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‘IfIfind
onereel,
Imust
kill you'

'Erlend Couston on

- the men who risked
their lives to save the
Afghan film archive
from the Taliban

n the autumn of 1996, the
| newly installed Taliban
decreed that moving pictures
~ wereheretical and had to be
‘ destroyed. This was obviously
very bad news for Afghan Film,
the Kabul-based organisation that both
promoted Afghan cinema and housed
the Asian republic’s entire film and TV
archive, One hundred and eighteen of
its 120 employees fled; the two who
remained, lab technician Khwaja
Ahmadshah and a colleague, resolved
torisk their lives in defence of cinema.

Over the course of two weeks, the
two men slipped in through a back
door (the front entrance to the office
was patrolled by the Taliban), took
off their shoes and smuggled cans of
film up to a processing studio on the
second floor of the building. They
made decisions about what film would
survive and what was expendable — a
surreal jury working in whispers and
stockinged feet.

Foreign films, whose negatives
were presumably safe elsewhere,
stayed on the shelves, But Ahmadshah
considered it vital to rescue
homegrown work such as The Suitor,
21969 tragi-comedy about a poor
boy meeting a rich girl, directed by
| Khaleq A’lil — a film that has the added
anthropological value of revealing the
widespread popularity of the miniskirt
among Afghan girls 40 years ago. “We
felt it was worth taking the risk,” the
| $50-a-month technician says. “These
films belonged to our culture.”

Cinema didn’t reach the Afghan

public until 1923, but it caught on |
quickly. By the time Ahmadshah’s

rescue operation was complete in 1996, |
no fewer than 100,000 hours of film

had been stuffed into the studio. A [
blackboard was nailed over the door, |
painted and hung with posters. When
the Taliban’s heresy-hunters arrived,
they burned a dozen lorry-loads of

film — but missed Ahmadshah’s

secret cavity.

“The minister for information was |
there,” he recalls. “He said tome, ‘If |
Ifind one reel hidden in the building, 1
I'must kill you.”” It’s a line that could |
have come out of one of the 18 films
(eight of them documentaries) to be
shown at Reel Afghanistan, the UK’s |
first Afghan film festival, opening this [
Thursday in Edinburgh. As well as
giving western audiences a chance to
see work, including The Suitor, rescued |
from this archive, the festival boastsa |
raft of more recent productions filmed |
in Afghanistan (if mostly financed ‘
abroad), some of them made by
Afghan directors.

Certainly the bulk of the festival
programme post-dates the 2001 US-led !
invasion, Though the reborn — if still
desperately cash-strapped — Afghan
Film made a small contribution to |
creating these films, most of the
cash came from investors in France,
Germany, Japan and Ireland. The
festival’s headliner is Osama, Afghan |
director Siddiq Barmak’s 2004 Golden
Globe-winner, a bleak reworking of
Twelfth Night that stars an actual |
street child, Marina Golbahari, asagirl |
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| apopulation of 3m has only eight func-

| Kabul follows American women (some |
| of whom emigrated from Afghanistan
| in the early 1980s) who open a US-style

masquerading as a boy to circumvent
Taliban regulations. Then there’s
Atiq Rahimi’s Earth and Ashes, a grim
road movie featuring a grandfather,
a grandson and a distant coal-mining
father. Sharing top billing is Kandahar, |
Iranian director Mohsen Makhmalbafs |
film about two sistersand an airdrop |
of prosthetic limbs. (This is the movie |
President Bush requested an urgent
screening of in 2001, as a way of
informing himself about the region.)
Richard Stanley’s Voice of the
Moon, a poetic account of the cult
horror director’s blood-soaked ramble
through Afghanistan with a clockwork
Bolex camera and a BM12 missile
launcher, had its sole previous showing |

| inadisused London swimming pool.

Meanwhile, Rambo I and its Russian
doppelganger, 9th Company, will get |
ascreening, presumably as ironic
testimony to imperial arrogance:
both are set in the wilder regions of
the Afghan mountains. Liz Mermin’s
documentary Beauty Academy of

school for beauticians, a development
project funded by, among others,
Vogue and Clairol.

Ahmadshah didn’t blink when his

| life was threatened by the minister

for information: “I said, ‘If it is up
to you to kill me, so be it, but it is |
my promise I have no other films.”” |
His loyalty to the medium is in part
explained by the 85% illiteracy rate
among Afghans. Film once provided
the country with a shared experience.
Wind back a generation, and no fewer
than 300,000 of Kabul’s population of
400,000 frequented 18 cinemas. Now

tioning venues to choose from. Latif
Ahmadi, the current head of Afghan

| Film and a director himself, begs the

Whenthe
heresy-

hunters
arrived,
they burned

| women turned up fora film audition in

west to support an industry that “can
help us to educate and heal”. The real-
life Beauty Academy of Kabul may have
closed, but last week no fewer than 120

the zealots’ stronghold of Herat.

The audience at the screening of
The Suitor, hastily subtitled in London
a few days ago by a physiotherapy
student, will see a poignant snapshot
of a prelapsarian society. This is what
ordinary Afghanistan once was. That’s
a whisky glass in the hero’s hand, not
an AK-47. Make the most of these
movies, says Ahmadshah — because
in the absence of sufficient funds, the
national film archive is slowly turning
to dust @ |

Reel Afghanistan is at various venues around

gh, from Thursday until March 8. Details:
reelafghanistan.org
















%



#$% & '

By MALAIKA BOVA
LONDON, March 4, 2008

" 9%()

%% !

D) ) 0)

$

%&&'



6
%% 78)9 9
$

()%

9 5 4 .,

< < =
/

> 074
@) 0)

Y+ 1 (- + &. /01100 23) /




The fact that some of the festival's flms wererlysdestroyed by the Taliban is
reason enough for this festival

2
Sigga Jonsdottir

26 February 2008

Media coverage of Afghanistan and its peoples has dwingjeificantly since 2001
when the Taliban were overthrown by US Special Foatter years of repression,
fear and instability. The perception at the time vinas$ this was the dawn of a more
stable, secure and free Afghanistan. But with sta200f7 came reports that the
Taliban were gaining new ground, reclaiming vulnerablasaead getting stronger by
the month. The situation remains unchanged, and soantes increasingly
important to shift focus back onto the country.

In an effort to raise the public profile of Afghanist@md interest in Afghani culture,
Education Through Art—supported mainly by the British Counislholding what
they describe as "the first festival of Afghan Cineand culture in the UK." With the
aim of celebrating the country’s rich culture and of lthng awareness of issues
surrounding the country," the festival, held between 2tuUze and 8 March, packs
cinema, art exhibitions and music alongside other culewents.

Inspired by a visit to Afghanistan by Dan Gorman andrZ&adir the festival was
initially to cover only Afghani films. It is so oftethe way, though: plan a small film
festival and it so easily takes on a life of its owowever, these "few screenings,"
which Dan Gorman describes as the original idea, haweexpanded into solid
fortnight of film screenings at the Fiimhouse and tlen€o, and almost a dozen
other events held throughout the city.

Without a doubt, cinema remains the centrepiece deteval, and brings with it a
slew of renowned films covering Afghanistan's mostipent social, political and
cultural issues — women'’s rights, refugees and the grindingrgowhich is

especially rife in the rural areas each find expres&weents got under way earlier
this week with Siddig Barmak®sama which won a Golden Globe for best foreign
film in 2004, telling the story of a widow forced to disgume twelve year old girl as
a boy so the child can provide income for the fantily.an opening which strikes
right at the divide between Afghanistan's awful Sowégaty, and today's cruelty
under the Taliban.

Other screenings include the award-winning documeiitaeyBoy who plays on the
Buddhas of Bamiya(February 29th), originally released back in 2003. Astute
observers might recognise in the title a referena@ntmcident which caused an
international furore: in March 2001 the Taliban ordereddéstruction of the world-
famous, priceless, and irreplaceable Buddhas of of Baraggrart of a bid to rid the
country the remnants of the "gods of the infidels."a&tion less debatable than
universally lamentable, the notoriety of the Tallbaaenseless Buddah-blasting ought



to make this a popular screening; Phil Grabsky, thediblirector, will attend the
screening and host a discussion at the Filmhouse.

Another exciting prospect is the special "surprise shgiraf a film from the Afghan
National Archive of Film on 1 March. The archive r&id some of Afghanistan’s
greatest celluloid treasures but came under increasingngcaat censorship in the
1970s with the arrival of the Soviet forces. As anakiynus, the screening will be
attended by Engineer Latif the director of the insttoitivho took part in hiding films
in order to save them from destruction: a risk of rdsaale foresight and of real
importance since Taliban eventually sacked the Archigping to destroy the last
remnants of Afghanistan’s celluloid heritage.

It's the all-too-rare opportunity for Afghani artistsgerform and discuss their work
on an international stage which marks Reel Afghanigtdaras such an exciting
prospect. Budget flights in and out of Afghanistan beindgpartssupply, the
organisers—with invaluable help from the British Coundiave provided visas and
finance to enabling ten Afghani musicians to play imBdigh and discuss their
experiences with the audiencéntroducing: Music of Afghanistais on 23 February.
This engagement with audiences is a major part of thet'ewethos: speaking at a
screening of his filnEarth and Ashesyriter Atig Rahimi described the role of the
artists as not to change things but to question thermbenditness" to social
surroundings. He continued to say that he wanted to fattthe effect of war," not
necessarily the fighting, but the consequences, whiah ived even more
devastating for the country.

Run entirely on a voluntary basis, Reel Afghanistavigdes an avenue for Afghans
to start to reclaim their country and culture on th&m terms and reintroduce their
plight to the world. The struggle is far from over eveough much has changed. As

Atig Rahimi describes: “The good has gotten better lribdd has gotten worse.”
!

Source Hhttp://www.journal-online.co.uk/articles/show/2943




