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	With the Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace returning to Edinburgh for a seventh time, Filmhouse is screening a selection of films showcasing the region's artistry and diversity. Among the titles on offer are Palestinian Najwa Najjar's debut Pomegranates and Myrrh, Iranian maestro Majid Majidi's The Song of Sparrows and Lebanese documentarist Simon El Habre's The One Man Village (all 2008). There is also a special focus on Egypt that combines established classics and newer releases prove there is more to the national industry than the melodramas and musicals that earned it the nickname `Hollywood on the Nile'. 

In addition to Anwar Wagdi's musical comedy, Flirtation of Girls (1949), and Henri Barakat's acclaimed adaptation of Taha Hussein's novel, The Nightingale's Prayer (1959), the selection also includes Youssef Chahine's 1959 neo-realist masterpiece, Cairo Station. 

Brimming with life and adroitly balancing harsh reality with glimmers of optimism, this poignant drama established Chahine on the international stage. However, his eleventh outing as a director was also his first as an actor. Yet he gives a vibrantly naturalistic performance as the disabled news vendor whose obsession with soft drinks seller Hind Rustum (herself besotted with porter Farid Shawqi) precipitates a tragic accident. Expertly exploits its location to suggest a state in flux, this microcosmic study uses a bustling symbol of progress to analyse a people divided not just by social injustice, but also by cultural and religious chasms that are constantly being widened by external forces. Nevertheless, an atmosphere of upward aspiration prevails, whether it's the feminist campaigner whose urgings contrast with Chahine's collection of pin-ups or Shawqi's determination to form a union against the exploitation of the railway workers.

Every bit as impressive is Shadi Abdel Salam's The Night of Counting the Years (1969), which uses a haunting score by Italian composer Mario Nascimbene to reinforce stately poetic melancholy of Abdel Aziz Fahmy's disconcerting imagery. Recalling the actual theft by members of the Horrabat tribe of artefacts from a Tanite tomb in Thebes in 1881, this stunning, but provocative picture considers whether an impoverished people should sell its antiquities to survive or resist the export of its heritage. Abdel Salam's background in art direction is evident in his hypnotic selection of deep-focus shots and his control of light and contrasting colours. Yet he also manages to keep this slow-moving story absorbing throughout. Even though it was acclaimed as the best film at Venice (unfortunately, in a year awards were withheld), Abdel Salam didn't direct again for another year.

The clash between conformity and cosmopolitanism is further examined in Marwan Hamed's The Yacoubian Building (2006), which is most expensive Egyptian picture ever produced. Taking an unconventional approach to the depiction of Middle Eastern women, it's an epic amalgam of interweaving stories that suggests the mood of contemporary Cairo as effortlessly as the eponymous edifice symbolises the nation's stately decline. Touching on everything from crime and corruption to Islamic fundamentalism and homosexuality, it's splendidly played by Adel Imam, as the chauvinist who gives the impoverished Hend Sabri a taste of human kindness; Nour El-Sherif, as the devout politician who has secretly married a second wife; and Khaled El Sawy, as the gay newspaper editor besotted with a macho soldier. Hugely ambitious for a first-time feature, this is consistently as entertaining as it's enlightening.

Completing the Egyptian slate are Atef Hetata's The Closed Doors, Daoud Abdel Sayed's Land of Fear (both 1999) and Ibrahim El-Batout's Moroccan co-production Eye of the Sun (2008). Elsewhere, a pair of documentaries examine how kids of contrasting ages cope with the Middle East's cultural, religious and political complexities. 

Conductor Daniel Barenboim adopts an uncompromising attitude to Israel's dual standards in Paul Smaczny's Knowledge Is the Beginning (2005), which contains a stunning showdown with the Minister of Education at an event honouring the formation of the West-Eastern Divan Orchestra. This is an inspiring chronicle of Barenboim and writer Edward Said's bid to encourage co-existence through music and the interaction between the young Jewish instrumentalists and those from Egypt, Jordan, Syria and the Palestinian Territories offers a genuine hope that some sort of harmony may eventually emerge from the current, seemingly endless discord.

Doubtless many kids across the region would jump at the opportunities afforded the Kurdish kids profiled in Ozgür Dogan and Orhan Eskikoy's On the Way to School (2008). However, Ankara is keen to marginalise their native tongue and all the lessons at the primary school in Sanliurfa are in Turkish. But, even though he doesn't speak a word of Kurdish, communication is the least of the difficulties facing newly qualified teacher Emre Aydin. The remote village has no running water and education is such a low priority among the parents that his classroom is invariably empty. Yet even when he does manage to assemble the 20-odd under-sevens, they prove to be a spirited bunch, as intent on making mischief as learning. 

Maintaining a strictly observational brief, Dogan and Eskikoy deftly capture the confusion of Aydin's encounters with the children and their equally uncomprehending parents. They also make amusing use of subtitles to show how Aydin is the butt of mocking jokes. But they also show him to be a compassionate and committed chap, even though he feels like a stranger in his own land and occasionally has to resort to long-distance phone calls to his mother to boost morale. Frequently recalling Nicolas Philibert's Etre et Avoir (2002), as well as the droll outsider comedies of Abbas Kiarostami and Hiner Saleem, this somehow manages to find the positives within a desperately sad situation and hopefully the co-directors will have succeeded in their aim of dispelling the myth peddled in certain quarters of the Turkish media that the Kurds are nothing but scroungers and terrorists.

Finally, there's the pick of the entire programme: Rashid Masharawi's Laila's Birthday. The West Bank feels just intriguingly vibrant and unfathomable here, as Mohamed Bakri picks his way around Ramallah trying to put his life back together. Invited to return to his homeland and resume his career as a judge by the Palestine Liberation Organisation, Bakri has fallen victim to the in-fighting between Fatah and Hamas and is forced to earn a living in his shady brother-in-law's cab. 

As befits his legal background, Bakri is a stickler for the rules and, consequently, he makes a diligent, but dour driver. He insists on passengers wearing a seat belt in the front, refuses to go near checkpoints or pick up anyone toting weapons, forbids smoking and even ejects a couple who want him to drive around for an hour so they can canoodle. Yet Bakri is devoted to wife Areen Omari and daughter Nour Zoubi and can't wait to get home and celebrate the latter's seventh birthday. But engine trouble, a lost mobile phone, a suicide bombing, a mercy dash from a hospital and an encounter with some wedding guests all conspire to prevent him from keeping his promise to buy Zoubi's cake and gift. 

With Kais Sellami's delightful score complementing Tarek ben Abdallah and Nestor Sanz's views of the verdant elegance of the Ramallah suburbs, this is a far cry from the calculated melodramatics of so many pictures about the Palestinian situation. The reality of the Israeli blockade is a constant factor, but Masharawi cleverly downplays its significance until the brilliantly buttoned-up Bakri launches into a tirade against its pernicious cruelty at the end of a day of interminable indignities and frustrations. As a result, Masharawi is able to avoid blaming Jerusalem for all of the Occupied Territories' problems and present an ironically authentic impression of everyday existence that merits comparison with the satires of Elia Sulieman.

David Parkinson 

For more information: , http://www.filmhousecinema.com/ 




