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Det er sommer i Tanger. Efter faderens død genforenes en familie for at tilbringe nogle dage med at mindes og sørge over deres tab, sådan som den muslimske tradition foreskriver. Moulay Hassan (Omar Sharif) har kun efterladt sig døtre og med tiden er de blevet skilt for alle vinde. Det får bølgerne til at skvulpe højt, da den yngste datter, Sofia, vender tilbage efter at have boet i New York gennem flere år, hvor hun uden større held har forsøgt sig som skuespillerinde. Faktisk er det kun blevet til en tvivlsom rolle som terrorist i en tv-serie, men dog immervæk en rolle. Hun forsøger at hævde sig blandt søstrene, der dog umiddelbart kun har latter til overs for udskejelserne. Men mellem latter og tårer graver de forskellige kvinder ned i deres eget liv: Fortiden krydser klinger med deres nuværende ståsted i livet og også deres mænd inddrages. Imellem dem hviler den gamle patriark på sit sidste leje, men også han har en mening at give til kende - for den, som har øjne til at se.  

--------
INTERVIEW - LAÏLA MARRAKCHI


Where did the idea for the film first come from?
A few years ago, my elderly uncle died. It was shortly after the release of ‘Marock’, my first feature film. He was a very important figure in my family – a sort of whimsical patriarch, full of poetry. I went through three very moving days of mourning, during which I discovered the women in my family in another light. I saw them as fragile, but unafraid of revealing themselves. I thought this could be the subject for a film through which I could show our traditions, which are very different from those of the western world. But I was afraid it would be too gloomy to make a film about a funeral, especially since the subject has been covered often in cinema.

At the time, you were busy with another project.

I was working on a script about the Oufkir family. After two-and-a-half years, the project came to a halt when we were in the preparation phase. As a result, I came back to the idea which turned into this film. In the meantime, lots of stuff had happened in my personal life. I put some of these elements into the script: the end of adolescence, the difficulties of passing into adulthood, maternity, and the search for identity.

It is centered around the death of the head of the family. Can one see in this death a metaphor for the situation in the Arab world today?

Absolutely. This death symbolizes the end of an era. Once the head of the family has disappeared, you can feel the stirrings of revolt. His death has a revelatory effect on the women. For the three days of mourning, they can finally express themselves freely – even let themselves fly off the handle, in some cases. As a result of being constantly restrained, forced to put up and shut up, oriental women inevitably tip into excess.

‘Marock’ probed the opposition between young and old, modernity and tradition, and the desire for freedom and conservatism. These themes reappear in here, but this time, they involve adult characters.
In my new film, I was interested in observing the passage into adulthood for these women who remained infantile. They have lost their illusions. They are no longer struggling and live in nostalgia. They aren’t fulfilled because society has imposed things on them, and at the same time they haven’t fought for fulfillment: to love the person they wanted to, or lead the career they might have hoped for. Instead, they have allowed themselves to be closed in by their environment, and this in a culture in which it’s very complicated to affirm one’s individuality and to find a middle path. 
The film tackles these themes with humor and affection. 

It seemed that was the best way to observe this family, who appear to be wrapped in a cocoon. An ideal place, but one where there’s a real violence in the relationships.

The four women in the film remind us of the song “Four Women” by Nina Simone: the first, docile and gentle; the second brazen; the third defeated yet dignified; the last determined to change things.

Before Rob composed the soundtrack, the introduction to the film was the song “Wild is the Wind” performed by Nina Simone. Her repertoire accompanied me throughout the writing stage. I was looking for the right balance between the various characters of these four heroines to provide a representative snapshot of women in Moroccan society today. 

Among them, the character played by Nadine Labaki (Miriam) is the most surprising: a dumb bimbo to begin with, we find out later that she’s deeply moving. 

Miriam is constantly exuberant and excessive, even in terms of her appearance. She embodies those very sophisticated Moroccan women who think that emancipation is first and foremost about how they look, rather than an inner quest. What I find moving about them is their profound solitude. They appear to have all the trappings of the liberated woman, but they don’t really live out their status as women. They may well have had an education and seem emancipated, it is still tough to be a fully-fledged woman in that society. Especially since we don’t have any role-models upon which to build. Often, all we find are mothers or successful career women, who let their personal fulfillment come in second place. 
Sofia is the only who dared to free herself from paternal authority by going to live in the United States.
Sofia found the only way to exist was to leave. She immigrated to the United States, which in those countries represents the ultimate dream – or else the devil incarnate. But life is not so straightforward: she got married and became an actress, but her marriage is foundering. Sofia is almost in denial about her family and her country. Like the others, she is overwhelmed by the death of her father, with whom she had broken off. This return to her roots is the key for her internal reconstruction. 

She also couldn’t deal with the suicide of her older sister. What’s more, she accuses others in her family of being responsible for this tragedy. 

She carries the burden of living up to what her sister never managed to fulfill – escaping the father and becoming an actress. On top of that, Sofia feels responsible for the situation of the mother and sisters, who themselves are not fulfilled. She is no doubt the most structured of the women in this family. She is also the most “westernized”. 

During the three days of mourning, when drinking and smoking is strictly forbidden, you show that no one holds back in terms of transgressing these rules – not even the ghost of the father, who sips a whisky. 

In this much regulated society; transgression is their only form of expression. It’s as if they we’re all permanently trapped in a pressure cooker: they say the opposite of what they think, do the opposite of what they say, and go out to bars to smoke and drink in secret. It’s a society that is permanently torn by contradictions. This sometimes gives rise to some very funny situations, and also makes these characters very touching. 

What is the main problem with this society, in your view? 

Sexuality. The frustration people feel is enormous. The weight of tradition and religion hang constantly over everything. The result is that for these women, it’s difficult to find a happy medium between the veil and the miniskirt. They are all looking for fulfillment, but by which means? Some wear the veil out of religious conviction; others because they don’t want to get hassled in the street, while some of the women go for out-and-out stylishness. Meanwhile, others chose to get involved in politics, when the stylish ones flee and chose to make a life elsewhere. 

The majority of the men are portrayed as cowards, exploitative, hypocrites or misogynists.
In those societies, men are born with tradition on their side. As a result, they are less driven by contradictions than the women – not to say less driven, period! In the Arab world, you often find this set-up: a patriarch who runs everything, and then infantilized or broken men who, like Zakaria, are looking for their identity. But as soon as the patriarch is no longer there, the women have space to speak out and the status of the men is called into question. 

Zakaria is the key to the film. He is very different to the other men. 

He’s hypersensitive, and also a rebel. He had the same upbringing as the four girls, but ended up being rejected by those who raised him. He bears the pain of this betrayal, and also has a hard time accepting the social status of his mother, who is the maid. Zakaria has no place of his own. In this sense, he has an affinity with Sofia. Indeed, it is through them that the truth comes to the fore. 

Nadine Labaki and Hiam Abbass are both also directors. Did having two other filmmakers on set create an additional pressure?
Not at all. Nadine and Hiam were great – like all the others, in fact. They all gave a lot of support, asking me questions, helping me to think about this or that aspect of the characters or situations. 

Why did you choose Tangiers? 

Initially, it was going to be set in Casablanca, but I couldn’t find the house I wanted. I was looking for a large colonial residence, which recalls vestiges of the past. When I found this house in Tangiers, located at the top of the Old Mountain, the city emerged as the obvious choice. Tangiers embodies a glorious past fanned by the wind of freedom. It was also a hedonistic city, notably frequented by homosexuals from Europe. 

The film is told from the point of view of the patriarch’s ghost. Was this a choice you’d made from the start? 

Yes. I loved that idea of the deceased floating around observing his kin, yet without intervening. From the start, I was keen on this device. It allowed me a freedom in the narration which I adored. On top of that, this character allowed me to illustrate how the rapport with death is different in Muslim culture. In large families, people learn to live with the dead. They live their lives with an awareness of death that has nothing unsettling about it. We don’t rush mourning in the Arab world. On the contrary, we take the time to come together during long rituals, which means the members of the family support one another. 

What is the state of mind of Moroccan youth nowadays? 

To get rich, break away, declare their liberty, their rights, to become fully-fledged citizens. Morocco defends liberal politics. It is one of the most open countries in North Africa. A middle class is emerging. Nonetheless, social disparities remain enormous. Today, the Islamists are in power, the same ones who attacked my first film, MAROCK. But we have to stand up to them, because culture remains the best weapon against obscurantism.
--------
INTERVIEW HIAM ABBASS 

Tell us about your first meeting with Laïla Marrakchi. 

Laïla hadn’t yet assembled the family for the film and she had me in mind for two roles – that of the mother and the elder sister. I was initially hesitant about committing: I’d already played this kind of role. But the more our discussions continued, the more my doubts faded. I felt carried along in this universe which reminded me of Greek tragedies, which is a dimension you don’t often find in cinema. 

What made you accept the role of the mother? 

Laïla was finalizing her cast, we carried on talking, and I had a better understanding of why she was asking me to play this woman. In the course of our exchanges, I saw the possibility of exploring some areas that I hadn’t yet tackled – I’d never played a woman belonging to the bourgeoisie, and I found her complicity and the distance she sometimes had with her daughters interesting. And the love she has for her husband – a love she shares with the maid – was a new dimension for me, light years away from the woman that I am. I was drawn to this mix of emotions. 

Does the physical aspect of a character count a lot for you? 

That’s an integral part of the task. I have to feel at ease in a costume. I’d never before worn the kind of magnificent, traditional clothing that I wear in the film, so I had to get used to it so that it felt like part of my everyday life. Laïla wanted my character to have a certain elegance to capture the incredible dignity of this woman. 

The mother maintains a very particular relationship with her daughters. 

She brought them into the world, she loves them, but she’s also jealous. She lives with the awful guilt of pushing one of them to suicide. By sending her to London for an abortion, she and her husband saved their social status, but paid a terrible price. Earlier I mentioned Greek tragedy; this is squarely in that register. As in “Phèdre”, who I am currently playing on stage, the young woman is judged, rejected and abandoned, and like Phèdre, she killed herself. During these three days of mourning, the mother and the three daughters she has left settle their scores with life, each in their own way. 

The daughters all have something in common with the mother. 

True, they each contain something of her. Kenza, played by Lubna Azabal, has an idealized love for her father. You can tell that her marriage to her cousin was arranged and that she is torn between the love she has for her father and that which she owes to her husband, who she no doubt forces herself to love because her father chose him. She’s a bit lost and can’t find her path in life. 

Miriam, who’s played by Nadine Labaki, shares the same dissatisfaction in love, but deals with it differently by trying to change through her external appearance. She doesn’t manage this, of course. Sofia, played by Morjana Alaoui, is the only one who had the guts to leave and to find herself, suppressing her culture and upbringing. 

--------
INTERVIEW MORJANA ALAOUI 

The film is inspired by a family event that you experienced with your cousin, Laïla Marrakchi. What was your initial reaction upon reading the script? 
Laïla told me about the idea before it had been written, but I admit I was a bit surprised when I discovered the first version, since there were so many similarities with events that took place during my grandfather’s funeral. Over time, the script evolved. It shed our family history and took on its independence. I began to think of Sofia as a real character and no longer as the replica of the woman I could have been. I tried to construct her a long way from my personal memories, and carve out a path for her of her own. That was the challenge for me. 

There are some major similarities between the character of Sofia and you: like her, you left to try your luck in Hollywood, and you came up against the clichés which Arab actors often have to face. 

I didn’t stay very long in Los Angeles. I really haven’t got time to deal with the clichés which Sofia suffers from playing roles linked to her origins. I had to cut short my stay there to shoot Pascal Laugier’s film, MARTYRS. That film really allowed me to move beyond the stereotypes within which actors from North Africa are too often confined. To me, the important thing is not that Sofia lives in Los Angeles – she could just as easily live in London or Paris. What’s important is that she decided to go and live far away to realize her dreams freely and independently of her family. 

How would you describe Sofia? 

She’s a woman who’s suffering. She didn’t receive her father’s affection and wasn’t acknowledged by her family. None of her choices has been vindicated. Her career hasn’t taken off as she’d hoped, her marriage isn’t a very happy one – her husband puts work before everything and she finds herself raising her child alone. She lives in great solitude and can’t admit her failings to herself. Despite that, I see her as an extremely courageous person. She’s a fighter. 

Tell us about the other women in the film. 

They are all struggling against their situation, but are not all confronting their problems in the same way. Sofia does it in a frontal manner. In her own way, and despite being torn between tradition and modernity, the character of Kenza also has a great honesty. The others are more living a lie: Miriam in her obsession about appearances, the mother and Yacout, the nanny, in the spirit of sacrifice typical of women of their generation. In this family, only the grandmother is truly liberated. She is the most modern of all of them, the only one in whom Sofia can really confide; the only one who understands. In Morocco, women are becoming liberated, they have more expectations, but things remain difficult. Laïla recreates this very well in the film: with the father gone, you can see that they speak more freely – they are no longer under his control. 
--------
INTERVIEW NADINE LABAKI 

You don’t often act in other people’s films. What made you decide to play Miriam?
Laïla came especially to Lebanon to meet me and I was won over by her personality. I liked the passion with which she laid out her project, her power of conviction. 

You have a lot in common. You both give a voice to women. 

The human adventure counts hugely for me: exchanging our experiences, being moved by people. I felt she’d be able to show their complexity and their contradictions; how they are torn between tradition and modernity; their desire to be themselves and what they allow themselves to express in the face of social and family pressure and taboos. 

It’s hard for an Arab woman to accomplish everything she wants. That doesn’t mean we are all subjugated or treated unfairly – liberated women are full of contradictions, too. They are fragile and strong, passionate but also sometimes hesitant, almost timorous. I’m one of those women. I’m like them, in search of my identity. 

In one way, the character of Miriam is quite like me. She is also in search of her identity.
She’s an amazing character. 

She resembles certain characters in my own films. In ‘Caramel’, there was a woman like that, solely worried about her physical appearance and who turned to cosmetic surgery. I’m interested in that kind of woman; I want to understand them. I don’t think they are merely superficial. In their rather extreme, sometimes risible behavior hides a great deal of hurt and anxiety. I love those women and sympathize with them. Seen from that angle, I liked the depth given to Miriam. I also read her like that: a passionate woman who would have liked to accomplish a lot and who can’t do it because of what other people might think. 

How do you see the other characters in the film? 

Sofia, the rebel, couldn’t stand the family pressure. Kenza, on the contrary, chose to fit in the mold. She thinks she’s staying true, and what’s more, it has worked out pretty well for her. The mother is the typical oriental woman. Like lots of girls, she grew up with the idea that a woman must sacrifice herself for others, that everything comes before her pleasure and her personal fulfillment.
Tells us about the grandmother. 

She’s the most beautiful character in the film, the truest, and the most sincere. She’s not afraid to say what she thinks and challenges all received ideas. She’s a character who illustrates the diversity of women in the Arab world: they are not all submissive or voiceless. Even when they seem like that from the outside, they’re quite capable of speaking for themselves when they’re with family or friends. They can say what they think, loud and clear. 

During the three days of mourning, the women continually transgress the rules: they drink and smoke, scarcely hiding themselves. 

That’s become quite common in Muslim countries. It’s connected to people’s degree of belief. In the film, the women act the way they want and talk about it between them. That undermines the clichés we usually see, which give the impression these women never do what they want. 

Was the fact that you’re a director a handicap for you? 

No, on the contrary. I like to forget that I’m also a director to concentrate solely on the acting. Living as part of a group for more than a month did a lot to form a bond between us. We had breakfast, lunch and dinner together. We lived in the same place. That’s very precious on a shoot: you feel like part of a family and the complicity that develops off the set carries over on-screen. 
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