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Du‘a’ al-karawan           
The Call of the Curlew I 1959

THe MovIe IS a wonderful adaptation of Taha Hussein’s masterly 
novel Du‘a’ al-karawan, which he completed in 1934. For their film, 
director Henri Barakat and writer Yusuf Guhar fashioned a script 
that is the equal of the novel’s genius. The often poetic language of 
the screenplay reflects the dialect and local inflections of the three 
women at the heart of the film, Amna, her elder sister Hanadi, and 
their mother, who belong to the nomadic desert people of Upper 
Egypt. They have had to abandon their village because of the 
adulterous escapades of the father and have arrived in a city where 
the two sisters take jobs as housekeepers. Hanadi is seduced by her 
employer, a handsome engineer, and surrenders her virginity, thus 

Director Henri Barakat 

Screenplay Henri Barakat 
and Yusuf Guhar

Story Taha Hussein

Dialogue Yusuf Guhar

Produced by Henri Barakat

Music Andre Ryder

Director of photography 
Wahid Farid

editor Mohamed Abbas

Set design Maher Abd 
al-Nur

Starring Fatin Hamama, 
Ahmad Mazhar, Zahrat 
al-Ula, Amina Rizq, Abd 
al-Alim Khattab, Mimi 
Shekib, Raga’ al-Giddawi, 
Nahid Samir, Hussein 
Assar, Edmund Tweima, 
Lutfi al-Hakim, Kawthar 
Ramzi, Zaki Abd al-
Magid, Hussein Ismail, 
Abd al-Hamid Badawi, 
Salwa Izz al-Din

Festivals Berlin, Academy 
Awards. Nominated for 
Best Foreign Film at that 
year’s Academy Awards. 
Awarded a special prize 
by the oscars Committee. 
Best Picture and Best 
Actress at the Egyptian 
International Film Festival.

Running time 119 minutes

First screening  
22 November 1959

Black and white

A Bedouin girl plots revenge against the engineer who took 
her sister’s honor 

ABove Amna (Fatin Hamama, left), Ahmad (Ahmad Mazhar, right)
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sealing her death at the hands of an uncle who values the family 
honor over the life of his niece. Amna, in turn, swears to avenge 
herself on the engineer.

Barakat is skilled at portraying the psychological journey 
undertaken by the sisters; at the start of the film, we see shy girls 
hidden behind their veils, peeking out from a world confined to 
themselves and their mother. Later, they walk sans veils with heads 
held high, no longer cowed by the city, until Hanadi, forgetting where 
they have come from, takes her boldness further than is wise. Her 
murder takes place in the desert from whence she came—the harsh 
and inhospitable setting contrasting with the tame comforts of the 
city, the sand soaking up the blood to erase all traces that anyone was 
ever there. Zahrat al-Ula’s performance as Hanadi is outstanding and 
continues to haunt anyone who sees it even today. Fatin Hamama 
is equally memorable as Amna, who schemes to work her way into 
the affections of the engineer in order to kill him. Against the odds, 
Ahmad Mazhar, in the role of the engineer, manages to earn our 
sympathy as he genuinely falls for Amna and is horror-stricken when 
he learns why she has come into his life and of the blood that stains 
his hands. Redemption comes when he throws himself in front of the 
bullet meant for Amna fired by the ever-vengeful uncle.

The great man of letters himself approved wholeheartedly of the 
way his novel had been transferred to the big screen, expressing his 
pleasure by recording a voice-over for the end of the film. 

T he key scene is the one in which Amna reveals 

to the engineer, Ahmad, who she really is. It 

begins with Amna hurrying toward the house after 

kissing him. She is ashamed of the kiss, ashamed 

that she has forgotten what this man did to her 

sister and how it resulted in her death. She locks 

herself in her room. She is followed by Ahmad, 

who stands at the door confessing his sincere love 

for her. He proposes marriage. She tells him she 

hates him, which he is at a loss to understand. “I 

came into this house,” says Amna, “to bring you 

down!” She tells him that the housekeeper he 

deflowered was her sister who was then murdered 

by her uncle in an honor killing. Ahmad staggers 

out of the room in horror. He tells Amna he wishes 

he were dead. Before the end of the movie his wish 

will come true and Amna, who has grown to love 

him, will be left devastated once more.
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Al-Rajul al-thani         
The Second Man I 1959

oPeRATING IN THe film noir tradition, which enjoyed its classic 
period in the 1940s and 1950s, al-Rajul al-thani (the title even echoes 
the classic British film noir of 1949, The Third Man) is a superior cops-
and-robbers tale in which a detective seeks to bring down a criminal 
gang. The “second man” is Esmat Kazim, second-in-command of a 
smuggling operation between Egypt and Lebanon, which uses his 
cabaret in Cairo as a front. Ibrahim, the smuggling ring’s man in 
Beirut, is murdered in a dispute with Esmat. When the police relay 
news of the murder to Ibrahim’s sister Lamia, a former singer at Esmat’s 
cabaret and an old flame of his, she decides to take revenge by 
cooperating with the police to bring Esmat to justice.

Director Izz al-Din zu-l-Fiqar employs many of the tropes of crime 
movies of the period, particularly the chiaroscuro lighting—check out 
the scene in which he places the police officer, Kamal, in stripes of 
shadow as he watches Esmat sexually harassing Lamia. 

Director Izz al-Din zu-
l-Fiqar 

Screenplay Yusuf Guhar

Story Yusuf Guhar and Izz 
al-Din zu-l-Fiqar

Dialogue Yusuf Guhar

Produced by Izz al-Din 
zu-l-Fiqar

Music Andre Ryder

Director of photography 
Wahid Farid

editor Albert Naguib

Set design Anton Polysius

Starring Rushdi Abaza, 
Sabah, Samya Gamal, 
Salah zu-l-Fiqar, Salah 
Nazmi, Abd al-Khalek 
Salih, Hassan Hamid, 
Mahmud Farag, Qadriya 
Qadri, Abd al-Ghani al-
Nagdi, Mohamed Subeih, 
Mohamed Badr al-Din, 
Hussein Ismail, Gamil Izz 
al-Din, Badr Nofal

Running time 164 minutes

First screening  
28 December 1959

Black and white

The sister of a murdered gangster avenges his death by helping  
to bring down his double-crossing former crew 

RiGHt Esmat (Rushdi 
Abaza, left), Lamia 
(Sabah, right)
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As the gangster Esmat, Rushdi Abaza succeeds in portraying the 
inner and outer life of his character, giving us a criminal who is a true 
mastermind and a worthy adversary for the police. Salah zu-l-Fiqar 
plays his role, as Akram, with almost indecent ease, the police officer 
who would give his life for his country and his duty. Sabah, playing 
Lamia, and Samya Gamal, playing Samraa, formed a wonderful 
double female lead. Esmat is the leader of a gang; he has a casino-
like shop, and one of the employees there is the dancer Samraa, who 
manages the finances of those who go to gamble, and who is also 
Esmat’s girlfriend. Lamia was recruited by the police to be part of 
a complicated ruse to entrap Esmat. Kamal, the police officer, was 
disguised and sent undercover as Lamia’s brother, Akram. Lamia asks 
Esmat if she can return to work with him, under the ruse of protecting 
her brother. Esmat agrees because he is in love with Lamia, and 
confesses to her that he is the Second Man in the gang. 

T he key scene sees Esmat tricked by his girlfriend 

Samraa. When Esmat takes Lamia to Samraa’s 

house, taking advantage of the fact that Samraa is 

out of town with Kamal (who is actually a police 

officer, but plays the part of Akram, Lamia’s brother, 

as part of a complicated ruse), Kamal finds out that 

Esmat plans to introduce Lamia to the First Man. He 

abandons his travel plans, and hides in the trunk of 

their car. When they get to the house, Esmat starts 

to make advances to Lamia. She asks him when 

the First Man is coming. He tells her that he is not 

coming that night. She starts to leave; he stops her 

and starts touching her by force. Kamal, unable 

to watch, bursts in with his weapon drawn, and 

berates Esmat for making advances on his “sister” 

(as she has been presented to the gang). Esmat 

takes Lamia hostage, and pulls out his own gun, 

threatening to kill Kamal if he does not explain 

immediately why he is back unexpectedly from 

Alexandria. At this point, Samraa emerges from 

her hiding place. “He came back from Alexandria 

because he’s in love with me!” she declares. 

“You’ve neglected me long enough. We’re getting 

married.” Kamal picks up the tale, affirming that 

he did not kill Samraa because she is his bride-

to-be. This is another layer of cover-up devised 

by Samraa to protect Akram. Esmat asks why they 

really came back. Samraa says that she called the 

hospital where their daughter is, and they said she 

was in critical condition and needed an urgent 

surgery; she came back to the hospital with Kamal, 

then they both came home to find Esmat being 

unfaithful to her. Esmat laughs, but Samraa shuts 

him up: “our daughter is dead!” Esmat is stunned. 

The phone rings. He listens and leaves, promising 

to meet the next day. After he exits, Samraa tells 

Kamal that she was motivated by revenge on Esmat 

for the death of their child.
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Sira‘ fi-l-Nil            
Struggle on the Nile I 1959

THIS MovIe INTRoDUceD several brand-new uses of location 
and cinematography never before seen in Egyptian cinema. The story 
follows the waterborne journey of naive young Muhassib, who is 
tasked by his father, the village chief, with taking a dilapidated sailing 
boat, the Bride of the Nile, down to Cairo, where it is to be sold to 
raise money to purchase a new motorized vessel. Accompanying 
Muhassib is the dependable Megahed. However, a ruthless business 
rival has managed to place his man Hisham among the Bride’s small 
crew, with the job of sabotaging the mission. In addition to the human 
characters, the Nile looms large on screen, its heavy presence almost 
threatening to upstage the actors. Equally important is the Bride itself, 
which provides the dramatic setting for much of the action. Filming 
aboard the boat provided director Atif Salim with some unique 

Director Atif Salim

Screenplay Ali al-Zurqani

Story Ali al-Zurqani 

Dialogue Ali al-Zurqani 

Produced by Gamal al-
Leithi Films

Music Fu’ad al-Zahiri

Director of photography 
Cello Cicivelli

editors Emile Bahari and 
Hussein Ahmad

Set design Anton Polysius

Starring Hind Rustum, 
Rushdi Abaza, omar 
Sharif, Ahmad al-Haddad, 
Hassan Hamid, Mahmud 
Farag, Hassan al-Barudi, 
Tahani Rashid, Nazim 
Sha‘rawi, Said Khalil, 
Mohamed Qandil, Abd al-
Ghani al-Nagdi, al-Tukhi 
Tawfiq, Muhsin Hassanein

Running time 121 minutes

First screening  
28 December 1959

Black and white

A journey up the Nile becomes a metaphysical rite of passage into 
manhood complete with violence and sexual pitfalls

leFt Megahed (Rushdi 
Abaza, center), 
(Mahmud Farag, left), 
(Mohamed Qandil, 
right)
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problems to overcome, with hardly any room for the bulky and 
unwieldy camera equipment, particularly those scenes shot in the 
cabins below decks. 

The fine cinematography is beautifully complemented by Fu’ad 
al-Zahiri’s score, one of the loveliest composed for an Egyptian movie. 
This was not, as much film music of the time was, a mishmash of 
music appropriated from elsewhere, but an original composition. 
The romantic scenes between Muhassib and his village love, Warda, 
were accompanied by the throaty notes of the nayy, the traditional 
Egyptian reed flute. When the boat is being loaded up with traditional 
Upper Egyptian clay pots, this is soundtracked by the Sayyid Darwish 
composition “al-Qullal al-Qinawi” (“Pots from Qena”). 

omar Sharif is solid in the central role of the feckless Muhassib, 
who seems determined to bring about ruin for his father and the 
village, irrespective of the malign scheming of Hisham. Rushdi 
Abaza is also excellent as Megahed, the strong and chivalrous 
Upper Egyptian, who does his best to shepherd Muhassib and is 
forced to step in and right his wrongs on numerous occasions. 
Most impressive of all, though, is Hind Rustum as the wantonly 
sensuous Nargis, a dancer who charms her way onboard the Bride 
and becomes a dangerous distraction, eventually driving a wedge 
between Muhassib—with whom she enters into a quickie marriage—
and Megahed that ends in violence. of course, Nargis gets her 
comeuppance and the horny and irresponsible Muhassib returns 
home to his welcoming fiancée as if nothing ever happened. 

M egahed and Muhassib are summoned by the 

village foreman Gad, Muhassib’s father. “I 

am old,” he tells Megahed, “as old and useless as 

the Nile Bride.” The boat has outlived its usefulness, 

he tells them, and he has decided to sell it and buy 

a motorized barge to keep up with the changing 

times. “They,” he says, meaning the fishermen in 

his employ, “are with me in this, and they have sold 

everything they own to raise the money for the new 

boat.” This money is to be taken on the Nile Bride to 

Cairo, where it and the boat will be handed over in 

exchange for the new vessel. “I’m trusting you,” says 

Gad, “with the Nile Bride, with Muhassib, and with 

the money.” Gad gives the money to Megahed, who 

tells Muhassib, “You carry it, you’re a man now.” 

Gad rips the earring out of his son’s ear, indicating 

that such childish things are finished now. The 

foreman then reiterates his instruction to Megahed 

to safeguard the money and Muhassib: “I’m trusting 

you with both.” Inevitably, at the first stop they 

make, Muhassib loses the money and, soon after, 

loses himself to the charms of the dancer Nargis.
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