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Will the KaraFilm festival embarrass us into reviving our dead film industry sans Jats and musical jiggles?

Cinephile. Voyeurism. Iconography. Verite. The words intimidate, suggest a pathology. A disease. Or a perversion. Something that requires the camouflage of poly-syllabic euphemisms if its to be spoken about. And rightly so. Because there is something distinctly indecent and compulsive about film watching. Darkened cinema halls, the sense of utmost privacy in the most crowded spaces, visual titillation, the catharsis that comes with escapism. If film watching is a disease, there’s no wonder it’s catching. And if recent screenings are anything to go by, there’s an epidemic raging in Karachi. The KaraFilm Festival has arrived. Third time’s always a charm, and the latest installment of Pakistan’s only annual international film festival, fittingly entitled Dekh magr pyar se, was bigger and better than ever. Over eighty films – shorts, documentaries, full-length features, tele-novellas – ran continuously from 11 AM till midnight on nine consecutive days, and avid filmgoers were all in a tizzy.

And as well as showing much to admire from abroad, KaraFilm served up a formidable display of Pakistani independent filmmaking. This was talent working on a shoestring budget and displaying just what we can do. With such a delectable sampling of the best of subcontinental cinema on offer (and more, much more!) you’d think the KaraFIlm Festival was the biggest baddest thing to hit Karachi. Think again. Attendance was… okay.

While a few big name features, including The Clay Bird, Silent Waters, and Paap were sold-out well in advance, only about 30-50 people made it to most other screenings. But for those who came their efforts were thoroughly rewarded. In the Karachi salons the debate rages on between the Matir Moina (Clay Bird) and the Khamosh Pani (Silent Waters) factions. The former film, from the Bengali/French duo Catherine and Tareque Masuc was one of the ten films shortlisted for the best foreign film Academy Award, though unfortunately, it didn’t make the final cut of nominations. It won the International Critics Prize at Cannes, and the KaraFilm ciepie for Best Feature Film. Silent Waters, a home-grown heartwrenchingly poetic endeavor from Sabiha Sumar won the prestigious prize at Locarno.
Both films were excellent. The Clay Bird is a haunting autobiographical account of a young boy’s experience in a madrassa, but on a broader scale, it is the story of war and religion, love and life in the late 1960s leading up to Bangladesh’s independence. The cinematography is exquisite, and the Sunderbands fittingly romanticized in sweeping panoramas. The best moments in the film celebrate Bangladesh’s vibrant, living culture as instances of storytelling and village life are colorfully rendered. Although addressing topics including familial dynamics, female sexuality, pre-71 politics, religious extremism, and the fragility of idealism, the film is not oppressive.
Silent Waters explores similar themes but hits close to home, and is thus more discomfiting. Set Zia’s martial law, it examines the slow, almost inadvertent, descent of dreamy, lovable Saleem into irrational Islamic fundamentalist. As Saleem’s views grow more radical, a convoy of Sikh pilgrims from India pours into the village unearthing some horrific Partition memories for his mother, Ayesha. The film is beautiful, yet the aesthetics cannot prevent us from remembering the violence, oppression, and intolerance of the political movements portrayed. Both films have middle-aged filmgoers remembering previous times of turmoil. Everyone has an Ayesha in their family; everyone has an opinion on the ’71 war. No wonder everyone who saw the movie got their panties in a twist. Rarely have so many aunties sounded so impassioned, so smart as in the post-film conversations I overhead. Perhaps it’s because they’ve finally been given a smorgasbord of great material to watch and talk about.
The feature films covered a wide spectrum, both in the subject matter explored and the genres used. Experimental student productions were showcased on the same screens as entries from international cinema bigwigs Micheal Moore, Pooja Bhatt and Anand Patwardhan. To maintain the veneer of a sufficiently-artsy, requisitely-indignant festival there was a healthy dose of standard festival fare: feminism, refugees, existentialism, war. But the expected were vastly outweighed by the unusual. The best shorts were almost disconcerting int heir extraordinary choice of subject: Adnan Malik’s Bijli tackled the jarring life of Fayaaz Bijli, a Muslim drag queen in Manhatan; Khurram and Adeel Suhawardy’s campy short Desperate Measures spoofed The Matrix, desi-style; Shooting Rhymes and Cutting Verses was an innovative series of shorts that visually rendered contemporary British poetry (all hail the metaphor), and the touching Nadah. 
In other instances, Biblical references, stylized images of a music box, and guttural mispronunciations of long German words enhanced the eclecticism of the assortment of shorts. Unfortunately, Hasan Zaidi’s Just Talk was a disappointing offering from a filmmaker of his caliber. While we got a real mouthful of Vaneeza Ahmed (talk about visual titillation), we didn’t see any of the insights and ironies that made Raat Chali Hai Jhoom Kay such a treat. Of course, these varied films nuggets only made the festival-goer long for more, for if there’s anything that turns a bunch of consecutive film screenings into a bona fide film festival, it’s the shorts. No one’s ever going to kick back on a Saturday night with a rented DVD of shorts, so this sampling of fun snippets added a grand authenticity to the whole venture.
That said, the documentaries were the undeniable backbone of the festival. It’s unfortunate that the documentaries are often the feature that gives film festivals a bad rep. Lazier audiences (ie most educated Karachiites) tend to write off documentaries as boring indulgences for the intellectually pretentious. So not true, cries this pretentious intellectual. Provocative, informative, amusing, each screened documentary left the viewer with, if nothing else, one more intriguing tidbit or perspective to pepper some upcoming dinner part chitchat and shake things up a bit. The fragile and personal perspective on trendy issues like wildlife conservation, reconstruction work, customs like swara (female bartering), sectarian violence and indiscriminate urbanization were delicately brought forth in films both from India and Pakistan. Audiences were treated to intimate and impassioned discussion of taboo issues. Paradise on a River of Hell depicted a quietly political pilgrimage through Kashmir; Mat examined India’s electoral process; Laatoo lamented the neglect of classical dancing in Pakistan.
Not that all the documentaries were downers exploiting the plights of tragedy-victims. Indeed, the best documentaries were celebrations. Through experimental aesthetics Hawamahal celebrated the glorious bygone era when radio was king. A Few Things I Know About Her reincarnated Mirabai, the sixteenth century Bhakti petess, princess and Sufi extraordinaire. On My Own celebrated the courage of five single middle-class women who have chosen to live independently in New Delhi. A real treat for the ladies was Majma, a subtle yet oftentimes hysterical consideration of male sexuality. The girlies enjoyed a real eyeful of lithe pehlwans oiling each other’s bodies and wrestling in skimpy loincloths, and were privileged to hear the sales-pitch of sex-wala Aslam, who sells natural aphrodisiacs in Delhi’s Meena Bazaar and gives pep talks to put renewed vigor into deflated egos.
Rather randomly, Michael Moore’s Oscar-winning documentary Bowling for Columbine was also screened. While many assumed that the organizers wanted to cash in on the prevalent love of all things anti-American, it turns out that Moore’s producer submitted the film to the KaraFilm Society after an initial cursory exchange. Go figure, Michael Moore wants to share his work with us, we’d better hurry over and watch. Naturally his documentary snagged the ciepie (the cell-shaped KaraFilm Award) the best documentary but Moore (who would have been in Karachi to receive the award personally if a delayed international shoot hadn’t prevented him) had to share the accolade with the venerable Anand Patwardhan.
A journalistic force to be reckoned with in India, three of Anand’s films were screened in a special retrospective.  In Memory of Friends documents the rise of Sikh nationalism and deconstructs the iconic status of Bhagat Singh. A Narmada Diary chronicles the global struggle against unjust development as typified through the Sardar Sarovar Dam controversy in western Indian, and the award-winning Ram ke Naam investigates the peril of Hindu fundamentalism. But the documentary that turned the most heads was Jang aur Aman, Anand’s latest project on Asian violence, militarism and proliferation. It was this documentary that won the ciepie. Anand noted that the last award he received for the documentary was at the Mumbai Film Festival, and he stressed the significance of the fact that people on both sides of the border were beginning to agree on the tumultuous themes he addressed. Yet for all his fine editing and provocative questioning, Anand made his most memorable contribution to easing cross-border tensions outside the cinema hall. All week he chatted freely with local producers and a director, approached shy students and won them over with his wit and brilliance, and was generally one of the most amiable presences at the festival.
In contrast to his understated presence, most media hype and frenzied crowd attention was focused on the indomitable father-daughter combo of Mahesh and Pooja Bhatt. The night that Paap, Pooja’s directorial debut about a young girl’s choice between her heart and her upbringing, was to be screened, the masses thronged the auditorium. Mahesh’s feature Zakhm was screened with similar aplomb and attracted a host of non-film-festival types as well. Both screenings validated the professed Bhatt film philosophy: Mahesh has declared that he is skeptical about the division between mainstream/commercial and independent/art film. He believes that the distinctions are forbidding, a philosophy that the KaraFilm Society seemed to agree with, given this year’s hip, accessible advertising (the idea is to bring out the closet Cinephile in everyone, not just those who consider themselves artsy).
Other crowd-pleasing feature films included Leela with the gorgeous Dimple Kapadia, and Zinda Laash, the infamous banned Pakistani horror movie (of course, the only horrifying thing about it was the girth of our actresses and their attempts and vampish, man-luring dancing!) A great departure from the regular stuff was energizing Qatsi trilogy. These feature-length music videos feature a Phillip Glass score and juxtapose stunning shots that convey the impact of technology on nature and humankind. Great Stuff.
So with this cornucopia of delights, who so many empty seats? Some blamed the timing – granted, December in Karachi is a madhouse on wheels – and the KaraFilm Society admits that they’re hoping to conduct the festival earlier next year. Some point to the behavior of certain elements in society. The venue was flooded all week with throngs of Hemingway-esque gentlemen with artistically shaded stubble accompanied by dashing dames whose artsy integrity was expressed through the blackness of their eyeliner. It’s a pity many of these strutting peacocks never actually made it into the cinematheque for the screenings themselves.
Perhaps we can blame the cost: at Rs. 2000 for a season pass and Rs. 100 for primetime screenings the festival wasn’t easy on the wallet. That’s when the KaraFilm people start pointing fingers. Last year, the film festival almost didn’t happen due to lack of funding. This year, a slew of generous, though initially hesitant, sponsors made it happen. But the usual argument is bandied about by sponsors when KaraFilm goes collecting. How can we give money to a film festival is people are hungry and dying of kidney failure? Fair enough, but how can we remain a cultured, thinking people if art in its most realistic, accessible form is not encouraged? Maheen Zia (one of the administrators of the KaraFilm Society in addition to Tahera Hassan, Mehreen Jabbar, and Hasan Zaidi) explains that not only is a film festival essential for all the obvious reasons, it can be an economic boom for a city. And she’s right. If Swiss Air took it upon itself to advertise the KaraFilm Festival on its trans-Atlantic flights as a top reason to visit Karachi, why isn’t the government standing behind the film festival, subsidizing and promoting away to generate tourism and create an appealing image of a cosmopolitan city?
Essentially, this film festival needs to survive – and thrive – for two reasons. Firstly because through cultural exchange comes tolerance, and that can only be a good thing for the average Pakistani. And secondly because when KaraFilm takes place the city sparkes. Music, film, art, dance, fun, life, youth all return to Karachi’s public sphere. The festival kicked off with a Tina Sani and Naseeruddin Sami concert under the stars on the grounds of the stunning Hindu Gymkhana. It wrapped up with a grand awards ceremony with performances from Noori and Aaroh, and a lively film-themes anyone-who’s-anyone-was-there party.
Anyone see what’s missing? The Pakistani TV and film scene stayed well away from the festival. Famous actors and actresses did not drop by complaining that they had not been invited. Given the dismally poor quality of most Pakistani productions maybe it’s time the need for an ego massage was laid aside for a little open-minded film watching. Maybe we can be embarrassed into reviving our film traditions. One of the nicest aspects of the film festival was the decision to show Lollywood classics Badnaan, Saheli, and Neend at the newly opened Universe Cineplex. These hits of yesteryear can still hold their own amidst the Bollywood blockbusters that most of us have been raised on. Sure some youngsters left Saheli examining its lesbian subtext, while their middle-aged mothers left the cinema teary-eyed, singing songs that had been sung at their mehndis – but the point is the film still appeals decades on. What happened to that superb quality, artistry, humor, and innuendo-laden dialogue? It was in us once. If we watch enough film and are reminded of its magic, maybe we’ll be inspired to reach those Lollywood heights again. Maybe all it takes is that hushed silence in a darkened auditorium. The whirr of the projector. The comforting stream of moving images dancing over the heads of audience members. Maybe all we all need to do is Dekh Magar Pyar Se.
