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Introduction 

 

Obviously, not everything that happens to us comes as a surprise. 

Much is predictable enough, but what we cannot have is certainty. 

—Graeber, 2012 

 

One way or another, the garden is going to turn out as it turns out;  

our problem is that we don’t yet know how that will be. 

—Gell, 1992 

 

“We’re screwed!” exclaimed Ahmed Farghalli. The line producer for Décor (2014) had a habit 

of expressing his inauspicious feelings about the film’s progress every day. This time, he was 

irritable after having a long meeting about the film’s preparations. The meeting was held on 

December 8, 2013. It was an opportunity to go over the screenplay to make sure that everyone on 

the crew would be on the same page. The first assistant director, Omar el-Zohairy, gave an 

official number to each scene, which would be adjusted as Décor’s screenplay evolved. The 

director Ahmad Abdalla explained in detail how he intended to shoot each scene. The 

cinematographer Tarek Hefny, the art directors Nihal Farouk and Asem Ali, and the stylist Salma 

Sami asked in turn about lighting, movement, and colors. The script supervisors, Jaylan Auf and 

Mariam el-Bagoury, came to understand the continuity between disjointed scenes in the 

protagonist’s parallel worlds.i Lastly, Farghalli asked questions about the logistics of each scene, 

while trusting his production manager Mohammed Setohy and his location manager Ahmad 

Abdallah Abdel Halim to reassure the artistic crew that their ongoing demands were being met. 
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After the meeting, when only his production crew and I were left in the room, Farghalli was 

adamant. “We’re screwed!” 

When I asked Farghalli why we were screwed, he gave a vague answer. “We don’t know 

it now, but it’ll eventually happen,” because “they” were still unsure about many things. 

Farghalli’s worries were clear: they, the artistic crew, were still undecided about many aspects of 

Décor’s screenplay that the production team had to prepare and execute. Even after holding a 

six-hour-long meeting to clarify the project, Farghalli was hesitant about how the film to come 

was going to unfold. This lack of assurance can be interpreted in two ways. On the one hand, 

Farghalli was concerned by the work left to the production team, which explains why he believed 

that the artists’ indecision would screw him; on the other, he was concerned by what he did not 

know now but would know eventually.  

Farghalli chose not to capitulate to this uncertainty, but to ask Setohy to write a to-do list 

with the production tasks he wanted to complete. The list included acquiring a gramophone and a 

ballerina box, calling Reda Zanita’s camera company to rent a thirty-five millimeter analog 

camera as a prop, and scouting the train crossing inside the Egyptian Media Production City 

(EMPC). Each task was allocated to a crew member in the production team and was expected to 

be executed on the very next day. The gramophone, ballerina box, and camera were eventually 

acquired and used in different scenes in Décor. The scene at the EMPC’s train crossing was shot 

on March 24, 2014. 

Farghalli did not get screwed after all. Yet some things did not occur as he had expected 

during the preparation and execution of Décor’s shooting. Farghalli’s initial to-do list included 

scouting the entrance for one of the main apartments in the screenplay—a task that exhausted the 

production manager Setohy and his assistants for weeks as they searched for the elusive location 
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in Cairo. This entrance was eventually shot in Alexandria after a late decision made by the 

artistic crew.  

Earlier in the December 8 meeting, Farghalli had asked the artistic crew how they would 

like to shoot the movie’s avant-titre, the sequence prior to the beginning credits, which was to 

feature set-building craftsmen in action. Most of the artistic workers, including Ahmad Abdalla, 

Tarek Hefny, and Nihal Farouk, wanted to shoot the sequence in a documentary style, while the 

set was being built. Yet the art director Asem Ali, who oversaw the set building operation, 

warned that this strategy might hinder the progress of the scheduled building. Weeks later, and a 

few days prior to the shooting, the de facto compromise was to shoot inserts on actual set 

builders engaged in a staged building operation centered on some intentionally unfinished items. 

Thus, set building went largely unhindered while the avant-titre included some degree of “real-

life” building work.  

The discrepancy between the preparation and execution of this shooting day illustrates 

how little participants in the December 8 meeting knew about the way the avant-titre would be 

shot, let alone the rest of the shooting schedule. The fact that the gramophone, the ballerina box, 

and the thirty-five millimeter camera were eventually acquired and included in the film should 

not lead us to believe that it would have happened anyway. Yet Farghalli’s lack of assurance 

about the future cannot be interpreted as a complete uncertainty: “much is predictable enough,” 

to quote Graeber (2012: 26). Farghalli was confident that he would be able to execute the film 

through a strict division of labor between his production team and the artistic crew, by following 

a certain sequence of operations, using writings and images such as script copies, to-do lists, and 

scouting pictures.  
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Mediating the unpredictable yet expected future of the film-in-the-making is a central 

task in commercial film production. This mediation is not just about interceding in an existing 

social organization through technological means, but also about anticipating the future of a 

complex sociotechnical process. This constitutes the core conceptual problem that will animate 

this book, whose main contributions are situated between media anthropology, media studies, 

and Middle East ethnography. I will come back to the problem’s theoretical significance below, 

but first I wish to describe the context within which I explored the problem and the way in which 

I gained access to the filmmaking world in Egypt.  

 

Locating Egyptian Film Production 

The Egyptian film industry has often been described as “the first,” “the only,” or “the most 

successful” one in the Arab world by scholars, critics, and journalists alike. This common 

perception is rooted in the industry’s long-standing history of influence over the Arabic-speaking 

Middle East and North Africa—a history which has earned it the sobriquet of “Hollywood on the 

Nile” (Darwish, 1998: 12–13) or “Hollywood in the Arab world” (Dajani, 1980). Since the 

1930s, thousands of movies made in Egypt have been distributed across the region, becoming a 

signal cultural product with a lasting influence on mass media domestically and internationally 

(Shafik, 1998). I grew up in a household where I was served a regular diet of Egyptian film 

classics and I have always wondered about the “real world” behind these dazzling on-screen 

performances. This interest grew into a professional one when I moved to Cairo to study the 

Egyptian film industry. I discovered, as Caldwell did in Hollywood (2008), that there is no self-

evident, coherent whole that one can call an “Egyptian film industry.” Rather, this industry is 

better understood as a complex world of everyday practices and representations shared by 
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filmmakers involved in a lengthy and uneven labor process. This discovery has been shaped by 

extensive fieldwork among Egyptian filmmakers, which constitutes the empirical grounding of 

this book. 

This ethnography is situated in Cairo, the beating heart of the Egyptian film industry, yet 

it bears little resemblance to a mainstream ethnography of the city.ii What is distinctive about the 

film industry is not its gender, class, or religious components, which are often highlighted in 

ethnographies of Cairo, but a specific type of working activity. By paying attention to labor, 

process, and technology, my ethnography portrays a version of Egypt that has more in common 

with studies of Egyptian craftsmen (Elyachar, 2005), artists (Winegar, 2006), and factory 

workers (Shehata, 2009; Chakravarti, 2016) than it does with studies of Egyptian media and 

popular culture invested in questions of modernity, nationalism, and consumption (see Armbrust, 

1996; Abu-Lughod, 2005; Peterson, 2011). I will situate the working activity of Egyptian film 

production next to a similar set of activities—industrial labor in Egypt, commercial film 

production outside Egypt—without trying to explain how this activity is specifically Egyptian. 

Thus, it is not fruitful to think about this study as another butterfly in a collection aggregating 

into a unified representation of “Egypt,” but as an attempt to use the Egyptian context to explore 

broader conceptual issues concerning media labor, sociotechnical processes, and the mediation 

of unpredictable yet expected futures.  

Recent scholarship about “the future” in Egypt has been dominated by the existential 

uncertainty occasioned by the January 2011 Revolution.iii This trend has had such a gravitational 

pull that it might seem surprising to find so little about the Revolution in this book. It is difficult 

to judge the extent to which the Revolution changed the Egyptian film industry. One alleged shift 

is that film companies have been unwilling to invest in production after 2011, but I would 
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dispute the claim that this reticence was primarily caused by the Revolution. I argue in Chapter 1 

that investors’ perception of economic uncertainty increased as satellite television channels, 

which were a major source of funding until the late 2000s, became unable or unwilling to pay 

distribution loans—a development that began before 2011.iv More broadly, no significant 

changes in labor hierarchy, production activity, or technological use were caused by the 

Revolution. Inside and outside the industry, the Revolution appears as a contested narrative, 

setting a sharp “before” and “after” timeline in recent Egyptian history, and discussed among 

filmmakers within its own bounds. I observed many debates during my fieldwork among those 

who witnessed the “real” Revolution in Tahrir Square; those who did not go but supported it; 

those who did go but supported the 2013 military coup; those who saw the 2013 coup as the 

“real” Revolution; and those who did not care to engage at all. These positions coexisted within 

the industry’s everyday conversations, but the self-referential narrative of the Revolution 

reproduced at the whim of lay political analyses barely touched the nitty-gritty of filmmaking.  

This is not to say that filmmakers have not been affected by the events of January 2011, 

especially by vernacular video-making practices through which protesters braved police control 

to create a distinct street-level visual repertoire (see Dickinson, 2012; Snowdon, 2014; 

Westmoreland and Allan, 2016; Westmoreland, 2016). Ahmad Abdalla, the director of Décor, 

was involved in a video-pooling cooperative gathering and archiving digital videos about the 

events in Tahrir Square before being inspired to shoot Farsh wa ghata (Rags and Tatters, 2013). 

This earlier film used rough, on-the-ground camera movement to narrate the escape of a prisoner 

during the eighteen days of the 2011 Revolution. Abdalla’s case is not unique. In Lebow’s 

Filming Revolution project, dozens of Egyptian filmmakers, video artists, and activists engage in 

a fragmented conversation about the aesthetics and politics of representing the Revolution in film 
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form (2016; 2018). It should be noted that the participants in Filming Revolution correspond 

more to “independent” cinema networks that are part of yet do not represent the whole Egyptian 

film industry. When it comes to the majority of movies made in Cairo, I concur with Dickinson’s 

assessment that “unlike nonhierarchal [sic], non-profit-making media collectives which work 

more resolutely as a part of the revolution . . . these films . . . still uphold most of the conventions 

of cinematic representation, infrastructure, elitism, and modes of manufacture of old” (2012: 

135). 

By 2013, the daily activities of commercial film production appeared to have gone 

unaffected by the events of the Revolution, despite the interruptions occasioned by regular 

protests and the occasional curfew.v Such events are unpredictable, yet they become assimilated 

into the range of contingencies that need to be reckoned with in any film project. A striking case 

in point occurred during Décor’s shooting, a few days prior to the third anniversary of the 

Revolution. The set was slowly coming together after sunrise when an explosion resounded on 

location. “It’s just thunder and lightning,” quipped the assistant director Zohairy. Shortly 

afterward, a large cloud of smoke rose above the horizon. News started trickling onto the crew’s 

smartphones: a car bomb had exploded near the Museum of Islamic Art, across the Cairo 

prefecture, about three kilometers away from our set. The shooting day went unhindered, 

however, and the star actress Horeya Farghaly asked me to write the following note in my diary: 

“In these dire circumstances, Décor goes on.” In this spirit, privileging a narrative about the 

Revolution’s effects on Egyptian film production would obscure its specific everyday 

dynamics.vi 

 

[ch]Notes 
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Introduction 

i Continuity is a principle of filmmaking in which space-times recorded in a disjointed way on set 

are reassembled in a continuous sequence in editing. The continuity scripts ensure that when all 

recorded material is viewed in postproduction, no continuity lapses will occur (for instance, no 

objects will seem to appear or disappear in between two consecutive shots, no actors will change 

clothes in the same scene, and so on). 

ii Under this broad umbrella, one can include well-known studies of “popular” (sha‘bi) quarters in 

Cairo (Hoodfar, 1997; Ghannam, 2002; Ismail, 2006), middle-class consumption practices (de 

Koning, 2009; Peterson, 2011), or Islamic ethical movements (Starrett, 1998; Mahmood, 2005; 

Hirschkind, 2006). 

iii The heightened sense of uncertainty wrought by country-wide unrest has encouraged some 

anthropologists to attend to the futures imagined in response to the postrevolutionary context (see 

Rommel, 2015; Schielke, 2015; Winegar, 2016; Armbrust, 2019). In Middle Eastern media 

studies, a similar concern has yielded analyses of social media use with various emphases, 

including cyber-activism (Herrera, 2014), political mobilization (see Markham, 2014; Wolover, 

2016), and the body as a medium of protest (Kraidy, 2016). 

iv This is corroborated by the fact that the industry’s most recent fall in production numbers 

occurred in 2009–2010, nearly a year prior to the Revolution (Euromed Audiovisual III, 2013). 

v These disruptions also affect the theater audience’s ability to attend films in person, with 

significant effects on box-office success. The production assistant Hany Abdel Latif mentioned 

the dire fate of 365 Yum Sa‘ada (365 Days of Happiness), which was released on January 25, 2011, 

and consequently incurred a sizeable loss.  
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vi The relative absence of the Revolution in the film industry’s work might be related to the fact 

that I started fieldwork at a time that looks, in hindsight, like the beginnings of an ongoing counter-

revolution and return of military might at the helm of the country.  


