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number of young women interested in independent 
fi lm making. Halà Galàl, for example, head of the 
alternative production house Semat, is not only a 
producer for numerous female productions but also 
a committed documentary fi lmmaker.

Moralism and religiosity have become, in the 
wake of the new Islamism, an obstacle for female 
performers. During the late 1980s and until 1994, 
up to twenty-one actresses and at least two male 
actors decided to retreat from show business for 
religious reasons, including Shadia, Hudà Sul†àn, 
Shams al-Bàrùdì, Suhayr Ramzì, Suhayr al-Bablì, 
and Madì™a Kàmil. Nevertheless, the Egyptian fi lm 
industry has enhanced some of the most glamorous 
stars, whose fame has extended beyond Egypt’s 
boundaries. One of the fi rst was the “Star of the 
Orient” singer, Umm Kulthùm, followed by the 
“Cinderella of screen” singer Layla Muràd, who 
gave way to more seductive vamp fi gures, such 
as Hudà Sul†àn and Shadia, and the more girlish 
Lebanese Íabà™.

While female singers gradually disappeared from 
the screen in the 1960s, dramatic actresses such 
as Fàtin £amàma in the 1950s remained unques-
tioned stars of melodrama until the early 1990s. 
£amàma was joined by the vamp fi gure of Hind 
Rustum and the gifted Su�àd £usnì, who were 
later followed by Madi™a Kàmil, Nàdiya al-Gindì, 
and Layla �Ilwi, actresses denounced as “vulgar.” 
Numerous belly dancers established the fame of 
modern oriental dance via the screen, most notably 
Ta™iyya Kàrìyùkà and Sàmiyya Jamàl in the 1940s 
and 1950s, while variety dancers such as Na�ìma 
�âkif in the 1950s, Nelly in the 1970s, and Sharihàn 
in the 1980s enriched the local music-hall fi lms and 
Ramadan television serials.

Female performers were usually unable to attain 
star status that extended to other parts of the 
Arab world unless they worked in the Egyptian 
fi lm industry. The only exceptions were Lebanese 
singers Fayrùz and the less known Íahùrra, Qamar, 
and Nawàl Farìd, among others, who appeared 
before the outbreak of civil war in 1975 at a time 
when the Lebanese fi lm industry almost overtook 
Egyptian production. Lebanese singers Asmahàn 
(1940s) and Íabà™ (1950s to 1960s), Algerian 
singer Warda al-Jazà±iriyya, and very recently 
Tunisian actress Hind Íabrì came to fame through 
Egyptian fi lms.

Tunisia has produced numerous well-trained and 
highly gifted actresses, despite the fact that Haydée 
Chikly, who featured in the fi rst two Tunisian 
fi lms, the short Zahara and the full-length �Ayn al-
ghazàl (The Girl from Carthage, 1924), directed 
by her father Albert Chikly, could not obtain her 

family’s agreement to become a professional. After 
independence a vivid theater movement with dozens 
of partly experimental troupes has contributed 
to forming highly capable actresses who have 
enriched Tunisian cinema – among others, Mouna 
Noureddine, Jalila Baccar, Hélène Catzaras, Ghalia 
Lacroix, and Amal Hdhili. In Algeria, which has 
no considerable theater movement, Kulthum, the 
leading player of the anticolonial Rì™ al-Auràs 
(Wind from the Aurès, 1966), was one of the 
few North African performers ever assigned a 
role in a colonial European fi lm before national 
independence.

Female actresses and directors in other fi lm-
producing Arab countries, such as Syria, Lebanon, 
Iraq, Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco, appeared 
after national independence, starting gradually in 
the 1970s when their home countries had secured a 
small but stable national production. In Palestine, 
Yemen, and Kuwait, however, not a single woman 
succeeded in directing a full-length fi ction fi lm, 
despite a number of remarkable female-directed 
short fi ctions and documentaries. In Iraq, only 
Khayriyya Manßùr has so far been able to direct 
two full-length fi lms. Other than in Egypt, female 
directors are often foreign educated and rarely 
manage to realize more than one or two full-length 
fi ction fi lms. This is particularly true for Morocco, 
with Farìda Bùrqiyya having directed one fi lm, and 
screenplay writer Farida Belyazid three fi lms. So 
far fi ve Tunisian women fi lmmakers have managed 
to direct full-length fi ction fi lms, but like the most 
acknowledged former fi lm editor, Moufi da Tlatli, 
director of the European co-production Íam† al-
qußùr (Silence of the palaces, 1994), none was 
able to realize more than two fi lms. Lebanon, a 
similarly small country, has already seen seven 
women directors, with two of them, Randa Sha™al 
Dabàgh and Jocelyne Sa�ab, realizing three to four 
full-length fi lms in succession (also foreign co-
productions).

In general, non-Egyptian cinema has a stronger 
independent orientation that enhances individual 
and artistic outlooks. Directors in the 1970s and 
1980s, such as Tunisian Selma Baccar with her fi lm-
essay Fatima 75 (1975) and Néjia Ben Mabrouk with 
Sama (The trace, 1982), Morroccan Farida Bùrqiyya 
with al-Jamra (Charcoal, 1984), and Lebanese 
Heiny Srour with Layla wa-al-dhi±àb (Layla and the 
wolves, 1984) displayed an aggressively feminist 
stance while more recent directors have been more 
interested in deconstructing gender roles or in 
developing a genuine fi lm language: particularly 
Tunisian Kalthoum Bornaz with Kiswa al-khayt 
al-�a±i � (Kiswa or the lost thread, 1997); Lebanese 
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Arab States

Arab states were at fi rst reluctant to admit women 
to the world of fi lm, both in front of and behind the 
camera. Nevertheless, women soon supported and 
began working for the new medium. The speed of 
this development, however, differed considerably 
from one Arab region to another. Women’s access 
to fi lm making and the fi lm industry has remained 
diffi cult as a result of weak cinematic infrastruc-
tures, except in Egypt; of moral reservations on the 
part of women’s families; of male-dominated pro-
fessional networks (except for television); and of 
producers who have been reluctant to entrust high 
budgets to female directors.

Although traditionally women were excluded 
from almost all public forms of entertainment, Arab 
women did author poetry, recite religious verses 
and songs (mad™), and work as secular singers and 
dancers for weddings and other celebrations. Fields 
of partial or complete mimicry, such as storytelling 
(™aki), shadow play (khayàl al-�il), comic sketches 
(the mu™abbazùn in Egypt, known since the late 
seventeenth century), and the round theater of the 
marketplace (masra™ al-™alaqa in the Maghrib) 
were usually reserved for men.

The earliest female theater performers of the 
region appeared in the developing, European-
inspired, classical Arab theater, and at the end 
of the nineteenth century were either Jewesses or 
Christian Syrians. However, Muslim women soon 
joined the numerous evolving troupes, and some of 
them, such as Fà†ima Rushdì during the late 1920s, 
headed their own troupes. In Egypt women even 
played a constitutive role for the development of 
national cinema. �Azìza Amìr, Assia Dàghir, Fà†ima 
Rushdì, and Bahìga Hàfi z worked in the late 1920s 
and during the 1930s as performers, script writers, 
and directors, venturing their own money for their 
fi lms. One of the fi rst full-length Egyptian fi ction 
fi lms, Layla, was co-directed and produced by 
theater actress �Azìza Amìr in 1927. Lebanese Assia 
Dàghir did the same with Ghàdat al-ßa™rà± (The 
lady from the desert) in 1929, and she remained 
one of Egypt’s most important producers until the 
1980s. Others’ contributions were more short-lived 
but not less important, namely those of Fà†ima 
Rushdì, Amìna Mu™ammad, and the congenial 
Bahìga Hàfi z, a musical composer who in 1937 

starred and directed the lavish costume drama (and 
nationalist allegory) Layla al-Badawiyya (Layla the 
Beduin).

However, this female presence ceased after the 
foundation of Studio Misr in 1934, along with the 
consolidation of the fi lm industry. It took Egyptian 
cinema almost fi ve decades to re-accommodate 
professional and prolifi c women on a larger scale. 
The year 1985 represented a kind of turning point. 
A total of three fi lms by three different women were 
released: those of Nàdiya Sàlim, Nàdiya £amza, 
and, most important, Inàs al-Dighìdì, with her social 
drama �Afwan ayyuhà al-qànùn (Pardon me law). 
Al-Dighìdì subsequently became the most promi-
nent and most wanted Egyptian commercial female 
director, with more than a dozen popular fi ction 
fi lms – mostly family dramas, comedies, or thrillers. 
She has been followed since the mid-1990s by Sàn-
drà Nash±at, who has specialized in the entertain-
ing, so-called “shopping-mall fi lms.” Other female 
directors, such as Asmà± al-Bakrì, Hàla Khalìl, and 
Kamla Abù Zikrì, have managed to direct two fi lms 
each since the end of the 1990s.

In general, women had easier access to less 
cost-intensive formats, including dependent pro-
fessions such as editing, set design, and script 
writing, particularly after the foundation of the 
public Higher Film Institute in 1959. One of the 
fi rst women to direct documentaries for television 
was Sa�diyya Ghunìm in 1961. Others followed, 
such as An�àm Mu™ammad �Alì, director of the 
spectacular war fi lm Al-†arìq ilà Aylàt (The way to 
Eilat, 1995) and the popular televison serial Umm 
Kulthùm (1999). All sorts of formats – children’s, 
developmental, and animation – were directed for 
the National Film Center, among others those by 
Farìda �Arman, Mùna Mugàhid, Firyàl Kàmil, 
and Nabìha Lutfì. One of the fi rst independent 
documentary fi lmmakers was �A††iyàt al-Abnùdì, 
who appeared in 1971 with £ußàn al-†ìn (Mud 
horse).

Numerous women have also become script 
writers for television. During the 1990s, Mùna Abù 
Naßr launched one of the most successful animation 
series on television, Bakkàr. Since the late 1990s, the 
fi eld of documentary, short fi lm, and experimentals 
has been characterized by immense diversity, 
fueled by the introduction of the less expensive 
digital format and the activities of a considerable 

Dima al-Joundi; Joanna Hadjithomas, co-director 
of Al-bayt al-zahr (Around the pink house, 1999); 
and Danielle �Arbid with Ma�àrik ™ubb (In the 
battlefi elds, 2004).

Two of the only three female Algerian directors 
who have succeeded in directing a full-length feature 
fi lm in Algeria with local funds, £afsa Zinat-Koudil 
(1992) and Yamina Bachir-Chouikh (2002), were 
less concerned with fi lm form than in their visual 
attacks on Muslim fundamentalism and its effects 
on women. The third, novelist Assia Djebar, made 
an exception with her highly experimental television 
fi lm Nùbat nisà± Jabbal Shinuwwa (The Nouba of 
the women of Mount Chenoua, 1978).

In all these countries, the largest number 
of female fi lmmakers have joined the fi eld of 
experimentals, short fi ction, or documentaries: for 
example, May Maßrì, Liyàna Badr, and �Azza al-
£aßßan (Palestine); Wà™a al-Ràhib (Syria); Fàtima 
Jebli Ouzzani and Izza Genini (Morocco); Nadia 
al-Fani (Tunisia); Jamila Sahraoui, Nadia Cherabi, 
and Yamina Benguigui (Algeria); Rania Stephan 
and Olga Nakkash (Lebanon); and Nadia Fares, 
Tahani Rashid, and Safaa Fathy (Egypt) – to name 
only a few. Many of them are based abroad and 
have gained an international reputation in their 
respective fi elds.
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Central Asia

 The history of Central Asian fi lm has been traced 
back more than 70 years for various reasons. While 
earlier Soviet perspectives emphasized the cultural 
links between Russia and Central Asia including 
early Soviet documentaries shot in Kazakhstan, 
more recent views take pride in their fi lm’s longev-
ity. Nevertheless, the fi rst documentaries had a dis-

tinctly socialist feel and almost exclusively addressed 
the creation of new rail links and economic ties. The 
Central Asian fi lm studios that emerged in the 1920s 
and 1930s largely produced documentary fi lms and 
newsreels. The Second World War sent shockwaves 
through Soviet artistic communities, but for Cen-
tral Asia it presented a unique cultural opportu-
nity. Writers, artists, and fi lmmakers descended on 
the region to escape the plight of Leningrad and 
Moscow. During the war, the Kiev, Leningrad, 
and Moscow Film Studios evacuated to Alma-
Ata and created TsOKS, the Unifi ed Central Film 
 Studio. As Sergei Eisenstein completed his great 
epic, Ivan the Terrible, young Central Asian fi lm-
makers gained fi rsthand experience. After the war, 
new studios emerged and regional fi lm making 
reached a prolifi c new era in the 1950s and 1960s 
when Central Asian directors were given opportu-
nities to direct their own fi lms for their respective 
national studios. The relative lateness of women’s 
directorial debuts is thus connected to the general 
delay in native fi lm production.

Dinara Asanova (1942–85) is the fi rst major 
female director from Central Asia. She was born 
in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan and acted in several fi lms 
with the Kyrgyz Film Studio in the early 1960s. 
While working in Larisa Shepitko’s Heat (1963), 
Asanova decided to become a director in her own 
right. She graduated from the directorial program 
at VGIK (the All-Russian State Institute of Cinema-
tography), one of the world’s premier fi lm schools, 
in 1968. Her success opened the doors of study to 
a number of other women across the Soviet Union, 
including Elena Tsyplakova, Olga Mashnaya, and 
Marina Levtova. Her fi lm making style was direct 
and rendered a harsh and complex reality to con-
temporary issues. She was particularly interested 
in the transformations of Soviet society within the 
frame of family dramas, such as The Woodpecker 
Never Has a Headache (1974), A Strictly Personal 
Key (1976), The Wife Has Gone (1979), Brats, or 
Tough Kids (banned, 1983), and My Darling, My 
Beloved, My Only One (1984). During her brief 
career, which was tragically cut short, she moved 
to Russia and became a director at the Leningrad 
Film Studio.

The next generation of female Central Asian 
directors, in the 1980s, was led by Mariam Yusu-
pova. Born in Dushanbe, Tajikistan, she also grad-
uated from the directorial program at VGIK. Her 
fi lms explore questions of tradition and Islam 
within the context of the civil war that has ravaged 
Tajikistan since independence. She is best known 
for The Time of the Yellow Grass (1991), which 
anticipates the tragedies of Tajik civil war through 
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