypt and completed six hundred surveys. The second phase
began in November 2017 with reflecting on the information
gathered through the discussion groups and surveys. This
phase also saw the beginning of a series of conversations with
researchers and individuals of various backgrounds in film
exhibition and distribution.

The project concluded in early 2018 with the release of this
publication. Mapping Cinema Audiences: Egypt is a project led
by Nour El Safoury and published by the Network of Arab
Alternative Screens (NAAS) in collaboration with Al-Film
magazine.

Nour writes, edits and lives in Cairo

NAAS is a network of non-governmental cinema spaces in the Arabic-speaking
region. It gathers initiatives that attempt through their programming, events,
space, outreach and operation to support a vibrant and sustainable cinema
culture. By organizing annual regional encounters, workshops and initiatives for
film circulation, NAAS aims to broaden the scope of films available to the Arab
public and to encourage dialogue around cinema and its history with the hopes
of tapping into the potential presented by the collective experience of watching
film in a public setting.



> 39020 0))> [ joi AiuiS

Writing by Nour / Editing by Jenifer Evans

I

Loislg 4885 dunswdasS Laiiudl doghie J5ls jualasdl aliss il gdgall
| Gblaul

;|GU.JL;',LJLS.CH_>J|

I
<

“ £

a8l Lwlos duyell dabldl Joall yuolos wass Jo” Wi lawadl ol

1951 pallg yguandl IST 8 Lsbio f dclall cgaa JIgull yuuS “Slglans 8 Lowaul
39w ygand) Glles

'Olacel 8yuin pl8)I cols 5

[ 30 (po0 3l
i jualasdl L8 ,Sas Lovic

€

w

<

gT (u|)u;:>~.o).;.o_§ LO...LJ.J..U..JLJ ,och;‘ual A@g_\] QYY)

€

d0l8L wllelelly Gdolsdl (1o gl iajgs WIS ol et j9d Wlureg Give o

<

38yl Lo of ,S13il Gilzans (o pupdl duwsg ddlall

<

| Co
<
I

Legasy 2y S Jlgadl ¢

€

w

Sl o (Gl ppan

c06090 Ll cbacll ast gyas P11l S (Al dl) i Hgl Gilasud! ud
U3 5o LgiBe (Gub) aSub go Jas €15 Lolga 3] ot gl 18 cus
wdd e GOVl cbaclb @l dxuae wolgs e Lol

a2l

AU Sac oLl jlas Lle agusgyn) Hlasil saell @les el

<

olosgo JUs (Lwb) dbadl duyell olslid] @il dogosll duzasdl glais! bl
Asl dic

o oulolall sxe agus) cilalally galolel Lllasyl saell lgio duyell dablll
wall dawlgs lgre 3 3l dusdl 33n5 go Joall Jlaslg Gk plgsg JolS plga

Slacil puzle Glosal Jall Jlgodl 218 guandl ol
doghia J31s jualandl lls aliss 3l gdgall s

o

b
a

<
|

Jeso Ml ggpinall gag oo el jualas yo)” il dwlyal) dsusladl Oluwwdall

U

Bpuolzall dblaiadl d8laill
Lol 2006 o Slasill

Iy

<

w

L8 s 1Sl 30 s spganll pSan ©loluns §ls ] pabs Gill paall dagio

oy 20125 dagiog 8o g dilaiis Oluwwgo
o) dslanall duwladl o

<

JUs Lade jawd pledl o pgiST Lis Waielg - dunulyiwllg Gaguuidl 8y =29 uol.a_x_”

I 9 &9

<

bunally sslall sl allall 8 juSailly Lloiadl &l Loy 36 Ll @llg=l

S oSS o .§}.’>T 4l o daolinall 9 .dusb o 2lodl @l Laud L:,_cLo.;J|9 PJL'\”

&o polzill - PV oy

<

2 Hledl agullg UV delual Joasll Ging @uadig dawillg gijgilly yogy=l dold] ¢
Al 8pasall el Oluwwdo (o LgdS S (Lwb) dSuis sbacl o olSl e auwl Guss

w32 603 Goplb bydl By poleall Gilawwd! Jloall go

el

200l g lgdgs Lad dungs 6y aild Glslue @lau oo gl alakhie 29

g
]
;i
1
.:_z
:_3
3
3
;%
3

9 lgnuss Ll oylaall ducgig - (Lwb) dSub sliacl 8acld JSuis Lillg - wlsluwall 03a Jio
Jgas Ul o ano Gle dals

wloles L,_g Loouad!

Aaszygo el dbgiwl) s el gao guw 9 Ubl degano Spiuc 2l 8yiall oo

a3 188 agie dlaiw) oluiwl @l Glasas b)sig (6,0llg dyyxiSw)l bl Ui

1S (Lwb) dSas

| o

auclondl a0yl Gl 9gasdl Olos Lluwl (e upall d8y0 ST LUS Lol
Bl @308 il ells dols el aasgss Lill wliasdllg whlelly ally AUSIU

[

lasle poss il Jasdl iy dbadl Loysll wlels

9

salandl d8le Jo= 2yb 3l JIgudl (8 Gamill daige LAy

leas Ul el a8l jggadl 9 “ o o] juales 3o)” gg)uine joki 13Sag

Ul Judsdl e Lt

Al buog Fuslg duszwqug Uaidng dyaSw)l @5 Liadl Gl Lgae bySliug bauwl L,Q wbladl

&l L] bac @3 bloes

[.6)

€

Sl lini] wiSo 9ag 2algr §18 LiSo backe (o 8 d8y8io claul juc lgllaSiwl
Gl Ol liially (S licall ey JUs o Gilawall Jasll 30635 e 6r0lall 0o dubigus

<

Sr>lg e

CJl;g,o;.o uT_u UJ'.)..LO.” d.o_l” el o> U.JJ| ul.og.l_zo.u Uj

Uggumo cuiSall 5Sg lgujois lad Lill Gbluiwlg jyall z3las s)bslg Liladl wlegaso

lowcdl duols daslg (yolds cgano dylo dsus (CETEN

wedllie (o 48yl d3us dasy palw I Sy awl Gl Sl asgsl

During a General Assembly meeting for the Network of Arab
Alternative Screens (NAAS) at the Berlinale, the Berlin International
Film Festival, in February 2016, someone asked: “Have audiences

in Arabic-speaking countries lost enthusiasm for cinema culture
altogether?” Falling on the ears of people who run cinema exhibition
spaces and distribution companies, as well as cinema programmers,
producers and critics, this question caused a commotion. As a
researcher working with NAAS at the time, | had just concluded

a presentation in which | provided figures about various aspects

of the then twelve members - small to medium-sized cinema
organizations — of NAAS. These were related to the number of films
they screened per year, how many were Arabic-speaking films, their
number of full-time and part-time staff, their total income and how
much came from grants and from ticket sales or similar activities
and their annual admissions numbers - which were impressive. But
the question about the place of audiences in cinema as a cultural
and social institution extended well beyond admission numbers. The
ensuing discussion had to be broader than figures and numbers to
reflect on the place of audiences in the institution(s) of cinema as it
has developed over time and across different localities.

| was intrigued to pursue this further, and Mapping Cinema
Audiences: Egypt developed in the months following the Berlinale
meeting. NAAS was also interested in further pursuing the question
of audiences. We were both interested in Why'audiences choose to
go to public cinema screenings at all and what values, motivations
and'habits'guide themontheway \We were especially interested to
know the work processes and relations to the public that make an
alternative screening venue and how these venues, like the ones
constituting NAAS today, fare within contemporary cinema culture.
NAAS's members each combine various activities under one roof,
from exhibition to distribution to archiving to providing filmmaking
and criticism workshops. They rely to various degrees on grants to
fund their activities, and are eager to create self-reflexive and critical
spaces of both cultural production and reception. Not all the cinema
organizations spoken to for Mapping Cinema Audiences: Egypt, the
research project with the same name as the publication now in your
hands, are members of NAAS, but all of them are small to medium-
sized and all aspire to create spaces where audiences can reflect
critically upon cinema and the world around.

Mapping Cinema Audiences: Egypt is a long-term project with two
phases. It depended on a series of conversations with various people
engaged in the contemporary cinema field and some occasional
travels back in time into cinema history. A fieldwork study, done in
collaboration with marketing and strategy expert Eba’a El-Tamami,
began in April 2017 and extended until October that year: a total of
fourteen discussion groups was conducted in seven Egyptian cities
and 5000 surveys administered (of which only 600 were completed,
across the country). We worked with PHI Knowledge, a marketing
and consultancy firm based in Cairo, on inviting participants

to the groups and administering the survey. Discussion groups
began in Assiut and we travelled from there to Minya followed by
Alexandria, Tanta, Port Said and lastly Damietta and Cairo. In each
city we conducted two discussion groups, one for men and another
for women.'The study focused on young adults, mainly between
eighteen and thirty years old, and included questions related to

why participants watch films and why they watch them at a theatre
or in a similar cinema-screening venue, their favourite genres and
their fondest memories of cinema-going, among other subjects?
PHI Knowledge were also responsible for the statistical analysis

of field findings. In November 2017, they gave us a presentation
extracting common patterns and trajectories for cinema-going habits
and audience behaviours. (We have made this available online; the
information presented in it could be useful in building sustainable
communication strategies, in addition to thinking more concretely
about building diverse audiences for cinema organizations3)

Then came the reflection phase. Seif Shouhaib, the fieldwork
coordinator from PHI Knowledge, Eba’a El-Tamami and | sat together
over two sessions to look back at the information collected through
the fieldwork. During this stage, which extended from November
until April 2018, | shifted my attention toward the institutional

point of view in an attempt to situate the fieldwork findings within
historical and contemporary contexts. | revisited some of my initial
questions in light of further conversations | had with people who

1 This was done at the recommendation of PHI Knowledge, as they suggested that sep-
arating groups based on gender might help bring out the specific ways in which gender
influences cinema-going experiences and audiences assumptions about cinema

2 You can review the questionnaire used and the discussion guide for the groups online
at naasnetwork.org/all-resources (accessed April 30, 2018)

3 You can access the presentation online in addition to a PDF of the research tools we
used (discussion guide for focus groups, recruitment screeners and the survey question-
naire) at naasnetwork.org/all-resources (accessed April 30, 2018)
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also contextualize cinema audiencehood through their practice

as cultural operators and through their writings. | also had the
opportunity to look at findings from an earlier fieldwork study that
Zawya Cinema conducted in Cairo as part of an audience-building
plan for their organization. By bringing these conversations together,
and to make sense of the present moment in cinema culture, this
publication gradually began materializing. It is an attempt to extend
the space the project has created around the question of audiences
to a wider circle. Some conversations appear here in print, some
have led to essay contributions which also appear here, and others
are recorded and available to listen to on the NAAS website.*

| finished writing this essay after the conclusion of the conversations,
building a narrative around them and connecting them within

a3 larger plotline. I only scratch the surface of many of the issues
raised, but in giving them a brief moment of attention | hope to
mark possible entry points to understanding cinema audiencehood
and the relationships audiences have to various present-day
cinema organizations. Edited conversations and the essays appear
intermittently as you read through. Ahmed Refaat, a researcher and
film programmer, sat with me on two of the conversations relating
to film culture in Ismailia and edited the in-print conversation with
Essam Zakaria, director of the Ismailia International Film Festival
for Documentaries and Shorts. Two essays written specifically

for this project by cultural and media historians Ifdal Elsaket and
Marwa Abdalla provide a rich theoretical springboard from which
to contextualize some of the collected insights. By putting these
different voices together in this book, | hope they will intensify the
chattering in cinema theatres, programmers’ offices, aisles of film
archives and in the space around the cinema screen, wherever it
might be.
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4 Visit naasnetwork.org/all-resources to listen to the recorded conversations (accessed
April 30,2018)
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Going to the cinema is the most magical thing. | go very rarely, often
on vacations, but | absolutely love it. It is unlike anything else. The
last film | watched in the theatre was in Cairo with my friends. |

cannot recall the name.
Tanta, women’s discussion group (age 18-25)

Lights are switched off in cinema theatres, anything can happen
there. No one sees anyone, in theory...

Tanta, men’s discussion group (age 25-30)

I like to go to the cinema with people who have similar interests to
me because this means we will be equally absorbed in the film and it
will be an overall pleasant and fun experience.

Assuit, women’s discussion group (age 25-30)

| wait till my brother is away and | take his laptop to watch the films
that he told me | cannot watch, like for example Haifa Wahbe’s latest
film. He sometimes catches me and deletes the files from his laptop.

I do it again anyway.
Minya, women's discussion group (age 18-25)°

Being part of an audience is an active process of negotiation, of
accepting and rejecting social and cultural claims, pleasures and
desires, according to one’s position within overarching power and
social structures. Through her refusal, the nineteen-year-old who
turns to the internet to watch films she is told not to watch by

her male guardians becomes part of a debate she was otherwise
excluded from; she joins a larger public of viewers. There is a
singularity about her experience but it gestures toward larger factors
influencing participation in cinema culture.

Beside gender and possibly age, what influences different modes of
participation in cinema culture? This question plays a central role in
Ifdal Elsaket's essay “Writing Histories of Cinema Audiences.” Ifdal
goes back in time to consider cinema audiences at the turn of the
twentieth century in Alexandria. The spectacle of the moving image
had moved from fairgrounds to cinema theatres. New publics came
into being with the technological advancements of modernity, and
cinema theatres became sites for the formation of one such public.

10

5 These are excerpts from discussion groups conducted during the fieldwork phase of
this project —

Coming together in a darkened hall, with a projector beaming

from behind, movie-goers negotiated questions around identity,
representation, self, gender, pleasure, directions of desire and
subjecthood both individually and collectively. Ifdal embeds the
sensorial specificity of cinema-going in a larger field of commercial,
social and technological transformations. She paints a picture of a
nascent cinema culture connected by the global film industry and
its newly-formed networks of mass distribution and exhibition: as
their attention succumbed to the cinema screen, audiences joined a
transnational cinema public.

At the same moment the film industry took hold of cinema

theatres globally, people who were disheartened by the decisions
of big money started looking for a broader spectrum of films
elsewhere, outside of the circulation networks of tycoon studios.
Parallel channels for film circulation and collective viewing started
appearing throughout the world. People organized film gatherings
outside of theatres, often in private settings - these required the
financial means to buy expensive projection equipment, so occurred
within privileged circles. One example is the Club Frangais du
Cinéma, which was formed in France by critic Leon Moussinac in
late 1922 or early 1923 “to defend filmmakers as artists [...] and to
attack the restrictions of the commercial industry.”® Concurrently

in the 1920s, Filmliga in the Netherlands, and possibly other similar
groups around the world, began organizing public screenings for
avant-garde and documentary films. These often took place in movie
theatres. US film scholar Tom Gunning has written: “The whole set-
up of the Filmliga informed its audience that these screenings were
not ephemeral viewings serving to pass the time” but “important
and unique events, scheduled once a month like a cultural event, in
contrast to the consumer friendly continual showings of commercial
theaters.”” It is not unlikely that similar events were happening in
Cairo or Alexandria, tied to the communities of filmmakers, artists or
critics of the time.

Ifdal's essay starts from two photographs that circulated over
Facebook recently, showing audiences in 1930s Alexandria. In both
photographs, people are seated in a cinema theatre and

6 Richard Abel, French Cinema: The First Wave, 1915-1929 (Princeton: Princeton Univer- M
sity Press, 1984), p. 253

7 Scott Macdonald and Amos Vogel, Cinema 16 (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,

2002), p. 2. =
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By bringing about publics and counterpublics that debate not just
views on cinema but on the world, cinema organizations like Zawya,
CIWFF and others that appear in this publication contribute to

the making of the solidarities that constitute society, at times also
proposing alternative experiences of decision-making through their
managerial and institutional praxis.

xSl aasl

[..]

I go to places like Cimatheque because | believe there | am able to
see more films directed by women.

Cairo, discussion group at Cimatheque - Alternative Film Centre (mixed-age)

I like coming to Behna because | find people here who share
interests similar to mine, so | particularly enjoy the discussions
following screenings. Sometimes a person would recommend that |
watch this or that film or read this or that book, and | appreciate that
a lot.

Alexandria, discussion group at Wekalet Behna (mixed-age)

Sometimes | prefer to go to the movies with my girl friends and not

my fiancé. For example, | went to see Cairo 678 with friends because
it is a story on sexual harassment and a woman'’s survival story, so it
seemed fitting that | would watch it with my girl friends.

Cairo, women’s discussion group (25-30)
(This quotation is from the research done by Zawya Cinema)

As the last cinema theatre in their city shut down years ago, students
at Beni Suef University decided to take matters into their own

hands and start a film club under Marwa Abdalla’s supervision. As
technologically empowered consumer-producers (to describe it in

a catchy nutshell), they were proactively reflecting on the lack of
diversity in local cinema-viewing options and audience experiences.
In winter of 2017, | sat down with Marwa in a coffee shop in Cairo

to discuss Mapping Cinema Audiences: Egypt. Having just finished

3 long-term project of her own examining independent cinema

in post-2011 revolution Egypt, she explained how the wider social,
political and technological transformations in society since the turn
of the century, which have brought about a new public, could explain
the present rise in film clubs across the country. This is how she came
to write her essay for this publication: “Film Clubs: A Strong Return of <
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an Old Role”

In “Publics and Counterpublics,” US literary critic and social theorist
Michael Warner writes that: “A public is a space of discourse
organized by nothing other than discourse itself. It is autotelic;

it exists only as the end for which books are published, shows
broadcast, Web sites posted, speeches delivered, opinions produced.
It exists by virtue of being addressed.”® The difference between

an audience and a public is that a public depends on an audience
but extends beyond the moment of being together. In tracing
connections between film clubs, internet blogs, indie music bands
and self-publishing, Marwa draws out some features of the discourse
shaping today’s Egyptian public. Outright state censorship of films
and film bans have become commonplace in recent years, but until
recently the internet offered freedom from state authority over
cultural expression, allowing connections over shared interests in
aesthetics, styles and cultural imaginations. Ahmad Abdalla’s 2010
film Microphone, which shows young creatives moving to the streets
and self-organizing, captures the ethos of this new discourse. The
state has repeatedly failed them by being unable to recognize, let
alone support, non-institutional cultural expression existing outside
of its purview; will throwing themselves into the arms of neoliberal
capitalism free them from the burden of state authority?
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In the 1960s and 1970s, Marwa argues, urban youth movements and
social activism took root in film clubs. They were nodes on a vital
country-wide network for meeting and creating new solidarities,
and for circulating films outside of commercial networks. Shrinking
numbers of film clubs since the 1970s resulted from a state policy
aimed at stifling diversity in cultural expression; the Egyptian

state does not legally or economically support projects that create
alternatives to the commercial circuits of cultural production

and consumption. The present rise in interest around film clubs

is connected to a post-internet society where advancements in
technology are disturbing the status quo.
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8 Michael Warner, “Publics and Counterpublics” Public Culture 14, no. 1(2002): 49-90

muse.jhu.edu/article/26277 (accessed March 30, 2018), p. 50. Emphasis in original. <
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What else is different between the film club movement in the 1960s
and 1970s that functioned under a Nasserist state and present-day
film clubs that often seem to rely on a rhetoric of free cultural
expression and affective collectivity? Instead of earlier film clubs’
desire to defend film as an art form or seriously study it, those who
set up and run film clubs today seem to be more interested in the
brief coming-together, the temporary making of an audience around
a certain film. While almost everyone spends most of their time
consuming media alone on a cellphone or laptop, those who come
to film clubs seek a form of affective collectivity. We sit together with
others around a screen that has the potential to enthral us with a
new sensibility, that which the film puts out into the world through
its rhythms, sound, compositions and colour schemes.

Marwa cites a statement by one of the oldest existing university
film clubs, established in Cairo University in 2006. The film club
began “out of a belief in the importance of cinema as a vehicle in
shaping a consciousness and a taste through which viewers could
approach our present world.” The event of the screening and the
following discussion is presented as an opportunity to be absorbed
in the world after a certain manner, a certain consciousness. This
led me to wonder if films could become invitations to be absorbed
into, among many others, a queer or melancholic sensibility? Do
we desire to expand our sensorial experience of the material world
through watching films? And why do we seek in all this the affective
collectivity of coming together as an audience around the cinema
screen?

In her book 1990 Gender Trouble:Feminism and the Subversion

of Identity, US philosopher and gender theorist Judith Butler talks
about the dangers in assuming a unity in any particular group, the
unity that makes the mentioning of a “we” or an “our” possible. An
assumption of a group’s unity forecloses the possibly of dissensus,
refusal or disagreement within the group. When refusing to
approach an audience as a group that might be thought of as a unity,
a homogeneous totality, at the moment of coming together, the
notion of “affective collectivity” presents an alternative conceptual
understanding of audiencehood. It simultaneously acknowledges
that audiences are constituted of singular bodies, as individuals, and
that there is a coming-togetherness in the making of an audience, 20

a collectivity based on an encounter. This can allow individuals to
2

be done and undone as subjects because of the inevitable tension
between self and others, it can allow each audience member to
create counter identifications and refuse the underpinning structures
shaping the moment of coming together. Within this understanding
of audiencehood, the role of the post-screening discussion
moderator arguably becomes crucial, because she highlights the
moments of dissonance between audience members as they discuss
their experiences watching a film, and she can bring into the room
accounts from history that destabilize the conformity of a present
audience.

[..]

In the conversation with Asmaa Gharib and Ebrahim Saleh about
their experiences running film clubs in Ismailia, starting Zawya
Ismailia and their recent collaboration with the Ismailia International
Film Festival for Documentaries and Shorts,® they recount how

after a few years organizing screenings in political parties with
pirated copies of films from the internet, they decided to upgrade
their screenings’ image quality. This was made possible through

3 partnership with a legally recognized Cairo-based cinema
organization with a distribution arm. They have to obtain screening
rights if they are to organize public screenings; Zawya Cinema can
achieve this because of its formal legal standing as a cinema theatre.
As Zawya Ismailia, Asmaa and Ebrahim organize one 7 pm weekend
screening in a commercial cinema theatre, creating the feel, much
like Filmliga, of an important and unique cultural event.

In her reading of how new distribution and circulation technologies,
especially the internet, have shaped present-day film club culture,
Marwa Abdalla echoes a statement that US fandom scholar Henry
Jenkins and media and literature scholar David Thorburn put forward
in 2004:

At the moment we are on a collision course between a
new economic and legal culture which encourages monopoly
power over cultural mythologies and new technologies, which
empower consumers to archive, annotate, appropriate,

and re-circulate media images. [.. Al decade long war over

21

9 Visit naasnetwork.org/all-resources to listen to the conversation with Asmaa Gharib _
and Ebrahim Saleh (accessed April 30, 2018) 2
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intellectual property [..] will determine not simply the future
direction of digital cinema but the nature of creative expression
in the 21st century.”®

The argument that there is a legal metastructure and a heavily
privatized economy that encourage monopoly power over cultural
mythologies is particularly resonant in the Egyptian context. In the
shadows of a certain excitement over the rise of audiences who are
self-reflexively participating in culture and forming new audience
experiences is a serious concern around how copyright laws and
intellectual property rights limit the circulation of cultural goods.
Securing screening rights is almost impossible for initiatives outside
of formal arts and culture organizations; to procure screening copies,
one must be a recognizable entity. Screening rights are a major
barrier to many who aspire to run film clubs, but are also a major
reason why people create structures such as film clubs in the first
place. Even DVD copies of foreign films are difficult to find or costly
in Egypt, so many viewers turn to pirated copies; a handful of torrent
sites have been banned by the Egyptian state since 2013 as a result
of new international internet laws, but many alternatives are still
available - for now.

In most cases, however, film watching on the internet is regimented
within a preexisting system. The most popular torrent sites or
commercial online film platforms, such as Netflix and Amazon
(which only arrived in Egypt within the past five years), primarily
upload Egyptian and international mainstream films. Films suggested
on each site's home page - often based on past user activity, or most
recently uploaded - are the first to catch the eye. Much like how
most people pick films in theatres, online audiences visit a site first
and then choose a film, rather than hunt for one in particular” Thus
the rise in film-club culture could correspond to an increasing desire
for better quality images and sounds than those currently available
on the internet, but also to an increasing desire to more actively
curate the types of films watched. To venture into the open seas of
the internet to look for films, one often needs to form alliances to
guide the way. One of the most popular film clubs in Egypt today,
with over 18,000 members, exists as a Facebook group titled “Non-

10 See David Thorburn and Henry Jenkins, Rethinking Media Change: The Aesthetics of 24
Transition (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2004), p. 309

11 See the analysis of field research data prepared by PHI Knowledge, accessible at w
naasnetwork.org/all-resources (accessed April 30, 2018) 2

English Movies Fan Club.” Members post news about new theatrical
releases and festivals but also share links for torrented copies of
rare-to-find and at times obscure films from around the world, past
and present. A few years ago, | got enthralled by slasher movies, a
subgenre of horror; | watched some of the popular examples, which
were mostly from the US and sometimes South Korea, but had to
start reading blogs by horror fans to know what existed in the rich
traditions of slasher films around the world. As it was difficult to
find the older films mentioned, | was very happy to find some blogs
uploading torrented copies of them in high definition. This makes
me believe film clubs are often animated by a desire to find friends
as well, from the past and present, who can help us navigate the
uncharted territories of cultural production outside of the widely
known.

Film clubs might be one answer for how to organize public film
screenings outside of dominant commercial networks, but they

are also rich soil for growing cultural hierarchies and gatekeeper
dynamics, and they continue to be mostly male-dominated spaces.
Most film clubs in Egypt are started by film fans who take control of
curating the program even if a voting system is in place. Yet what film
clubs online and in real life show more than other types of cinema
gatherings is that audiences today make only temporary alliances with
others to plot possible paths for travelling through the dense forest

of subgenres and niche films. These alliances are made deliberately
and often guided by personal interests; as we grow bored of them, we
form new ones and shuffle through the old, or simultaneously engage
with many with varying intensities. There are always gatekeepers to
culture, but we can now alternate between many different ones, often
at the same time - this gives us a sense of greater control in shaping
what journey through culture we want to individually take.

[..]

The films | love are the ones that | always want to watch in the
movie theatre and not on my laptop or phone. | want to pay
attention and have fewer distractions.

Port Said, women's discussion group (age 25-30)

12 Theinternet holds a promise to be the new equivalent of 3 video store. In “Curatorial 25
Pirates: Torrent Internet Clubs May One Day be the Last Real Video Store,” published in
Filmmaker Magazine, Matt Lynch talks about the special efforts by pirates to digitize rare @)
B-movies and upload them to the internet in high quality for free R
filmmakermagazine.com/104934-curatorial-pirate (accessed April 30, 2018)
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The IMAX theatre make us feel like we are inside the film, but there
is only one in Egypt and it is far away. We save money to go there. It
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is not like the traditional cinema theatre.

We have no freedom to choose which films to watch in the cinema
theatre here. We have one or two cinemas in Minya and they have

Cairo, men's discussion group (age 18-25)
(This quotation is from the research done by Zawya Cinema)
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the same films screening for months. If you have seen these two
already, you have no other options for going to the cinema.

Minya, men'’s discussion group (age 25-30)

Eba‘a El-Tamami worked on shaping the fieldwork phase of this

project in important ways, and in the months directly preceding it
had been planning an audience-building research plan with Zawya

Cinema. Together we wondered who, if more diverse films were

made available in screening venues across the country, would go

and watch them. Very little information is available on audiences

for cinema organizations to use in order to create audience-building

strategies, such as information on most popular screening times,
preferred genres, how audiences get their information about

screening options and new film releases, and whether people tend

to come to cinemas in groups or alone. We wanted to make such

information available. Many distributors, producers and exhibitors of
cinema in Egypt are baffled by audience patterns. Some film events
are packed, while similar events barely have ten attendees. It is often
said that one of the shortcomings of today’s Arab film industry is its
weak marketing tools, and we wanted to see what would happen if
we tackled the question of audiences from this angle, as a practical

end. (On the next page, you can read a conversation in which

Eba’a and | talk about the field research and the potential of using
information derived from the statistical analysis of it in developing

audience-building strategies.)
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Nour: This conversation shifts the attention inwards. You were involved

in the fieldwork phase of the project and | want to discuss with you the
methodology used and why a study like this might be useful in creating
audience-building strategies for cinema organizations. Also | want us to trace
back the thinking process behind some of the decisions we took. We began
talking in 2016 but you had a longer involvement with the Network of Arab
Alternative Screens (NAAS) and with one of its members, Zawya Cinema.

Eba’a: | was invited to attend the NAAS regional workshop in 2015

where there was a lot of discussion around whether films made outside

the commercial system could have an audience beyond our existing
communities. “Audience building” was the term to which we kept coming
back during the workshop. At the time. | wanted to suggest that even though
we have guesses about the potential of these films to reach more audiences
what is needed is a marketing research study that would give us some
empirical analyses and provide information on how to effectively reach
current and potential audiences. | didn't get a chance to share my opinion
during the workshop but a year later | suggested to Youssef Shazli from
Zawya Cinema (in Cairo) that this research project was needed. Zawya was
gradually growing an audience base that knew of and came to the cinema.
The Zawya team, at that time, was managing only one screen and there was
areal need to expand. This is for both programming reasons, to run more
than one screen simultaneously, and for sustainability reasons, to attract
bigger audience numbers which means more ticket sales and as a result
more potential sponsors.

Nour: How did you transition from this marketing study with Zawya to
working with NAAS on a field study that is similar but with some differences.
The field research we worked on together was not only in Cairo but extended
to six other cities as well. We were interested in broadly outlining cinema-
going and film-watching habits in Egypt and specifically in knowing how
these habits impacted films made and circulated outside of the dominant
commercial circuits of the film industry.

Eba’a: With Zawya Cinema we had to formulate questions that could help
us understand their current audience. These questions included: Who is the
Zawya-going audience? What do they have in common? How old are they?
Are they mostly students? Do they come individually or in groups? Where
do they live? How much can they pay for a ticket? How often do they come
to Zawya? Why don't they come more often? What do they think of Zawya
3s it stands? How did they hear about Zawya originally? This opened way
to a broader inquiry into the characteristics of audiences already attending
alternative cinema exhibition spaces outside of the commercial circuits for
film exhibition and distribution.

The answers to these questions could guide an organization in many ways. If
Zawya decides to expand, knowing the answers to these questions would aid
their search for a location. Hypothetically, if the majority of Zawya's audience
comes from Dokki then moving to Nasr City would make Zawya lose its
existing audience base and this makes it an unreasonable move. Also, the
answers to these questions can help Zawya communicate with and target its
existing and potential audience more effectively.

Nour: These questions, however, changed in the field research we worked on
together because we did not have the anchor of a specific space like Zawya
Cinema. The audience we were primarily curious to know about was the
potential audience for alternative cinema exhibition spaces and for the films
they often screen (films produced outside of the dominant production and
distribution companies in Egypt). We spent some time thinking about what
makes someone fall into the category of potential audiences. After a while,
we decided that a member of our potential audience is one who is open to
watching different types of films, especially those that are adventurous in
their storylines, aesthetics, styles or tempos, and is also someone willing to
go watch these films around a cinema screen together with others.

Eba‘a: In the project with NAAS, we began from where we left off with Zawya.
We wanted to draw a picture of the people who already go to alternative
cinema exhibition spaces outside of Cairo and those who have not yet been
to any of these alternative spaces but would potentially do so if they knew
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about them and were convinced to “try” them through communication
efforts. Many people in the independent film industry talk about the need

for audience building but for this to be effective we need to know who our
potential audience is and how many potential audience members are actually
out there. We need to map the entire spectrum of people who go to cinemas
and reach an understanding of prevailing habits: Who is the already existing
cinema-going audience, how old are the people who regularly go to cinema
theatres, what are prevailing cinema-going and film-watching habits, do
audiences choose a film then accordingly pick a cinema theater, or they

pick a theater then decide the film on the spot? Which cinemas do they go
to, what kinds of films do they watch? And most importantly, how many of
them would enjoy the kinds of films alternative cinema exhibition spaces
often program? If we can find out how many people from the entire cinema-
going audience in Egypt are potential audience members for the films

we program and for our exhibition spaces (independent films and cinema
exhibition venues if you will), then we can find out more information about
how to communicate with them. In the case of Zawya, if they were to expand,
then they would know where is the best location for the expansion and best
strategies based on the characteristics of the audiences they want to reach
and the ones they want to retain.

Nour: | particularly liked the use of projective and storytelling techniques in
the discussion groups because it elicited responses that were rich in detail
and that highlighted the values and attitudes that people bring to their
cinema experiences. These sections of the discussion especially following

the film screenings (we screened three films during discussion groups) were
charming to me. | enjoyed listening to people recall their last time going to a
movie theatre or give an opinion on a film and explain why they felt close to
the film's heroine or main characters. There was a lot of individual variability
in motivations, assumptions and attitudes around cinema and films. Yet in the
statistical analysis prepared by PHI Knowledge, most of this variability among
audiences was trumped over by the similarities and common patterns.

Eba‘a: In practical sustainability terms, we need to know the commonalities
between audiences and behavior patterns. Under current difficult funding

bop

conditions, sponsorship and considering investors is beginning to be a viable
option but sponsors and investors need to see that you know the “market”
within which you are operating. They want to see that you as a cinema
exhibitor or distributor have numbers for your current and potential audience
base and that you have a strategic plan for retaining your existing audience
base and reaching your potential audience. To do this you need, of course,
your anecdotal insights from managing a project like Zawya Cinema, to give
one example, but you also need research data.

Nour: PHI Knowledge managed the on-the-ground operations of the field
research from inviting participants for discussion groups to administering
surveys. They also prepared the statistical analysis of findings. What was it like
working with PHI Knowledge since you were the main point of contact with
them throughout the fieldwork?

Eba’a: The choice to work with PHI Knowledge was pragmatic in the first
place. It would have been impossible for us under current legal conditions

in Egypt to approach people on the streets and ask them to take partin a
study around cinema. We needed PHI's expertise if we wanted to reach
underrepresented groups within arts and culture. It was a challenge
sometimes working with them because even though they were fast in their
execution, they were not sensitive all the time to issues that were important
to us. For example, it was important to not have all the women in a discussion
group be homemakers but have diversity in their professional backgrounds.
At the same time, the pressure to tie the discoveries we made to potential
strategic decisions and choices on part of independent cinema organizations
was useful and this was the main pressure that working with a marketing and
strategic consultancy office has put on this fieldwork.

Eba'a El-Tamami is a marketing, management and strategy expert, with 15 years of multi-sector experience ranging
from multinational corporations to arts projects, in Cairo, Dubai and London. In recent years, she has been getting
more involved in film production, marketing and distribution: including acting as project manager for “Eqyptian
Shorts” - a hub for Egyptian short films by DayDream Art Production- acting as producer for the short film “A Normal
Day” and conducting a marketing (audience building) research project with The Network of Arab Alternative Screens
(NAAS) and Zawya Cinema

The full recorded conversation with Eba’a El-Tamami as well as the statistical analysis of field
findings, prepared by PHI Knowledge, and the methodological tools for the field research could be
found online at: naasnetwork.org/all-resources

PR w



<

. £

a3hais o S1)8l 8ge
lasl 9

£

oo VY S puladl wlegano 9 &Slinell G| yogeadd duag)yc
daclaisVl &asbllg dylacill Yol )i Gilawall punall guibas pld jrall z3las plasciwl

el z3les cols Golsdl 8 dS)liald olauslll sgea) Laiuull 959 2)lunally wlzolslg
thig rog 1o pall Jole thg oo 8xSall cols aladl jlao Lle Gl aso 8aslg Lo 8ySa
Soio laud 6o act JSuiu olS)lically oS livald disbaidlg duiclaisVl dso il uans

el pg) auin 3l gl (595 ShO dgge aS)linall s9e3g sl dlias Lgdlae

dls cligS go dols 2algr 1 go sl 8 linyas ColS (s
Soilanall Jasll cbsl agwo bl Juolgil

s ol 8 dulac ohlicY el 2alg 518 ga Jasmll s )
dladl dogolall Bgplall Ikig- L druwdl Jusiall o olS
o clbg 8pablio g)lidl L8 Gl 2o Juslg of -pas ;8
2o 518 8pusd dols 8 LS ey Lawudl e duwlys 9 4S)Licall
aslailly ool @ley Laxd Wiias J8UI oliall Jeogll 3y LS13]
A28 Blsl agmo Josll (6 wbasil jam) ligslg oS oo 8
Jiob 8881 drmluns laiaiy o) gl paiuans o gl
o ol iJbiadl Juaw e L iy dagall J5luall olas cidgl
oo Lbladl degane 8 slundl gras oS5 VT W duwdl agall
c8oll Loy dugall peilals (8 gan dlia Kok vlg Wl Gy
@bl cnadl Lyl il wleglseall gy Gle pladyl oIS asls
U 13480 dldiwall loipud! Oluuwdal diswlhiw] ohlasly
el Jasll e G dy)lsyl olliswlg

Gluwdall (o gquis 83320 CFEGw@.E,CbEF 10 9o0 Lguadg dadascillg 6)lsVlg Gmwtrgcbgtb olaidl el]
25T as)linally @asil L8 Gl 8usll wlgudl 89 .oauly Lusg éralall e JS L8 duall g)liwally wliwisdl 83axio
dpuaall Ul acs 3Spor Guiods olivusul L9 goria 8u3aS Jasl ells 8 Lay QUSU g)jgig Gagaio 2lio] Jloo ;6

o ggpidin clin] Gle Jael) d8Lall «sale pou» yuasll aluol) davineS Jasllg - Guall Lol oy s dileys 8y 006l
dglj Ladng (Uwb) doadl dnysll olisladl dus go jogandl clu Jo= @rgmidl Jlowo 8

donsiimall dingiall Olgsil Ll 48LaYl  Jol<IL Moo oolaill cb] o jlgadl e gUbVl )/ @SuSay
JUs o ealgr 518 asael s3I Gapaaill paysell 8 ilall Jasl) dslos)l aslidlg i olsaall csdl 9
naasnetwork.org/all-resources (wb) dSuid 39,480Vl 28g.all e Gl ol

1 o

Lo pe

laiead! Ul oloadl g Lo byl s dsalall

£

)33 elywin dassyo cdly Lo Lecuudl
(0)eoyue e alizao

£

wig

)M|UAUJ|-L}U>M|L}UQDQMLQAJ|wlS|ALLQ

<

dcld % saalinall dyns of V] &8 83g¢ aguins dnlaall Lariwl 3193 ¢
|_\.J_Q_o L,_chu_>U| Eg;t_”g L’)...uJ| s> L,l_c Ql;ng| ALl OLS

€

Lok Lad i olauall Jasdl (o clgiodl )8 go . Milly (oyiuslly duwolsdl
0 Lgipad ol dyaasSiw)ll 8 wlegasall Gas] 9 layec o pdslly dzwldl 9 8auw

60 6S) s 8308l sl aluall 5Sy0 - clilanuw g dyuSulll gy @lSg ¢ro JS (8 Loles

PUST saaline Lle 8slizo lgol

€

250 2693 ;9
o o bl sligy Lasadl ] Gladll dyas e whgailly oledgill e Jolg=ll

W <ol 2o lgy gogss 5y d

P8I 820 liog Lacuwdl j93 Ll wlodl dyain gleiu Laad

el

Loaud! ] wladdl Jdbg (Ol) pusgiie of (Ol) pughise (9395 Lo WL sl ol Vs,
S5 (8)odasdl of (8) 2930 Unwsyo Uslins (99%s of Gl gilladl 35k blis agd duwdl

oo lizas ool )28 Lle 8308 Gluslally gupusladl g Lo @yl dsluall Jsad

198 clguw (pWidlg ¢poyusdly duwolddl o o Lo uol;.w;l” Lol Eg.u..um algy dlnc el

s pMOW duclandl 60 liall lgud iels dusloiw d9lss 0_9 cM§o dS)linal Jobsmo d8liS
S () pgegs Gl aueldl cuoyiuw - dyylaadl Lasuudl Hgs 9 oy Gl el e caliss

dglao 9 oS duw g 1A o Lo ) s &yl 03 Lgidowis Ll wlegasall Crowusl

s 3bj oguas dugly o 3L PIE dgly Lacw deld (5o

To invite participants from a wide pool of the general public, we had
to use selection screeners; surveyors went to shops, social clubs,
universities, theatres and cinemas to invite potential participants.
One aim of the screeners was to assess how much disposable
income the person or her/his family had; we only accepted
individuals who could reasonably buy a cinema ticket more than
once a year, to guarantee a level of intensity with which they could
take partin, and hence readily reflect upon, a cinema culture in
which collective public viewing plays a role - although ticket-free
film clubs are making a return across Egypt, most screening venues
have pre-priced tickets. Participants varied in age between eighteen
and thirty, but in an effort to have as much common ground as
possible between them, we had groups from age eighteen to
twenty-five and others from twenty-five to thirty. Toward the end of
the fieldwork, we added two discussion groups at Wekalet Behna

in Alexandria and Cimatheque - Alternative Film Centre in Cairo to
see whether or not audiences in those spaces - likely more used to
watching films away from the commercial multiplex - differently
prioritize values in their cinema-going and film-watching.

Grouping participants by age and gender was useful in bringing out
how these factors affect perceptions and expectations of cinema-
going. University-age students tended to associate cinema-going
with other activities done with friends during weekends or holidays,
but men and women from twenty-five to thirty, who were more
likely to be engaged or married, experienced it as a more family or
couple-oriented activity. In one group in Alexandria, a twenty-nine-
year-old woman mentioned that her cinema experience would

be greatly improved if there were nurseries attached to cinema
theatres, where she could drop off her toddlers before going in to
watch a film and pick them up on her way out. This was echoed in
discussions among women in the twenty-five to thirty age bracket,
but younger groups did not mention it although there were multiple
mentions of sexual harassment happening in theatres. Economic
considerations also affected responses: younger groups were more
likely to rely on money from their parents and were more open

to seeking out ticket-free screenings, while older groups spoke
more about family budgeting and not having much time for leisure
activities.
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Under the current conditions, unfortunately, economic
considerations play a role in the frequency of people’s cinema

visits and their modes and levels of participation in wider cinema
culture. Purchasing power does not only influence choice of cinema
theatre, but also what becomes a worthwhile experience at the
movies. Participants frequently mentioned expecting value for
money when buying a cinema ticket, and that this involves good
seats, high-quality sound and image, good snacking options and
friendly customer service. They expect a service commensurate with
ticket price and, ideally, an experience that is irreplicable elsewhere.
Consumerist attitudes influence how people choose to organize

and spend their free time in general. Cinema-going is often paired
with shopping or eating out as part of a larger outlook on what is an
enjoyable leisure-time activity.

Several other factors shape choices, decisions and behaviours
regarding film-watching and cinema-going across the board. Outside
Cairo, film-viewing options at theatres become more and more
limited, with months passing before new releases appear. Some
governorates, such as Assuit, have no functioning cinema theatres
at all. In Damietta, theatres are in vacation resorts such as Ras El Bar
and, more recently, in affluent neighborhoods like New Damietta on
the outskirts of the old city, and only a select few can comfortably
visit them.

The television set is still how a vast number of Egyptians watch

films and especially “foreign films.” When asked about foreign films,
most participants cited English-language Hollywood cinema but
when probed further mentioned Bollywood or Turkish films, with
some references to French and Italian cinema. | found it surprising

to hear Bollywood and Turkish films mentioned because it is almost
impossible to find them in Egyptian theatres today. (Outside of big
cities like Cairo, Alexandria and Port Said, theatres are not suitably
equipped for different screening formats so they often do not screen
foreign films at all.) The majority of people come across Turkish or
Bollywood films on television; Arabic-dubbed Turkish soap operas
are currently very popular in Egypt, while a TV channel launched in
2013 broadcasts Bollywood films around the clock. Whether or not
they consider watching these films on television as cinema is difficult
to say, but some mentioned recreating the conditions of a cinema 36
screening at home, dimming the lights and making popcorn.

17

[..]

As for film choice, the storyline is the main attraction. Some prefer
storylines which relate to their own lives, while others prefer
narratives that allow them to escape from their everyday. Malek
Khouri's recent book Alternative Cinema: Elements, Differences and
Horizons, which came out as a supplement to Al-Film magazine,
surveys numerous movements in alternative cinema history to
show that stories, images and sounds that engage with the realities
that audiences bring with them as they take their seats in front of
the cinema screen are rare but very important. Alternative cinema
movements have historically hinged on reimagining the relationship
between stories told on screen and audiences’ lived realities; he
gives special attention to traditions that critically engaged with post
and neo-colonial symbolic and material realities.” This prompted me
to wonder what assumptions Arabic-speaking (narrative) films make
about their potential audience. Do they speak to a local or global
audience, or both if possible?™

There has been a lot of debate recently about film coproductions,
because most Arabic-speaking films that are not financed by big
production companies rely on coproduction grants, predominantly
from European countries. These production schemes are said to
influence and limit the type of stories filmmakers from the Arabic-
speaking region are able to tell through their films. These stories
converge toward hot topics that western funders expect a filmmaker
of Arab or Middle Eastern descent to explore, such as women'’s
empowerment, life under dictatorship, terrorism and civil war.

Available distribution channels also affect what stories reach
audiences. We found that the vast majority of films reach audiences
in Egypt through the internet, followed by commercial networks

of distribution and on a smaller scale through a healthy network

of government-sponsored and independent film festivals. The film
market in Egypt is nearly monopolized by the distribution arms of big
production companies like Dollar Film/New Century Productions and

13 Malek Khouri, Alternative Cinemas: Elements, Differences and Horizons, supplement
to Al-Film magazine issue 13, December 2017, Cairo

14 In the conversation with Joseph Fahim, he makes an interesting remark about the ww
need for curated film programs that attempt to find connections and build arguments
around films and the aesthetics and ideas they present to audiences. You can listen to the
conversation with him at naasnetwork.org/all-resources (accessed April 30, 2018)
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Al-Arabia Cinema Production and Distribution, which only finance
and exhibit local and foreign blockbusters. The Egyptian military also
owns and operates commercial cinemas across the country. Caught
between these parallel circuits of film distribution, audiences are

left with two main sets of Egyptian films from which to choose: local
blockbusters, to which commercial networks of distribution and the
internet are dedicated, and coproductions, which are the staple of
film festivals.

Between entertainment blockbusters and films made from a
western gaze, Egyptian audiences are left with flattened stories
that reproduce dominant aesthetics and value systems. This is why
film clubs hold a great promise: they have the potential to be free
from the shackles of the global film industry, which are fastened
tight around cinema theatres and film festivals alike. Film clubs
could be places where we not only consume a cinema that speaks
to our realities, aspirations and fears outside of an imperial, liberal
worldview, but where we also make a cinema that gives us courage
to imagine a better world and reminds us of the many histories that
shape our present moment in time.

(]

Romantic movies are the ones | prefer to watch alone. Horror films, |
will always choose to watch in a cinema theatre and not on TV or my
laptop.

Alexandria, women's discussion group (age 25-30)

They made cinema-going seasonal according to public holidays.
Distributors release their biggest films around major holidays and

vacations.
Assuit, men’s discussion group (age 18-25)

We do not have cinemas prepared for the differently-abled here.
Most people who use wheelchairs or have difficulties in hearing or
sight never go to the cinema because it is such a tiring experience

for them.
Port Said, women's discussion group (age 25-30)

Every trip outside of Tanta has to include the cinema. We have very
few cinema viewing options here. There are never foreign films in 38
theatres in Tanta.

A

Tanta, men’s discussion group (age 25-30)

As we made progress in the fieldwork, it became clear that
audiences bring a diverse set of values and meanings to their cinema
experiences, some of which significantly diverge from consumerist
attitudes. These could encompass comradeship, as evidenced in a
story Mohamed Said, the onsite manager at Zawya Cinema, told
about how some viewers who attended Kawthar Younis's 2015 film
A Present from the Past at Zawya Cinema bought tickets and left
them at the box office as a gift for the next person coming in to

buy a ticket. Having previous experience managing commercial
cinema theatres in Cairo, Mohamed talks about what he believes to
be the significant differences between behaviours and attitudes of
audiences in commercial theatres and in places like Zawya; among
his stories is one about a man who comes to Zawya with chocolates
to hand out to staff with the release of every new film. (I highly
recommend you listen to the conversation with Mohamed Said.”®)

[..]

In 3 2015 survey, | asked the members of NAAS about their funding
structures. Most of them (whether film centres, cinema theatres or
film clubs) relied heavily on grants, disbursed in few cases by their
local governments but mostly by private foundations and foreign
funding bodies operating within their countries. A quick search of
logos on posters and communication material confirmed to me that
European monies fund a significant number of arthouse cinema
exhibition venues, film festivals and film programming projects in
Egypt, Sudan, Lebanon and Palestine, among other countries in the
Global South.™

Currently, Western governments’ cultural policies, and subsequent
south-north funding relations, are taking on an increased focus

on audience. The European Commission released a report in
January 2017 titled “Study on Audience Development - How to
place audiences at the centre of cultural organizations,” which was
shared in its English-language version within funding circles in the

15 Visit naasnetwork.org/all-resources to listen to the audio file (accessed April 30,

2018). 39
16 This is especially through foreign cultural institutions like the Goethe Institut, the

British Council and the Institut Francais, which are very active in a number of countries a
including Egypt, but the EU also directly funds projects or sub-granting organizations 3
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Arabic-speaking region.” Addressing policymakers and funders in
addition to small to medium-sized organisations of arts and culture
in Europe, the report’s stated aim is to “equip cultural leaders inside
an organization with the means to make a convincing case for a
transition towards a more audience-centric organization.”® This is
one example of a number of similar efforts by funders in the Global
North pushing for managerial and organisational structures which
“place audiences at the centre of cultural organizations.” Arguing
for why such a transition is needed today, the European Commission
report states that: “Wide social transformations and pervasive digital
ecosystems impact on the way people produce and participate

in culture, on their claims for more personalized and authentic
experiences, on the need for collective spaces.” It continues: “at

the same time, public funding shrinks and the social legitimacy of
culture as an investment is questioned. Many cultural institutions
have begun to rethink their role, to find new relevance, to meet the
challenge.” In the UK, Norway and Denmark, this move has been
paired with increased data collection about audiences and arts

and culture organizations.?° The transition toward “more audience-
centric organizations” is often a means toward arguing for the value
of public and private investments in arts and culture in the present
moment, which is marked not only by shrinking funds for arts and
culture but also by their “social legitimacy” as investments being
questioned.

In practical terms this transition - supported and pushed for

by funding bodies - could result in useful managerial and
organizational changes that respond to “the need for collective
spaces” and changing audience attitudes. (Some of these potential
changes are outlined through the case studies presented in the
European Commission report.) What is worrisome, however, is that
the rhetoric surrounding “audience-centric organisations” appears
to be a neoliberal redressing of old attitudes that approach cultural

17 Report by Alessandro Bollo, Cristina Da Milano, Alessandra Gariboldi and Chris Torch,
accessible online at https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/creative-europe/news/20170421-
new-study-audience-development_en (accessed March 30, 2018)

18 Ibid, p. 8. Emphasis in the original

19 “Study on Audience Development - How to place audiences at the centre of cultural
organizations” p. 49

20 Insummer 2017, Arts Council England started funding The Audience Agency to

help some not-for-profit organizations collect the data necessary for their funding
applications. You can learn more about it here: theaudienceagency.org/news/the-audi-
ence-agency (accessed in March 2018). Similar organizations exist elsewhere, including
Re|Publik (Sweden), The Audience Agency Norway and Danish Centre for Arts and .
Interculture w
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work through the lens of access development - and that it relies on
big data collection about arts and culture organisations and their
audiences. In this context, 3 more audience-centric organisation

does not only build on neoliberal values such as “authenticity” and
“personalisation” but is also a symptom of increased social control.
Through the suggested transition, funders are foregrounding cultural
work that aims to attract more people into the folds of existing
institutions of arts and culture. This attitude, to use the wording of
Francois Matarasso in his essay “Art Subsidy and the State under
Democracy,” is primarily missionary. Francois, a UK-based community
arts worker and researcher, wrote in 2004:

The impulse of access development is missionary. With

an absolute faith in the value of certain cultural forms and
expression, it is intended to make it easier for those who are
not yet believers to appreciate what they are missing. Its tools
are reduced admission costs, explanation (through talks or
more intensive education programmes), targeted marketing
and a variety of schemes designed to ease people’s approach
to work or experiences which may be new and therefore
potentially intimidating [..] At one level, this has always been

a reason for paying for art. Church and state historically used
art for purposes of indoctrination, propaganda and power; in
Victorian Britain, municipal authorities built museums, galleries
and public gardens in the hope of placating an uncertain urban
population. But the policy has grown as public investment in the
arts has grown because it provides another route to legitimacy.
If there is limited electoral support for expenditure on ballet or
theatre, there is much more for spending on education, health,
regeneration and economic development?

There are at least two important, interrelated points in this quotation,
which relate equally to private and public funding for the arts. First,
money is often put into arts and culture organizations, including
cinema, to further non-artistic goals: they are “another route to
legitimacy” whether for local governments or foreign ones operating
overseas. Secondly, public and private cultural funding comes with

a set of values. The funders’ missionary attitude fixates attention

not on cultural production but on cultural consumption, where

41

21 Francois Matarasso, “Art Subsidy and the State under Democracy,” Economia della _
Cultura 14, no. 4 (2004): 491-499, p. 493 w
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values are assumed to be unquestioningly passed on. Audiences are
assumed to be ignorant and in need of education. In this perspective,
it is inconceivable that audiences would contribute new values

and create symbolic and material productions that challenge the
dominant cultural values, expressions, styles and processes of work.

After speaking with Amal Ramsis and Salma Shukralla from the Cairo
International Women'’s Film Festival (which is independently funded
through grants) and Essam Zakaria from Ismailia International Film
Festival for Documentaries and Shorts (which is state-funded), |

was curious about local funding from the Egyptian government,
especially with regards to film festival funding. One of the busiest
offices at the Egyptian Film Centre is the office of “The Festivals
Supreme Committee” which is responsible for over fifteen film
festivals that take place around the country with the financial
support of the government. While the state does not financially
support cinema exhibition venues that operate year round, it does
put money into creating and running film festivals.

In the conversation recorded for this project, Ahmed Hassouna, a film
critic and programmer who has worked in a number of film festivals
in Egypt and is currently vice-president of the Egyptian Film Critics
Association,? explains that despite continuous budget cuts for arts
and culture since 2013, the government is reluctant to completely
pull out of supporting film festivals. Festivals that it supports are
mostly for the consumption of cinema or play a developmental role.
Like many other culture events, they are arms by which the state
exercises control over cultural values, styles and expressions, but
they also are moments for international diplomacy. When officially
the government is poorly managing its relationship with other
countries on the African continent, the Luxor African International
Film Festival, for example, continues to receive government funds

- perhaps to help whitewash Egypt's relationship to Nile Basin
countries in light of the ongoing construction of the Grand Ethiopian
Renaissance Dam.

42

22 Visit naasnetwork.org/all-resources to listen to the audio file (accessed April 30,
2018)

er

As for its support for film festivals that foreground a developmental
agenda, one such event is the Aswan International Women'’s Film
Festival, for which Ahmed acted as artistic director in its second
edition in 2018. He says that film screenings are actually a small
part of the program, which is heavy with workshops that aim to
“empower” women in Aswan. The major struggles that happen

in the Festivals Supreme Committee are around the identity
markers associated with festivals. Organizers have to choose which
nomenclature to associate with their festival, but only a handful can
have “Women” or “African,” “Arab,” “Mediterranean” or “European”
appearing in their titles. The government does not only aspire to
legitimize itself by funding film festivals, but also brings a specific
blend of cultural diplomacy, regional showcasing strategies with the
aim of attracting tourism, and development policies to the events.
The vast majority of film festivals in Egypt are a blend of identity-
based and regional showcase festivals?® as compared to genre-based
festivals or festivals that open cinema onto new media arts. This
has to do with available funding structures for small and medium-
sized festivals. Equally implicated in the same discourse around film
festivals is Cairo International Women'’s Film Festival (and others)
which receives most of its funding from foundations and foreign
governmental bodies.

(-]

As we gather around the screen to watch a film from Mexico

or Iceland, Taiwan or Zimbabwe, as we imagine communities

across borders in the space created by film festivals, we have to
acknowledge that these imagined global communities are already
mired in the marketing machines of late-capitalist globalization

and in the symbolic and affective economies of cultural diplomacy.
Unfortunately it is the discourse of cultural diplomacy, development
monies and states seeking legitimacy that sustain the existence of
many film festivals in Egypt, even if they do not totally create the
conditions for their emergence in the first place.

[..]

23 Thisis a term used by the Film Festival Research Network to denote a category of

festivals that are made for attracting tourism to a particular region or city, often they 43
receive funds from local municipalities. Ismailia International Film Festival for Documen-

taries and Shorts is an example but one which combines a regional focus with an interest 3
in a particular genre of cinema which is rare in the Egyptian context w
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In a 2012 address to the Women'’s Film Festival in Dortmund,
Germany-based media studies scholar Skadi Loist discussed how
women’s film festivals, like many others, grew from small local,
community-oriented events to global brands that are based on

an identity presumed to exist cross-culturally.?* Most women'’s

film festivals have to strike delicate balances between the social
and political realities of their localities, prevailing film industry
dynamics, the discourse of feminism that is most relevant to them
and the commitment of the women who run them to continue to
do so. But Skadi ended with an optimistic note nonetheless: Perhaps
what remains in the legacy of women'’s film festivals, even as they
have grown into global phenomena, is their emphasis not on the
consumption of culture and its dominant values but the production
and nurturing of counter-values, styles, images, subjectivities and
representations.

All cultural operators | spoke with articulate the relevance of their
work in relation to serving a public - the audience that walks
through their doors but it also extends to an imagined social totality.
Cinema organizations that are independent from local government
funding are especially willing to claim a place within civil society as
possible places for debate and for the formation of new solidarities.
They are not particularly keen on ceding control to the tides of
global cultural politicking. In the conversation with Yasmin Desouki
and Sandra Geovany of Cimatheque - Alternative Film Centre, for
example, Yasmin mentions her distrust over the rise of a type of film
programming that takes a foreign geographical region as focus.
Often boasting titles like Arab Cinema Week or African Cinema

Days to foreground identity markers, these programs build on calls
for cross-border understanding and global community building,

yet it is rarely asked which values exactly such communities would
form around. This takes me back to Frangois Matarasso’s statement
about the “absolute faith in the value of certain cultural forms and
expression” within a missionary outlook. Would these values be what
communities deem important for themselves? And, importantly, how
would we reach such a consensus about the values that we deem
important as communities?

45
24 Skadi Loist, “Social Change?! The Status of Women's Film Festivals Today”, online at
academia.edu (accessed April 30, 2018). le)
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Changes in film distribution, exhibition and technology since the
turn of the twentieth century have formidably expanded what is
possible in terms of engagement with cinema. Moving images now
appear in art galleries, classrooms, multiscreen environments and
on the internet and television. We constantly select what to give
attention to from all the sound and image bytes nagging at us.
Attention, distraction and the play between the two shape much of
our contemporary engagement with the moving image, online and
in real life.

Yet even as we encounter the moving image in myriad settings,
movie-going remains a cultural and social activity that holds a
charm and a potential of its own. Films as unique cultural material,
the social dynamics of public cinema screenings and the film
industry all contribute to the singularity of cinema spectatorship
and to the possible forms of knowledge, identifications and
counter-identifications, created and shared around the screen.
Tales and memories of cinema-going appear in Facebook posts,
blogs, videos and memoirs.?> Personal, moving, angry at times:
this tendency to situate one’s engagement with cinema as part

of a subjective journey is, arguably, indicative of these larger
changes in cinema audiencehood. Thinking about how present-
day film clubs often seem to rely on a rhetoric of free expression
and affective collectivity, | find myself considering how writing on
cinema spectatorship today sometimes sets it out as if it were an
individual personal journey that has few traces of longer social
and cultural histories with roots in much older times. What is lost
when no argument about cinema or its relationship to society is
put forward by those who organize public screenings, but only a
general statement about the importance of freedom of expression
or bringing others to a certain consciousness? In the absence of a
vision for what types of cinema and relationships between image,
representation and societies we aspire to have, coming together
around the cinema screen tends to occur within preexisting value
systems, meanings and perceptions of the image, either those
dominant in society or those of a particular sub-group, under a

25 Ibrahim Abdel Meguid's 2018 book The Cinema and | (Al-Dar Al-Masriah Al-Lubna- 46
niah) is a recent example of a memoir that centres on an author’s personal relationship
to cinema but extends well beyond it to encompass a discussion about culture in the
broadest scope
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rhetoric of developing taste. Starting from a clearly articulated
position about cinema, films and their relationship to the material
world, the body, cinema history or cinema theory would allow for
a space where covert values, ideas and attitudes could be debated
rather than passing unnoticed in a context of collective cinema
viewing.

We sit together around the cinema screen to be entertained, to
escape the rhythms and routines of the everyday, but sometimes

to be shocked into new realizations about the world. We also often
seek to feel part of a transnational exchange of culture and at

times to maintain a cultural status, where watching films is a form
of visual education. We want to see our dreams and frustrations
reflected back to us in high definition and with immersive sound. But
sometimes we leave the space around the screen to take up cameras
and enter editing rooms, imagine new aesthetics, styles, politics and
pedagogies for and around the moving image. All this starts from
watching films together and collectively formulating opinions about
cinema and its relationship to the world we live in. We need more
amateur filmmakers, more festivals and screens that are in dialogue
with their surrounding contexts and that imagine new forms of
organization, management and financing. We also need films that in
their content and form, as Robert Kramer said, propose new senses
that can begin to encompass our lived realities, films that “unnerve,
that shake assumptions, that threaten, that do not soft-sell, but
hopefully (an impossible ideal) explode like grenades in peoples’
faces, or open minds like a good can opener.”?® The storyline might
be the main attraction to the larger group of people, but underlying
this is a wish to see films that propose new relations between the
image on the screen and lived reality.

[..]

The question of audiences is vast and takes us into a dense forest
of difficult questions, each branching out from the original. | have
only begun to formulate some of them here, but each could easily
develop into its own research project. | hastily move between them
with the hope that in doing so | suggest possible paths between
these disparate lines of inquiry. From filmmakers to critics and

48
26 Robert Kramer, “Nowsreel, or the potentialities of a political cinema,” in Film Mani-
festos and Global Cinema Cultures: A Critical Anthology, ed. Scott Mackenzie (University <
of California Press: Berkeley and Los Angeles) 2014, p. 464. w
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