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Obviously, not every thing 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 prob lem 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 
pro gress  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 every one 
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.1 Lastly, Farghalli asked 
questions about the logistics of each scene, while trusting his production 
man ag er Mohammed Setohy and his location man ag er Ahmad Abdallah 
Abdel Halim to reassure the artistic crew that their ongoing demands  were 
being met.  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 
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2 Introduction

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 proj ect, 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 com pany to rent a thirty- five millimeter analog camera 
as a prop, and scouting the train crossing inside the Egyptian Media Pro-
duction City (EMPC). Each task was allocated to a crew member in the 
production team, who was expected to execute it the very next day. The 
gramophone, ballerina box, and camera  were eventually acquired and used 
in dif fer ent 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 
man ag er Setohy and his assistants for weeks as they searched for the elusive 
location 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 documen-
tary 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 pro gress 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 inten-
tionally unfinished items. Thus, set building went largely unhindered while 
the avant- titre included some degree of “real- life” building work.
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The discrepancy between the preparation and execution of this shoot-
ing 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 shoot-
ing 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.

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 organ ization through 
technological means, but also about anticipating the  future of a complex 
sociotechnical pro cess. This constitutes the core conceptual prob lem 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 prob lem’s theoretical significance below, but first I wish 
to describe the context within which I explored the prob lem 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 that 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  house hold 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 per for mances. 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 
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 whole that one can call an “Egyptian film industry.” Rather, this industry is 
better understood as a complex world of everyday practices and repre sen ta-
tions shared by filmmakers involved in a lengthy and uneven  labor pro cess. 
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.2 What is distinctive about the film industry is not its gender, 
class, or religious components, which are often highlighted in ethnogra-
phies of Cairo, but a specific type of working activity. By paying attention 
to  labor, pro cess, and technology, my ethnography portrays a version of 
Egypt that has more in common with studies of Egyptian craftsmen (Ely-
achar, 2005), artists (Winegar, 2006), and factory workers (Shehata, 2009; 
Chakravarti, 2016) than it does with studies of Egyptian media and popu lar 
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 repre sen ta tion of “Egypt,” but as an 
attempt to use the Egyptian context to explore broader conceptual issues 
concerning media  labor, sociotechnical pro cesses, 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.3 
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 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 tele vi sion chan-
nels, which  were a major source of funding  until the late 2000s, became 
unable or unwilling to pay distribution loans— a development that began 
before 2011.4 More broadly, no significant changes in  labor hierarchy, pro-
duction activity, or technological use  were caused by the Revolution. Inside 
and outside the industry, the Revolution appears as a contested narrative, 
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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” Revo-
lution 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 
po liti cal 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; West moreland and Allan, 
2016; West moreland, 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 eigh teen days of the 2011 Revolution. Abdalla’s case is not unique. In 
Lebow’s Filming Revolution proj ect, dozens of Egyptian filmmakers, video 
artists, and activists engage in a fragmented conversation about the aesthet-
ics and politics of representing the Revolution in film form (2016; 2018). 
It should be noted that the participants in Filming Revolution correspond 
more to “in de pen dent” cinema networks that are part of yet do not repre-
sent 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 repre sen ta tion, 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 inter-
ruptions occasioned by regular protests and the occasional curfew.5 Such 
events are unpredictable, yet they become assimilated into the range of 
contingencies that need to be reckoned with in any film proj ect. A strik-
ing 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 
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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 kilo meters 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 nar-
rative about the Revolution’s effects on Egyptian film production would 
obscure its specific everyday dynamics.6

Several scholars have worked on the history and po liti cal economy of 
Egyptian film production (see Wassef, 1995; Shafik, 1998; 2007; Flibbert, 
2001; Armbrust, 2004). Yet to the best of my knowledge,  there is no lit er-
a ture on the everyday working practices of this industry. This dearth of 
scholarship may be due not only to a lack of interest, but also to the dif-
ficulty of accessing the industry given its interpersonal organ ization. I  will 
insist on the word “interpersonal”  here, as the relations binding Egyptian 
filmmakers are never between anonymous individuals in an open  labor 
market, but between individuals who  either know each other or know each 
other via someone  else (a wasta in local terms). Gatekeepers in Cairo’s 
film industry are all individuals in this sense, unlike industries in which 
large institutions such as media conglomerates, professional associations, 
or  unions hold sway over access to film proj ects (see Ortner’s experience 
in Hollywood, 2010). It is difficult to gain access to the industry  unless 
someone who “knows you” allows you inside, which has significant conse-
quences for the industry’s po liti cal economy, as I detail in Chapter 1. My 
own story of access to the Egyptian film industry is therefore instructive 
about the way in which commercial film production is or ga nized.

When I arrived in Cairo on August 8, 2013, I had only a handful of con-
tacts in the industry. I knew Tarek el- Telmissany, my  mother’s cousin and 
Egypt’s best- known se nior cinematographer. I also knew Jennifer Peterson, 
a young assistant director trained at the Cairo Jesuit Cinema School, and 
Hala Lotfy, a well- known in de pen dent director. Without formal training 
in filmmaking or practical experience on set, I had not considered entering 
the industry through employment. I also did not want to ask for Telmis-
sany’s help as it may have positioned me as a relative and overshadowed my 
credibility as a researcher. Nor could I have asked Peterson or Lotfy for 
assistance as both  women operated at the margins of the industry, where 
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production timelines are extensive and uneven given chronic financial 
difficulties.

On August 14, just six days  after I arrived in Cairo, protesters in Rabaa 
and Nahda Square  were killed en masse in what became the largest single- 
day, state- sponsored massacre in modern Egyptian history. The city was 
not easy to navigate thereafter.  Every Friday in the following months, vio-
lent clashes between pro- Rabaa protesters and the military would occur, 
and a daily curfew was established at seven  o’clock in the eve ning. My goal 
was still to try and get involved in a film proj ect to follow it from beginning 
to end. Therefore, I committed to contacting production companies that 
 were working on several proj ects at once, even  after the Rabaa Square mas-
sacre. I had heard that New  Century and Sobky  were still producing films, 
and although I did not have any contact with  either com pany, what I did 
have was a name: Rasha el- Hamouly.

On an  earlier visit to Cairo, in March 2013, I briefly met with one of 
my parents’ old friends, Safaa el- Leissi, an editor turned film critic. Leissi 
was kind enough to connect me with Sahar el- Sherbiny, who worked in 
international sales in Al- Arabia, one of Egypt’s major production and dis-
tribution companies. I had a brief encounter with Sherbiny that March, as 
I hoped to work with Al- Arabia at the time, but she informed me that the 
com pany had  stopped producing films to concentrate on distribution and 
exhibition. Nevertheless, she gave me the names of colleagues who worked 
in active production companies without giving me their phone or email 
contact. Among  those names was that of Rasha el- Hamouly, who managed 
the production side in New  Century. Upon returning to Cairo months 
 later, I tried calling Sherbiny to ask for Hamouly’s contact, but her phone 
was out of ser vice. When I called Al- Arabia’s office, I was told that Sherbiny 
had left the com pany and apparently the country as well.

Anxious to be in contact with New  Century, I phoned the com pany’s 
office and asked if I could speak to Rasha el- Hamouly. The office assistant 
seemed puzzled and kept asking me  whether I was a journalist, to which I 
would respond by reiterating that I was a researcher based at an En glish uni-
versity. “Madame Rasha is away, you should call on another day.” I phoned 
 every day  until I was transferred to Hamouly’s line at last. I seized the 
opportunity to rehearse my pitch: “I am a researcher at Oxford University in 
 England. . . .  I work on the Egyptian film industry. . . .  I wish to follow a film 
from A to Z in New  Century.”  After a few exchanges, Hamouly informed me 
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that she was no longer in charge of production in New  Century and that I 
should contact Ahmad Badawy, the new general man ag er. She had the cour-
tesy to give me his phone number, and this was the only contact I had with 
Rasha el- Hamouly as she left the com pany shortly thereafter.

I called Ahmad Badawy immediately, and  after numerous phone calls 
and rescheduled meetings, I saw him in person. When he heard about my 
intended research proj ect, Badawy agreed to support it on two conditions: 
first, that I did not take pictures on set,7 and, second, that I provided him 
with an official letter from Oxford to confirm my research status. Once he 
received the letter, he agreed to invite me to the proj ect that would occupy 
a significant portion of my fieldwork: Décor, an artistic black- and- white 
film directed by Ahmad Abdalla and co- written by Mohamed and Shireen 
Diab. I was “in” at last, through a string of interpersonal encounters.

For eigh teen months between 2013 and 2015, I observed and par-
ticipated in film proj ects at vari ous stages of their production.8 This book 
mainly covers film preparations and shooting, but it also includes a brief 
discussion on postproduction in Chapter  6. To mitigate the other wise 
unavoidable prob lem of fieldwork in a media production site, which is that 
“too many  people  were  doing too many  things at too fast a pace for me 
to track them all” (Dornfeld, 1998: 27), I sought to gain some variety in 
proj ects and production phases. The workers I met  were generally friendly 
and receptive to my research, and they would agree to be interviewed and 
answer my unusual queries. The proj ect I followed most closely was Décor, 
a psychological drama about Maha, an art director working on a crass com-
mercial movie with her husband Sharif. While rearranging an item on set 
one day, Maha suddenly becomes the main character in the movie on which 
she is working: a schoolteacher and  mother to a nine- year- old  daughter, 
married to a middle- aged cab driver named Mustafa. Maha keeps alternat-
ing between  these two worlds, while remaining undecided about which life 
is “real.” The plotline is meant to highlight the range of choices available to 
 every  woman in her life, according to the director Ahmad Abdalla. “Life is 
not black- and- white,” as he said, “it is made of many shades of grey.” Décor 
was shot in black- and- white to satisfy this moral in part, but also as an hom-
age to the classic melodramas of the late Egyptian superstar Faten Hamama.

On set in Décor, I acquired the nickname Mr. X, which references a 
popu lar comedy entitled X: Akhtar ragul fi- l- ‘alam (X: The Most Dangerous 
Man in the World, 1967). The movie is a James Bond parody where the main 
character, Mr. X, is a world- renowned gangster with an endless capacity 
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for fighting, disguise, deception, and seduction. When the line producer 
Ahmed Farghalli gave me the nickname, his crew immediately  adopted it. 
Farghalli marshaled a pop culture reference to classify what would other-
wise be unclassifiable: a doctoral candidate in anthropology on an Egyptian 
film set. Elsewhere, Armbrust (1996) has described how Cairenes invoke 
pop culture references to articulate ambiguous or problematic aspects of 
everyday life. By juxtaposing my presence with the character of Mr.  X, 
Farghalli implied that I behaved in a spy- like manner as I asked expected 
and unexpected questions while taking endless notes on  people’s conversa-
tions and actions. Farghalli also implied that I was “the most dangerous 
man in the world” only partly as a joke, given the information I held about 
the film’s unfolding.

In addition to Décor, I witnessed some preparations and some days of 
shooting in Qitt wa far (The Cat and the Mouse, 2015), Qudrat ghayr ‘adiya 
(Out of the Ordinary, 2015), el- Nabatshi (The Night Shift Host, 2015), as well 
as preparations for a proj ect that was eventually abandoned, Akhir banafsigi 
rumansi (The Last Violet Romantic).  These films  were all produced by New 
 Century Film Production. I also followed and worked on another proj ect 
entitled Ward masmum (Poisonous Roses, 2018), produced by Al Batrik Art 
Production. My access was again guaranteed by a personal relationship. In 
New  Century, I was explic itly told that had I not been introduced by the 
general man ag er Badawy, I would not have been allowed backstage on the 
com pany’s proj ects, and subsequent interactions with crew members  were 
colored by being “Badawy’s friend.” Likewise, on Poisonous Roses, I attended 
some preparation meetings with the director Ahmad Fawzi Saleh and his 
ever- changing artistic crew in October 2013. I provided suggestions about 
the movie’s artistic content in the meetings, and found in Fawzi an avid 
listener, even when I doubted that I was of any help in  these  matters. Fawzi 
would refer to me as al- Duktur  because he respected “my knowledge and 
culture,” a term soon  adopted by the rest of the crew. In the summer of 
2014, while I was dining with his  family, Fawzi proposed that I become 
his assistant. I started working with him on the screenplay and, when we 
 were ready to shoot, I worked on the film’s preparations by writing partial 
script breakdowns, casting actors and extras, following up on production 
demands, and even drafting some bud get plans.  After an initial bout of 
shooting in the winter of 2014, I helped Fawzi with rewriting his screen-
play in the summer of 2015 and translated it in view of a (now successful) 
grant application to the Doha Film Institute.
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Poisonous Roses is the story of Tahiya, a young working- class  woman 
living in Cairo’s tanneries district. Tahiya is a rest room cleaner and her 
opportunities in life are extremely  limited. She spends all her energy rais-
ing and caring for her younger  brother Saqr. When Saqr announces his 
intention to migrate illegally to Italy in the hope of securing a better  future 
for Tahiya and her  mother, Tahiya refuses to see him leave. One day, Saqr’s 
best friend Yehya is injured and transported to a nearby hospital, where 
Saqr meets a middle- class trainee doctor called Nahid. Tahiya becomes 
anxious about Saqr’s travel and his recent love interest, and she is willing to 
go to any lengths to keep him by her side. The film came out in 2018, but 
it was unfinished at the time of writing this introduction, and the director 
was still unsure about its ending. This is only fitting, given that my central 
theoretical interest lies in the way filmmakers mediate unpredictable yet 
expected outcomes. This mediation occurs through a specific division of 
 labor, production pro cess, and technological use, as I detail next.

 Labor, Pro cess, and Technology
In addition to its focus on con temporary Egyptian film production, this 
ethnography is a contribution to the emerging anthropology of cinema as 
defined by Hoek.

[The anthropology of cinema is] clearly distinguished from the 
longer history of interest in ethnographic film or the use by anthro-
pologists of moving image technologies as a means of producing 
knowledge about the world. Instead, the anthropology of cinema 
has emerged as a part of media anthropology. It asks what the cin-
ema is (as technology, as institution, as form,  etc.), and what it makes 
pos si ble (as interdiction, as plea sure, as  labour,  etc.), within the par-
tic u lar contexts of the lives of our interlocutors. (Hoek, 2016)

Setting aside Powdermaker’s pioneering study (1950), the anthro-
pology of cinema gathered momentum in the 2000s with ethnographic 
accounts of film production and reception in Bombay (Grimaud, 2003; 
Ganti, 2004; 2012; Wilkinson- Weber, 2014), Kano (Larkin, 2008), Paris 
(Rot and de Verdalle, 2013; Rot, 2014), Los Angeles (Ortner, 2013), Dhaka 
(Hoek, 2014), Accra (Meyer, 2015), Chennai (Pandian, 2015), Hong Kong 
(Martin, 2016), and Bangalore (Srinivas, 2016).  These accounts share with 
media anthropology a methodological commitment to long- term fieldwork 
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in media production sites.9 They also reveal the concrete goals, desires, 
and repre sen ta tions of media workers in ways not pos si ble in  earlier text- 
centered and institution- centered media studies.10

Media anthropology shares with production studies the desire to reveal 
the less glamorous side of filmmaking (see Mayer, Banks and Caldwell, 
2009; Mayer, 2011; Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2013; Szczepanik and Von-
derau, 2013; Banks, Conor, and Mayer, 2015; Curtin and Sanson, 2016; 
2017). Both fields relate the everyday work of media prac ti tion ers to the 
po liti cal and economic structures within which they work. Such structures 
may be institutionalized (see Born, 2004; Caldwell, 2008), or they may well 
be inscribed in a more diffuse  labor hierarchy (see Ganti, 2012: 202–205; 
Ortner, 2013: 205–210). In a similar vein, I describe the institutions and 
hierarchical relations constraining the everyday activity of Egyptian film-
makers in Chapters  1 and 2. This description highlights not only how 
workers deal with precarious working conditions (see Curtin and Sanson, 
2016), but also how workers themselves think about industry norms and 
practices, taking heed of Caldwell’s observation that “reflexive talk by  these 
workers can be viewed as rich, coded, cultural self- portraits” (2008: 14). 
Moreover, to use the lighting technician Ahmed Desha’s meta phor, I want 
to cast a light on the “shadows” (ashbah)  behind the scenes of Egyptian film 
production, not only  because their work should be brought to light and 
appreciated, but also  because they are subject to systematic marginalization 
at the behest of “artistic work” conducted by hierarchically dominant cast 
and crew members. If I  were simply to describe how artistic workers create 
film narratives, I would be neglecting the efforts and thoughts of workers 
who are not hierarchically dominant in the industry.

While media anthropologists and production studies scholars have 
been attentive to  labor dynamics, they have had  little to say about media 
production as a sociotechnical activity. This seems like a sweeping statement 
given the sizeable lit er a ture on “technology” in both fields. As Ginsburg, 
Abu- Lughod, and Larkin have recognized, “refiguring the ethnography 
of media necessitates a further expansion by taking into consideration the 
physical and sensory properties of the technologies themselves and exam-
ining the materiality of communication across cultures” (2002: 19). This 
expansion has a long history in media studies, from McLuhan’s interest in 
“electric technology” (1964) to Kittler’s technological media history (1999) 
and more recent elaborations on media infrastructures (see Parks and Sta-
rosielski, 2015; Plantin and Punathambekar, 2019). Ethnographers who 
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work on technology’s materiality and its impact on mediated content think 
about “technology” as an entire material assemblage (tele vi sion technol-
ogy, cinema technology), without examining how media workers bridge 
between the pre sent and the  future of complex sociotechnical pro cesses by 
using everyday techniques and devices (see Spitulnik, 1998; 2002; Larkin, 
2008; Eisenlohr, 2006; 2009; 2010).  There are few analyses within media 
anthropology and media studies of the series of operations unfolding with 
their own sociotechnical logic during filmmaking— what anthropologists 
of technology have called an “operational sequence.”11

The operational sequence is a “set of operations or ga nized and imple-
mented by a  human group,  here and now, according to the means at its 
disposal, including the technical knowledge it masters, to arrive at a [physi-
cal] result” (Balfet, 1991: 12). Operational sequences are designed to follow 
the way in which  people act on  matter through physically efficacious 
operations, and how each operation gains meaning through  these acts. 
Filmmaking is a good example. The operational sequence in Cairo’s film 
industry begins with inscriptions on paper aggregating into a screenplay. 
 These inscriptions are broken down into vari ous materials in preparations, 
such as scouting pictures, props, actors, sets, and costumes.  These materi-
als are reassembled, in turn, into audiovisual materials in shooting, then 
reworked via successive stages of postproduction  until “the film” is printed. 
 These physically efficacious operations create an ideal- typical picture of 
the filmmaking pro cess, as detailed in Chapter  2. The clearest traces of 
 these operations are written, visual, or sonic mediators such as the screen-
play, the scouting picture, or the sound recorded on set. I borrow the term 
“mediator” from Latour, who distinguishes between intermediaries— objects 
endowed with a social meaning without having a share in its creation— and 
mediators— objects physically shaping the sociotechnical outcomes aris-
ing from a configuration of  humans and nonhumans (2000: 18–19). The 
meaning of mediators is tied to the extended production pro cess in which 
they anticipate unpredictable yet expected outcomes: for instance, how the 
shooting is prepared and executed (Chapter 4), how the unfinished film 
is visualized (Chapter  5), or how the audience’s reaction is anticipated 
(Chapter 6).

Operational sequences pre sent an impor tant addition to well- established 
approaches to material culture in Anglo- American anthropology (see 
Appadurai, 1986; Miller, 1987). By allowing the analyst to map the way in 
which technical actions are both executed immediately and embedded in 
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previous and subsequent operations, the operational sequence shows that 
material objects acquire meaning not just by circulating across consump-
tion spheres, but sometimes also by breaking down the expected outcome 
of a complex production pro cess into contingent tasks. Furthermore, oper-
ational sequences give more weight to the everyday technological devices 
that have been neglected in media anthropology and production studies.12 
Phones, cameras, laptops, or even pieces of paper do not feature promi-
nently in media production studies, except in fleeting moments of a worker 
typing on a laptop (Ganti, 2012: 225) or a producer’s compulsive phone 
use (Pandian, 2015: 42). In Sigaut’s words, “The more ‘rational’ techniques 
are— that is, banal, familiar, ordinarily efficacious— the more they escape 
anthropology” (2003: 4).

One noted exception is Grimaud’s ethnography of Bollywood, which 
remains underdiscussed in Anglo- American scholarship. Filmmaking, argues 
Grimaud, is “largely shared between individuals, material components, and 
the phases of the cinematographic pro cess” (2003: 10). In consequence, 
“treating cinema a priori as a ‘language’ (even visual), as a ‘my thol ogy’ or as 
the product of an ‘imaginary’ (that of a collective or an author) is to short-
cut every thing that makes its concrete and temporal thickness” (2003: 11). 
“Every thing” in Grimaud’s argument includes the sociotechnical activities 
and devices absent in too many studies of film production in anthropology 
and media studies. Such activities and devices are central to explaining how 
unpredictable yet expected outcomes are mediated in complex sociotech-
nical pro cesses, as I detail in Chapter  3. The desire to give importance 
back to nonhumans in technical pro cesses has been crucial to the field of 
actor- network theory, especially in its early days as a “sociology of transla-
tion” (see Latour and Woolgar, 1979; Callon, 1986; Akrich, 1987; 1993). 
This book avoids the actor- network language, however,  because it presup-
poses a horizontal symmetry between  humans and nonhumans in networks 
made of neutral “relations” or “associations” (see Law, 1992; Latour, 1996; 
2005). This flattening cannot square with hierarchical organ ization (Pea-
cock, 2015), and, as such, an actor- network description misses an impor tant 
dimension in the everyday work of Egyptian film production.

More broadly, the actor- network language cannot describe how tech-
nological devices mediate unpredictable outcomes. This mediation is 
better captured by the concept of “reserve,” which has been proposed by 
Heidegger in his writings on technology.13 The reserve is not extensively 
theorized by Heidegger, but one can engage with the concept in the broader 
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context of his reflections on objects. Heidegger distinguishes between the 
object in its objectness (Gegenstand), an autonomous entity whose physical 
stuff accounts for its  whole existence, and the reserve (Bestand), an entity 
dependent on a parallel world of reserves to exist as such (Heidegger, 1994: 
196–98). Smartphones are a good example. The smartphone- object is 
solely a mass of electronic stuff programmed with a certain software. The 
smartphone- reserve, in contrast, is a device always readily available to sum-
mon audiovisual content. Smartphones, cameras, laptops, and microphones 
can become reserves like the workers they summon to  future tasks. Objects 
and reserves are not two dif fer ent  things, in this sense, but two dif fer ent 
moments in the apprehension of  things.

When two reserves interact, according to Heidegger, it is not in the 
mode of mutual “association,” to use actor- network language, but mutual 
summoning to be exploited to their maximal potential.14 This summoning 
remains a potential  until it is actualized by another reserve,  whether  human 
or nonhuman. To provide a concrete example, when I went to scout an 
apartment for Décor with the production man ag er Setohy, he summoned 
his digital camera’s potential to take scouting pictures. From a gadget sit-
ting in Setohy’s pocket, the digital camera was transformed into a reserve, 
used as a picture- taking device, while committing Setohy’s attention to the 
scouting operation ahead. Of course, experiencing the camera as a reserve 
is pos si ble  because no other obstacle obstructs the object’s functioning, such 
as the battery being insufficiently charged or Setohy not knowing how to 
manipulate the device. Notwithstanding  these obstacles, the use of techno-
logical devices in filmmaking is better described as a mutual summoning 
among reserves— Setohy becomes a work- reserve and the smartphone a 
picture- reserve.

Through this mutual summoning,  human and nonhuman reserves can 
mediate some unpredictable yet expected outcomes. The microphones 
on set illustrate this point further. The sound engineer cannot hear what 
happens within a shot  unless it is recorded on a microphone, as the move-
ment and noise on set always overshadow the specific audio content on 
screen. In this manner, the microphone- object can materialize sounds that 
would other wise be inaudible to the sound engineer’s ears. An other wise 
inaudible content is summoned by the microphone- reserve, which in 
turn summons the sound engineer to anticipate the film’s unpredictable 
soundtrack. For instance, how  will the sound be cleaned?  Will the audience 
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hear “unnatural” glitches?  Will the actor’s voice sound “natu ral”? In this 
context, microphones are not just objects materializing the inaudible, or a 
material substratum to the cultural work of sound making. Rather, they 
act as reserves, just like Setohy’s camera. They summon other wise unac-
tualized potentials— the location’s image, the film’s sound—to mediate the 
unfinished film.

The distinction between objects and reserves stands against the ten-
dency to flatten hierarchical organ ization in actor- network theory, while 
remaining attentive to interactions between  humans and nonhumans.  These 
interactions are not symmetrical or horizontal in all cases. In Egyptian film 
production, they involve an uneven, hierarchically inflected summoning 
to apprehend what comes next in the filmmaking pro cess. The concept of 
reserve has another impor tant ethnographic merit: it allows us to explore 
the daily use of technological devices while remaining attentive to emic 
conceptions about the subject /object distinction. Egyptian filmmakers are 
not avid readers of actor- network theory, and they would be unconvinced 
that technological devices are more than just objects in their objectness, to 
use Heidegger’s term. Acknowledging how objects can become reserves at 
dif fer ent moments in time helps us account for dif fer ent kinds of relations 
between  humans and nonhumans, including emic conceptions of  these 
relations.

This reflection opens a link with studies of the “extended mind” (see 
Hutchins, 1995; Clark and Chal mers, 1998; Malafouris, 2013). Examin-
ing how objects and subjects are summoned in a sociotechnical pro cess in 
its unfolding is, in a way, trying to grasp how a complex human/nonhu-
man system thinks about an unpredictable yet expected outcome. Without 
being able to access my interlocutors’ thoughts, I would suggest that their 
thought pro cesses are not restricted to their brains; they rely on external 
social and material resources— what I call reserves—to apprehend unpre-
dictable yet expected outcomes. This level of attention is necessary  because 
it demonstrates that thinking about the  future is a complex material activ-
ity with which filmmakers must reckon before attaining an outcome as 
seemingly straightforward as coordinating film logistics or visualizing “the 
film.” Without being able to calculate their way out of this complexity, 
and without being able to rely exclusively on repetitive technical be hav-
ior, filmmakers can still mediate unpredictable outcomes through smaller, 
contingent tasks. This book elaborates on conceptual tools such as  labor 
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hierarchy, operational sequence, and reserves to attend more accurately to 
the way in which such outcomes are mediated in complex sociotechnical 
pro cesses.

Mediating  Futures
The anthropology of cinema and, more broadly, empirical studies of media 
production have seldom theorized the expected  futures faced by media 
workers. This neglect is sometimes due to the extended pre sent in which 
ethnographies are written (see Ganti, 2012; Ortner, 2013), where workers 
simply “work” without acknowledging that their activity always involves 
anticipation (What  will the avant- titre look like on screen? How  will we 
get the ballerina box?). This pro cessual awareness is better evoked by 
Grimaud (2003), Hoek (2014), and Pandian (2015), who wrote their eth-
nographies with a structure reflecting the making of films from inception 
to exhibition.15 The  futures described in  these ethnographies are broadly 
characterized as being “uncertain.” Grimaud writes, for instance, that 
“making a film in Bombay is playing the game of a laborious and uncertain 
quest” (2003: 7). Pandian expands on this thought:

Wherever I followed filmmakers like Krishna and Vishnu— the 
streets and studios of Chennai, the sandstone plateaus of central 
Karnataka, the soaring bridges of Kuala Lumpur, the mountains 
of Switzerland, or the deserts beyond Dubai— I found a milieu of 
tremendous uncertainty. Consider the enormous complexity of 
filmmaking as a technical and material pro cess. Accidents come in 
endless va ri e ties: the excitement that crests and wanes with  every 
new story; the protean play of light, wind, and other natu ral forces 
shadowing  every take; the unforeseeable needs that inevitably trail 
shot footage into editing and composing studios; the constant 
failure of actors and equipment to act and react as they should. 
Directors, cameramen, designers, and editors strug gled with this 
caprice, but I also found them constantly anticipating and impro-
vising with chance events. (2015: 6)

 Here Pandian uses a notion of uncertainty that is pervasive across all 
social sciences: an unknowable and unpredictable  future that can surprise 
agents with its “caprice” and “chance events”; a  future with existential 
consequences on an individual, societal, and/or planetary scale.16  These 
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conceptions do not adequately grasp how Egyptian filmmakers like Farghalli 
apprehend their activity’s outcome,  because while Farghalli is a  human 
being caught in the same existential dilemmas posed by a fundamentally 
uncertain  future, his conception of the film- in- the- making is somewhat 
more assured. This assurance is neither the conceit of expert prediction 
nor the poise of resignation, but an implicit recognition of the difference 
between uncertainty and what I call “imponderability.” Throughout the 
book, I  will consider the term “imponderable” equivalent to the expression 
“unpredictable yet expected.” While an uncertain  future is unknowable and 
unpredictable, an imponderable  future is expected even though all the courses 
of action leading to it cannot be weighed in the pre sent. Both  futures can-
not be predicted by Farghalli, but his attitude  toward each one is dif fer ent.

The difference is modest yet significant. First, it situates the filmmak-
er’s engagement with “the  future” beyond the existential concerns vis i ble 
in current anthropological studies on po liti cal, economic, and ecological 
crises.17 Wondering about the outcome of Brexit, the migration crisis, or 
environmental degradation is a lived concern, but it is not the only  future on 
the minds of  people working, moving, cultivating, cleaning, cooking, act-
ing, playing, making films—in short, engaging in a wide range of everyday 
activities that are not always geared  toward uncertain existential  matters. 
Often, they are geared  toward  futures with an expected outcome, yet whose 
actualization comes  after an unpredictable series of events leading, say, 
to the making of a film. In line with Bryant and Knight’s proj ect for an 
“anthropology of the  future” (2019), I wish to highlight a dif fer ent “ori-
entation” through which filmmakers apprehend  future actions and ends. 
Imponderable outcomes are distinct from uncertain outcomes  because they 
have a strong weight of expectation attached to them. They are also dis-
tinct from probable outcomes  because  there is no a priori way of calculating 
weights on the outcome’s actualization; of “pondering” courses of action in 
the etymological sense of the term. Farghalli could not determine the exact 
chances that he would acquire the gramophone and the ballerina box in 
advance, yet he was not gripped by an existential doubt about it.  Whether 
the ballerina box is bought or not,  whether the apartment’s entrance is shot 
in Cairo or not, the agent’s attitude  toward “the  future” varies significantly 
according to  whether s/he expects what comes next.

Imponderable outcomes escape the agent’s capacity to envision all 
courses of action leading to them. They can never be solved by direct action 
but can only be mediated. The idea of mediation has been used in vari ous 
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ways across the social sciences, and it is not my intention to expand on its 
extensive philosophical genealogy (see Boyer, 2007; Guillory, 2010). What 
is common across  these uses is a definition of mediation as a way in which 
two entities or states of affairs enter in a relation with the intercession of a 
third one. What varies is the nature of the entities in question, the nature of 
the relation, and the nature of the intercessor. In media studies, mediation 
can be about media technologies interceding between media producers 
and remote audiences to communicate a certain content (McLuhan, 1964; 
Thompson, 1995; Peterson, 2005). It can be about media institutions and 
contents interceding in “the general circulation of symbols in social life” to 
contribute to how audiences make sense of their world (Silverstone, 2002: 
762; see also Baudrillard, 1972; Silverstone, 1994; Couldry, 2008). It can 
even be about media messages and infrastructures interceding between 
dominant ideologies and a dominated audience to achieve hegemony 
(Martín- Barberio, 1993; Aouragh, 2012).

In media anthropology, the term has taken on more meanings. Eisen-
lohr writes about the “paradox of mediation” (2009: 273–74), by which 
he means that the very technologies carry ing media content across dis-
tant space- times seem invisible in local media use. This tension has been 
signalled in Bolter and Grusin’s theorization of the dialectic between 
immediacy and hypermediacy (2000), but also in ethnographic works on 
digital technology (Born, 1997; Miller and Slater, 2000; Mazzarella, 2006; 
Boelstorff, 2008; Villi and Stochetti, 2011) or at the intersection between 
religion and media (Engelke, 2010; Pype, 2012; Meyer, 2015; Moll, 2018). 
In such contexts, media technologies “seem to vest the mediation [with 
the divine] in which they take part with some sense of immediacy, as if 
the use of microphones or film would yield some extraordinary experi-
ence that brings  people closer to the divine” (Meyer, 2011: 25). In material 
culture studies in the mold of Appadurai (1986) or Miller (1987), media-
tion broadly describes the vari ous objects, social relations, repre sen ta tions, 
institutions, and conventions interceding among  humans in their daily life, 
which is never lived in an “im- mediate” manner so to speak (see also Maz-
zarella, 2004; Boyer, 2012).

With all the meanings accrued by the term “mediation,” one might 
argue, as Stankiewicz did with the term “imagination,” “that the concept no 
longer holds together in any meaningful way and that its semantic excess 
and ambiguity tend to thwart, or stand in for, more careful ethnographic 
attention to the pro cesses and practices by which  people come to know 
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and think about themselves and  others” (2016: 797). The “mediation of 
every thing,” as Livingstone has called it (2009), is symptomatic of academic 
interest in a world where media forms, institutions, contents, infrastruc-
tures, and technologies are proliferating, yet it may not be a useful analytical 
tool on its own. One pos si ble response to this assessment has been to create 
more specific concepts corresponding to dif fer ent kinds of “mediation.” 
Prominent examples include “remediation,” a pro cess whereby older media 
forms and content are reused in newer media forms (Bolter and Grusin, 
2000; Rajewsky, 2005), or “mediatization,” a pro cess whereby everyday 
life becomes structurally incorporated into media forms and institutions 
over the long run (see Hjarvard, 2013; Hepp and Krotz, 2014; Livingstone, 
2014).

In this book, I use a similar strategy of specification, but I am inter-
ested in a “mediation” that has yet to be addressed by the lit er a ture in 
anthropology and media studies. I am interested in the way in which 
social agents attempt to overcome imponderable outcomes in their every-
day activity. This attempt transforms unpredictable yet expected  futures 
into smaller, contingent tasks by relying on existing  labor hierarchies, 
operational sequences, and technological devices. The film Décor, as it was 
anticipated on December 8, 2013, became a series of concrete tasks such 
as getting a ballerina box, scouting a train crossing, and arranging a staged 
building operation.  These tasks  were executed using assumptions about the 
filmmaking division of  labor, its anticipated operational sequence, and vari-
ous to-do lists and scouting pictures summoned by reserves. This entire 
pro cess is what I would call a “foremediation,” an intercession between a 
pre sent and a  future state of affairs in a given proj ect, in which  labor, opera-
tional sequence, and technology act as intercessors. This concept is not meant 
to argue that  there is a deeper, better, more original mediation to con-
sider prior to all mediation, but that  there is a dif fer ent type of mediation 
involved in thinking about the  future of a complex sociotechnical pro cess. 
The prefix “fore-” highlights the anticipation involved in bridging the pre-
sent and  future of complex processes—an anticipation that is not only 
a production imperative, but also a lived and conscious concern among 
media workers.

The concept of “foremediation” contributes to media anthropology 
and media studies in two ways. First, it affords more accuracy in describing 
how workers think about and execute a sociotechnical activity in which they 
are entangled. Insofar as this activity engages  human and nonhuman agents 
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in a pre sent extending to the near-  and far- future, conceptualizing how 
agents think and act in order to anticipate their activity’s unpredictable yet 
expected  future, in contrast with a broadly uncertain one, becomes more 
specifiable through the idea of “foremediation.” Second, and more impor-
tant, the concept gives an analytically precise term to address the ways in 
which  humans “manage,” “mitigate,” “cope with,” “deal with,” or “imagine” 
unknowable  futures. Such meta phors are common in the anthropological 
scholarship on risk and uncertainty, where facing the  future may involve 
probabilistic calculations (Beck, 1992; Zaloom, 2004; 2009), anticipatory 
scenarios (Samimian- Darsh, 2013; Hannerz, 2016), visual simulations (Kinsley, 
2010; 2012), or hope in means of improvement (Miyazaki, 2004; Appadu-
rai, 2013), in promises (De l’Estoile, 2014; Hetherington, 2014; 2016), or 
even in divination (Zeitlyn, 2012).  These vari ous methods of confronting 
the  future do not capture specifically how agents break down imponderable 
outcomes within an extended production pro cess. What interests me is not 
 whether agents eventually succeed in actualizing their objectives— they may 
well fail— but rather to understand how hierarchical  labor relations, opera-
tional sequences, and vari ous technological devices “foremediate”  these 
outcomes.

Since the neologism might hinder readability, I  will not use the terms 
“foremediation” or “foremediating” in this book, preferring the simpler 
“mediation” and “mediating” in the specific sense of an intercession between 
the pre sent and the  future in a production pro cess. I do not mean to use  these 
terms in order to replace or call into question the wide- ranging meanings of 
mediation outlined  earlier, but to point out that the discussion surrounding 
 these meanings should be enriched by considering how complex sociotechni-
cal activities have an anticipatory dimension. When building a boat, erecting 
a building, writing a book, or even making a film, the expected outcome’s 
actualization cannot be predicted in advance,  because it is impossible to 
assign a specific weight to each pos si ble course of action leading to it. Had 
Farghalli tried to envision  every part of the logistical ele ments needed to 
shoot Décor, he could never have known exactly what they might be  because 
the actions that needed to be taken by all workers involved in the proj ect 
 were not known on December 8, 2013. Still, this pro cess engages social 
agents such as Farghalli in a mediation—in the narrow sense in which I use 
the term— whereby they expect to reach a certain outcome through certain 
 labor hierarchies, production practices, and technological devices, even if 
the outcome’s actualization is not as they had initially  imagined. Mediating 
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the  futures emerging from this activity is central to this book’s argument 
and, more broadly, to the ethnography of media production.

What Comes Next
Overall, this book is animated by two objectives. The first one is to describe 
the everyday work of film production in a seldom- studied film industry. 
This description extends the effort launched by Becker’s study of “art 
worlds” by giving appropriate weight to “all the  people whose activities are 
necessary to the production of the characteristic works which that world, 
and perhaps  others as well, define as art” (2008: 34; in the Egyptian art 
world, see Winegar, 2006). Egyptian film production provides a wealth of 
empirical insights on an industrial, late cap i tal ist, urban version of Egypt, 
while exploring how makers of film— like makers of buildings, boats, and 
books— mediate the  futures of their everyday sociotechnical activity.

The second ambition is to show how  these imponderable  futures become 
mediated, knowing that they go beyond the agent’s ability to weigh dif fer ent 
courses of action leading to their anticipated outcome. To this end, I expand 
on writings in media anthropology and media studies to address the  labor 
hierarchies, production operations, and technological devices through which 
this mediation occurs. I am not so much interested in everyday “negotia-
tions” of uncertainty in this sense, but in the way in which dif fer ent agents at 
dif fer ent moments in a complex production pro cess apprehend what needs 
to be done to get “the film” made, without knowing in advance how it  will 
be made. To paraphrase Gell, the film “is  going to turn out as it turns out; 
our prob lem is that we  don’t yet know how that  will be” (1992: 57).

The argument proceeds in six chapters, each adding a new layer to the 
analy sis of the mediation between the pre sent and the  future of filmmak-
ing in Egypt. In Chapter 1, I lay out the historical, po liti cal, and economic 
groundwork upon which Egyptian film production is built. I describe how 
the industry is or ga nized around interpersonal relations, which in turn 
explains why I focus on individual agents and their interpersonal interactions 
in discussing how imponderable outcomes are mediated. The sociotechnical 
activity of filmmaking in Egypt is described in more detail in Chapter 2, where 
I discuss the industry’s hierarchical  labor organ ization, its personalized mode 
of apprenticeship, and its operational sequence. Since technological devices 
have received  little coverage in studies of media production, I devote Chap-
ter 3 to  these technologies in vari ous guises, starting from emic conceptions 
of “technology” in Cairo and moving on to their commodity status and 
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their use as “reserves” in film production. The remaining chapters focus on 
three imponderable outcomes in filmmaking and their mediation by film-
makers: coordinating the shoot, visualizing the film, and anticipating the 
audience’s reaction. I examine the logistical groundwork under lying film 
shooting in Chapter 4, with attention to the imponderability of bud geting, 
scheduling, transportation, and execution. I then explore the visual and 
sonic mediators summoning filmmakers to visualize the unfinished film in 
Chapter 5. In Chapter 6, I analyze the dif fer ent ways in which filmmak-
ers anticipate an “enchanted” reaction from their  imagined audience, while 
instilling it into the film’s fabric.

The architecture of this book is not in itself suggestive of filmmaking 
as a pro cess, but it gives a sense of the way in which filmmakers antici-
pate the  future. Each chapter title evokes a dif fer ent way of apprehending 
the  future in/of Egyptian film production—as an industry, as a pro cess, 
as a reserve summoning to eventual tasks, as logistics, as visualization, as 
enchanted viewing. This sense of anticipation is built into the interludes 
between each chapter. The seven vignettes in grey shading act as a narrative 
foretelling of the chapter to come and of the next interlude.

I have chosen to focus on Décor throughout the book for the purposes 
of narrative continuity: to ensure that the reader  will be familiar with 
the proj ect’s cast of characters and its overall story in order to highlight 
the conceptual work around  labor, pro cess, technology, and mediation in 
Egyptian film production. I would stake that the experiences described in 
Décor have broader relevance to the Egyptian media industry, based on the 
range of proj ects and experiences I gained in this domain. Collectively, the 
vignettes tell the story of Décor since my initial involvement with the proj-
ect in September 2013  until its projection at the Cairo International Film 
Festival in 2014. I have tried to evoke the way social agents encounter the 
events to come without assuming what has happened next. What comes 
next  will not necessarily happen, but it is expected to happen, which has 
consequences for the way in which filmmakers envisage the  future.

 These consequences are well illustrated in the story  behind Figure 1, 
which summarizes this book’s core argument with a single snapshot. On 
the surface, this picture is of an asphalted road like so many, surrounded 
by two rows of streetlights and fading away into the arid horizon. This 
seems like a clichéd evocation of the  future as a horizon disappearing in the 
distance, yet it was never meant to be interpreted in this way by its makers. 
The picture was taken on October 4, 2012, while Ahmad Fawzi Saleh, his 
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assistant Maged Nader, and the cinematographer Houssam Habib  were 
scouting locations for Poisonous Roses. This road, located in the rich Fifth 
District in New Cairo, grabbed Fawzi’s attention as a pos si ble location to 
shoot a scene where the protagonist Saqr would walk alone, engulfed by 
the barren landscape, defeated by the cruelty of his fate. This scene occu-
pied such an impor tant place in Fawzi’s mind that the “streetlight road” 
(shari‘ ‘awamid al- nur) became a staple in our screenwriting sessions, and 
we discussed it as though it  were integral to the fabric of the eventual film. 
Fawzi regularly went over its scouting pictures to nourish his imagination, 
and we would move the scene around within the screenplay according to 
the flow of our discussions.

The scene was never shot,  because it was taken out of the screenplay’s 
final version. What ended up happening has no bearing on the way in 
which Fawzi wrote the scene. He still anticipated a shooting day in the 
nondescript “streetlight road,” no  matter  whether it would be shot or not, 
 because he had this picture in hand. The picture, in turn, was a small part in 
the wider breakdown of “the film” into concrete tasks and images—it con-
tributed to mediating the film’s imponderability into contingent decisions 

1. The streetlight road; Credit: Houssam Habib or Maged Nader.  
Photograph ©Al Batrik Art Production.
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about its screenplay, its shooting location, its visual style, and its antici-
pated audience. Sometimes  these decisions bore fruit, other times they did 
not. Yet they leave traces like this picture, allowing us to understand how 
the unfinished film’s  future is mediated, not  because the streetlight road 
was never shot, but  because it embodies the way in which filmmakers have 
anticipated its shooting.

Inside Immobilia

The Immobilia is an iconic building in the history of Egyptian 
cinema. Standing just north of Abdel Khaliq Tharwat Street in 
downtown Cairo, the building has hosted many production 
companies,  housed many movie stars, attracted many cinephiles 
to its cine- clubs, and even featured in films like Hayat aw mawt 
(Life or Death, 1954) and Qissa mamnu‘a (Forbidden Story, 1963). 
The majestic white building has its entrance in a small dark alley, 
 behind a  grand metal door leading onto marble stairs in a huge, 
badly lit lobby. Sand and dirt accumulate on an unlit neon sign 
bearing the Arabic caption of a long- gone production  house: “The 
Heliopolis Com pany for Film Production.” The failing lights and 
the deteriorating interior cement the impression that this building 
was iconic in a bygone era, but is now falling into disuse.

I am filled with excitement and angst when I first enter the 
lobby on September 2, 2013. This was the very first time I would 
visit a production com pany— what I had envisioned for a  whole 
year as the start of my field research. Not caring much about the 
storied building, I go straight to the sixth floor, where I have an 
appointment with the general man ag er of New  Century, Ahmad 
Badawy. The com pany’s name hangs on the wall next to the eleva-
tor doors, looking just like any of the innumerable signs peppering 
downtown office buildings. The sign reads “Dollar Film.” At the 
time, I did not realize that Dollar is in fact the distribution arm of 
New  Century, and that its office had been in the Immobilia build-
ing since 1949.

Three middle- aged men sit in the office, two on waiting chairs 
and one  behind a small desk in what looks like a very narrow ves-
tibule. The man  behind the desk stands up. “Yes, sir?” he asks with 
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the half- upright, half- suspicious tone characteristic of gatekeep-
ers in Cairo. “I’m  here to meet Mr.  Ahmad Badawy.” “What?” 
exclaims the man as he leans in. I had spoken too softly as usual. 
“I have an appointment with Mr. Ahmad Badawy.”

The man walks  behind his desk, opens a glass door leading 
further into the office, and asks me to sit down on a small leather 
couch next to the entrance. This room is bigger than the vestibule, 
yet it feels narrower  because of the large desks covered in boxes, 
papers, and computers.  Behind the desks, a young man in a dress 
shirt and a young hijabi  woman stare at me in silence, while the 
reception man enters another narrow corridor. One or two min-
utes  later, he comes back saying “Itfaddal!” politely nudging me to 
come through.

I enter the first room to the left, and I see Ahmad Badawy 
sitting on a rolling chair  behind a very large desk. This room 
breathes better: surrounded with salmon pink walls are two green 
leather couches, a small wooden chair, a small coffee  table with an 
antique ashtray, an old dresser filled with old com pany books, a 
photo of Omar Sharif visiting the com pany, and a narrow win dow 
giving just enough light to a wooden bookshelf  behind the desk. As 
soon as I step into the office, Badawy stands up to greet me: “How 
are you? We meet at last!” I smile. “Yes, fi nally. . . .”

Badawy is wearing a red polo shirt and jeans, a casual outfit 
that cannot conceal the signs of exhaustion on his face. He still 
seems somewhat enlivened and invites me to sit down. “Do you 
want something to drink?” asks Badawy in accordance with the 
mandatory courtesy. “I’ve got tea . . . ,” says the reception man, 
who still stands by the door. “Okay, I’ll take a tea without sugar, 
and make it slightly heavier.” The man smiles: “Mashi.”

I sit on the small wooden chair next to the desk across from 
Badawy’s chair. “So what are you  doing, exactly?” he asks. I start 
with my standard answer about writing a PhD dissertation on 
con temporary Egyptian film production and wanting to follow a 
production operation from A to Z, but Badawy still looks unsure 
about what I want. “On a very practical level, I want two  things,” 
I state candidly. First, I tell him that I want to be physically pre sent 
in the making of a production proj ect. Second, I want to interview 
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the main  people involved in the production  after their work, to 
ask them about their thoughts on cinema and the film they are 
 doing. “Is  there a way you can do all that without disturbing the 
work? Without taking any pictures . . . ?” I jump on the occasion, 
sensing Badawy’s positive tone: “Sir, all I do is exactly like you see 
me right now [I had a notebook on my lap]. I take notes in this 
 little notebook and, at night, I write longer notes. You can read 
over  these notes if you’d like. That’s all I use for my proj ect.” He is 
willing to help me, he says, but he wants to see official paperwork 
from Oxford first.

We have a lengthy conversation afterward— about his life, 
about my life. When he learns that I grew up in Canada, he asks, 
“So how are you finding the country?”— expecting, I suspect, a 
diatribe about how bad  things have gotten in Egypt. “It’s not too 
bad. . . .  Prob lems before and  after the Revolution  aren’t dif fer ent 
in nature, but in magnitude: traffic (zahma), order (nizam), secu-
rity (amn), cleanliness (nadafa), et cetera. It’s not so dif fer ent, it’s 
just worse.” Badawy in turn laments the state of the country, and 
I consciously play into the narrative that it was much better in 
the 1960s. “It was much better only five years ago!” he exclaims, 
adding that filmmaking does not bring enough revenue anymore. 
“Yesterday, for instance, all Egyptian movies in the entire country 
made a hundred and forty thousand [Egyptian] pounds.” I feign 
surprise: “In all of Egypt?” “Yes,” he answers with a plaintive tone. 
“Last Eid, movies would make three or four million pounds a day.”

“Why do you want to do this proj ect?” he suddenly asks with 
a hint of curiosity. “I’m interested in making the Egyptian style of 
film production known outside of Egypt. . . .  In books, I only read 
about American and Indian film production, when the Egyptian 
model is also impor tant and needs appropriate consideration. . . .  
I’m among the only  people who can do it,  because I speak Ara-
bic well . . .  and I’m also from a film  family.” “ Really?” He looks 
intrigued. I put on another soapy smile. “Yes, on my  mother’s side, 
I’m from the Telmissany  family.” Badawy raises his eyebrows as if 
he  were pleasantly surprised— a noteworthy event considering his 
placid demeanor.  After a slow month, I feel like I have a way in: 
now is the time to treat this appointment as an interview.
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“What proj ects are  going on right now?” I ask. “ We’re fin-
ishing shooting al- Ashshash [The Collector, 2013].” “Ah! Is it done 
now?” “No, we still have six days left . . .  but  we’re planning on fin-
ishing before the  Great Eid season.” He adds that al- Ashshash  will 
not  really suit my study, but he tells me about a more appropri-
ate proj ect directed by Ahmad Abdalla and written by Mohamed 
Diab, called Décor. I make an impressed expression, and I deliber-
ately show that I am taking notes. Once I get proof of my Oxford 
affiliation, he tells me, I can get introduced to Ahmad Abdalla and 
Mohamed Diab. “It’ll be an impor tant film for you and for  people 
abroad.” He says  little more, but I sense that what he means is 
that the film  will raise Egypt’s artistic reputation on the interna-
tional film scene. I tell him that I would also be interested in seeing 
commercial movies destined for the Egyptian market, as I need to 
examine dif fer ent examples of production. He smirks: “Even if you 
want to dabble in properly Egyptian filmmaking, you’ll  really like 
working on Ahmad Abdalla’s film.”
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