
Interview - Hisham Bizri – Asmahan

Hisham	Bizri’s	work	"Asmahan",	a	visual	meditation	based	on	the	last	movie	staring	
Asmahan,	the	famous	Syrian	actress	and	singer,	is	shown	in	Madrid	for	the	Rencontres	
Internationales.	A	film	that	brings	on	new	lights	on	the	tragic	life	of	Asmahan,	on	colonial	
Egypt	and	the	nature	of	cinema.	"Asmahan"	is	part	of	a	bigger	project,	a	project	where	you	
have	been	re-photographing	early	Egyptian	films	featuring	big	stars	like	Asmahan	or	Um	
Kalthoum.	

Hisham	Bizri,	can	you	explain,	simply,	what	was	your	intention	upon	realizing	this	series,	in	
general,	and	"Asmahan",	in	particular?	Why	did	you	undertake	such	a	project?	Did	you	want	
to	do	or	say	something	in	particular?	If	yes,	what?

“I	wanted	 to	 reveal	 that	beauty	and	complexity	exist	 in	 the	most	banal	of	 films.	My	
objective	 is	 to	 turn	 a	 number	 of	 Arab	 B-films	 into	 filmic	 poems.	 This	 allows	 me	 to	 use	
cinema-as-the-material-world	from	which	I	represent	reality.	Thus,	ASMAHAN,	the	first	in	the	
series,	 examplifies	 these	 ideas.	 In	 it	 I	 found	myself	drawn	 to	an	Arab	woman	who	was	 the	
symbol	of	courage	and	freedom.	Her	life	was	shrouded	in	myth	and	intrigue	and	several	stories	
about	 her	 modern	 attitude	 towards	 life,	 her	 smoking	 and	 drinking,	 and	 her	 many	 romantic	
liaisons	continue	to	generate	the	aura	around	her	even	after	her	death.”

How	do	you	choose	your	subjects,	the	movies	and	the	stars	you’re	going	to	re-photographed?	
“The	subjects	I	use	usually	represent	the	consciousness	of	my	people.”
How	do	you	work	on	this	project?	What’s	the	process?	What	part	of	the	original	movie	do	
you	keep?	What’s	the	share	of	you	re-interpretation,	of	your	sensibility?

“Asmahan	is	a	film	poem	about	the	famous	Syrian	singer	of	the	same	name.	The	film	is	
a	rearrangement	of	Asmahan’s	B-film	Passion and Revenge	(1944),	that	changes	the	original	
film's	plot	to	create	a	narrative	reflecting	its	star's	own	life	in	colonial	Egypt.	As	in	the	films	of	
American	artist	Joseph	Cornell,	I	re-photographed selected	shots	and	changed	their	function	
from	a	mechanical	to	an	expressive	one.	I	also	added	“dream”	shots	(also	in	35mm):	candles,	
moon,	cup,	trees,	and	animals,	which	are	not	present	in	the	original	film.	These	arrangements	
shift	the	audience’s	experience	to	a	more	subjective	and	contemplative	one.

The	film	is	made	up	of	four	parts:	love,	death,	love,	and	death.	Each	part	follows	one	of	
the	two	songs	Asmahan	sings	in	the	film	which	are	used	as	a	structural	motif	throughout.	Like	
her	musical	notations,	every	shot	is	connected	to	every	other	shot.	For	example,	shot	1	in	part	1	
is	connected	to	shot	1	in	part	2,	3,	and	4	on	the	graphical,	temporal,	or	symbolic	level,	creating	
a	rhythmical	pattern	analogous	the	Asmahan’s	own	music.

Nearly	every	shot	contains	Asmahan	(she	is	the	only	actor	in	the	film	who	appears	to	be	
talking),	which	is	meant	to	create	an	obsessive	relationship	with	the	image	reminding	us	of	the	
interplay	of	voyeurism	and	exhibitionism	that	makes	the	actor	that	we	see	on	the	screen	dream	
like,	especially	when	she	also	sees	us.	This	dream	logic	suggests	 that	 there	 is	a	hidden	 life,	
which	exists	through	pictures,	lurking	in	even	the	most	superficial	and	trite	of	B-films.	

It	is	this	fragment-like	wholeness	that	is	in	a	sense	the	structure	of	the	film.	The	shots	
that	are	adjacent	to	each	other	are	not	in	the	narrative	sequence	of	the	1944	film;	rather	they	
follow	the	gestures	and	movements	of	Asmahan,	the	actress	and	singer	herself.	By	breaking	the	
narrative	structure	of	the	original	film	I	do	not	do	away	with	narrative	altogether.	Rather	my	
film	creates	a	cinematic	narrative	that	connects	images	rather	than	plot.

In	doing	so	 the	 film	follows	 the	 logic	of	a	dream	in	 that	 it	both	over-emphasizes	an	
action	and	also	makes	it	illusory.	As	in	a	dream,	Asmahan’s	actions	are	accentuated	through	a	
number	of	strategies:	slowing	down	of	the	cinematic	image,	creating	a	montage	of	gestures,	
making	familiar	objects	 look	estranged,	 repeating	shots	which	 look	 the	same	but	are	 in	 fact	
different	in	their	temporal	and	spatial	sense,	and	the	use	of	filters	to	transform	her	look	into	a	
romantic	and	haunting	one	(Garbo-like),	but	also	an	assertive	one.	These	strategies	are	designed	
to	make	the	images	sink	into	the	audiences’	consciousness.”

Asmahan	was	killed	at	the	age	of	26	(34)when	the	car	she	was	riding	in	crashed	into	the	River	
Nile.	Many	rumors	and	much	controversy	have	surrounded	her	death.	One	of	the	most	


