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MAFROUZA 
 
 
MAFROUZA is a film in 5 parts, shot by Emmanuelle Demoris over two years spent in 
Mafrouza, a shanty town built on the site of a Greco-Roman necropolis in Alexandria. Starting 
with her first encounter with the inhabitants, MAFROUZA tells the stories of a few people 
who change as the months go by; the interactions create a polyphonic chronicle.  
 
Life is hard in Mafrouza, but the inhabitants resist with grace and strength: Adel and Ghada, a 
young couple in search of happiness; Mohamed Khattab, grocer-humanist-sheikh;  Hassan, a 
freedom-loving-thug-singer; Abu Hosny, an old loner with a flooded home; the peasant Om 
Bassiouni with her bread oven; the Chenabou rag-and-bone family; Gihad, a young wrestler,...  
All of these people embody and tell of their own resistance, which makes the nieghbourhood a 
space of freedom and vitality.  
 
Mafrouza takes the time to enter this world in order to understand its complexities, but also - 
through these stories - recounts the encounter between the people of Mafrouza and the 
person who has come to film them. This experience of an encounter raises questions about 
cinema and challenges our way of looking at the other. If Mafrouza offers an opportunity to 
dispel received ideas about the poor, the East or about Islam, it also, mirroring this, questions 
our ways of looking and living (in Europe or elsewhere).  
 

 
* * * 

 
 
Mafrouza -  Oh the night! [Oh la nuit !]   (Mafrouza 1 - 2:18) 
A first archaeological visit leads to our meeting some of the people of Mafrouza. The people's 
creative vitality and freedom is revealed through their practical struggles and the songs and 
poems that drive the narrative of the film. 
 
Mafrouza/Heart [Mafrouza/Cœur] (Mafrouza 2 - 2:34) 
Flooded houses, a separated couple, a scarred cheek, everything hangs in the balance. 
Reconstructing themselves along with the world around them, the people of Mafrouza 
question and debate the camera's controversial presence. With exchanges and encounters, the 
camera’s eye is moved and falls in love. 
 
What is to be done?  [Que faire ?]     (Mafrouza 3 - 2:32)   
Sharing the sweetness of the last days of August in Mafrouza. Building a porch, making tea, 
giving a sermon, having children, having a laugh, swimming, dancing, singing, everyone invents 
and talks of freedom on a daily basis: the struggle to survive becomes a lust for life. 
 
Butterfly Hand [La Main du Papillon] (Mafrouza 4 - 2:22)  
Deep inside the houses and in the middle of winter, we share in the intimacy of two family 
events: the birth of a baby boy and the engagement of a young girl. Here, we discover how the 
imagination passes through reality, allowing it to speak and to live. 
. 
Parables [Paraboles](5 Mafrouza - 2:35)  
For years, Mohammed Khattab has given the sermon in Mafrouza. But, shortly before Eid, 
some fundamentalists come to seize the small local mosque.  
 
 
(The 5 parts are in chronological order, but each part is independent and 
can be viewed separately.)  
 



MAFROUZA        Emmanuelle Demoris 
 
 
To meet the people of Mafrouza is a powerful experience. I have rarely seen people 
who seem to resist fear and sadness in the same way. In the middle of a setting that 
embodies disaster, they find ways to laugh and find the time to take a true interest in 
others. It is as if the characters in Beckett decided it was better to laugh it off. They 
seem driven by an incredible life force, something like a mad capacity for happiness. It is 
comforting to encounter this, and it is this that made me want to make the film. 
 
I discovered the district in 1999. I had come by car from Paris, I was on the road 
scouting for a film about the relationship the living have with the dead. I first went to 
Mafrouza, for the simple reason that the neighbourhood was built on a necropolis. But, 
from these first encounters, I was stunned by the freedom of the district’s people: 
freedom of speech, freedom of thought, and even freedom of body. I went back several 
times, then again a year later. We talked archaeology, metaphysics and personal 
memories. We laughed a lot. And I ended up giving up on the dead in favour of the 
living. I felt the need to make a film in Mafrouza, in order to share this vitality, to 
understand it, and also to understand my reasons for feeling so comfortable there. I did 
not want to pre-empt the final form that the film would take. I needed time to construct 
it according to what I would discover while filming. I did not want to impose a 
predetermined grid of interpretation - no 'format', no 'message'; these would have 
determined the end of the story before it had been written.  
 
So I stayed and filmed in Mafrouza for two years, with a translator as my only team. It 
took time to get to know the people of Mafrouza, for them to get to know me, and to 
chase off all the generalisations ('Arabs', 'Muslims', 'The West') that crippled our 
encounters. I explained that I wanted to film people in all their uniqueness, just as, when 
I myself film, I am not acting in the name of any group. The people of Mafrouza 
responded that the film would not be a documentary, but a normal film, with stories. 
We spoke of cinema as much as we spoke of life, their cinema and mine, here and there. 
We voiced our outrage, our desires, and our concerns. This exchange continued over 
the months and travels through the film by way of the chosen situations and themes, by 
turns it is about love, about freedom or about the passage of time. This opened up a 
space of freedom and play in which the film was able to be conceived, made with, and 
not about, the people of Mafrouza.  
 
And then came the choice of an unusual duration for the film, which emerged during 
filming. It became clear to me that time passed in unique way in Mafrouza. The fact that 
people live from day to day was a given, considering their precarious material situation. 
But there was more to it than that. They possessed a way of making the present last, 
which gave it an unusually high density. Everything was always prolonged a little bit. I had 
thought of calling the film 'Lessa schwaia', which means “Not yet, in a little while...” 
People often say that. It is not evidence of nonchalance, but, one might say, is instead a 
refusal to break away from the present moment, from the pleasure of being in the here 
and now. The idea of the film is also to share with the viewer this experience of time, 
since it is an openness to the world that seems to make the people of Mafrouza happy. 
 
To tell of the neighbourhood and of the encounters taking place was to remain open to 
the often contradictory and unpredictable complexity of local life.   This is another 
essential aspect of Mafrouza: the  heterogeneity of its various lifestyles, its beliefs, and its 
conflicting and multiple practices. The people of Mafrouza do not employ rigid principles 
to seal off the disorder of the surrounding world. They tinker and make adjustments, in 



material and moral terms, displaying astonishing inventiveness. And the film is a tribute 
to this endless inventiveness, which accepts the unpredictability of the world and makes 
do with it. Because this inventiveness echoes my own concern, a preoccupation with a 
cinema that can show the complexity of the world; a cinema which, rather than 
protecting us from it or hiding its disorder, can allow us to see and understand how this 
complexity is a condition of life . 
 

* * * 
 
I am reminded of a moment from the adventure. One morning, in his grocer's shop, 
Mohamed Khattab asked me what the film would give the viewers, and, more 
specifically, if it would help people to live. "Like what, for example?" I said to him. "Like 
tea", he said. "Tea helps me to live. It allows me to invite people for tea. They come in, 
we talk, we spend time together. That helps me to live. Television, too, when I'm alone 
in the store at night. And my wife, above all my wife, she helps me to live, a lot. Will 
your film be like that?" His question for me contains its own response, or at least a fairly 
accurate expression of the purpose of this whole affair. 

 
THE MAFROUZA GEBEL 
 
Its inhabitants called it the 'gebel' (rock) because they built it amidst the ruins of a 
Greco-Roman necropolis carved into rock in the 4th century. Ten thousand people lived 
there; most had come from Upper Egypt to find work in Alexandria. Since the 1970s, 
houses made of rubble had piled up on this strip of land, wedged out of sight between 
rows of public housing and the industrial port of Alexandria, not far from the centre of 
town. All the dwellings had electricity, but no running water, and no system of sewage 
disposal. Women stocked up several times a day at the five neighbourhood water points, 
carrying the heavy barrels on their heads. The water table would rise every year, 
flooding houses. Each winter before the rains the roofs on the barns would be repaired. 
At any time a concert of cockerels could be heard within the dense maze of narrow 
alleyways, where small squares had been set up. But the space between the houses was 
more private than public. Everybody knew everybody else. The alleyways were an 
extension of the home. People would go there to do laundry or to chat. They stayed in 
their indoor clothes, with women only donning the veil when leaving the 
neighbourhood. In terms of true public spaces, there was only a pool hall and Sheik 
Arafa's mosque, which was only open at prayer times. A few stalls on the ground floors 
of houses sold basic necessities. Most of the men worked as day labourers at the port 
or in nearby factories. Others were carpenters, mechanics, craftsmen, masons, and 
drivers in Alexandria. Some women worked at the nearby cotton factory. Tenants or 
owners, residents paid a government tax which gave them the right to occupy the land 
and guaranteed they would be rehoused if the neighbourhood was destroyed. The 
Alexandria Governorate regularly announced that the Mafrouza gebel was to be razed, 
and this eventually happened in 2007. The inhabitants were then relocated fifteen or so 
miles from downtown Alexandria, in a public housing estate which until recently was 
called 'Cité Mubarak' - its future name is not known. 
 



ON MAFROUZA Jean Narboni 
 
The wonderful thing is that the people of Mafrouza  are representatives of no group, no 
community, no country, and no nation - they are representative only of themselves. We have 
the sense that the film-maker has not made a film about a shanty town, a settlement, a 
community, or an environment, but instead constructs a world. The film invents a world, 
which is both closed and completely porous, open to all winds and countless ramifications. It is 
a world that is both defined and unlimited. And the film invents this by way of cinematography: 
framing, lighting, leitmotifs, and the return and reappearance of characters over time. 
 
The character of a man whose home is flooded is a pure example of how things are 
inseparable from duration in this film. The process of repair and plugging holes is repetitive, 
interminable even, with quick fixes that fail every time; without it seeming forced, the film 
opens out to a mythological, almost heroic dimension beyond realism. This Sisyphean aspect is 
not tackled directly by the film, but emanates discreetly from it. And this is only possible 
because we follow the man - with his exhausted face, his sadness without resignation, his 
fatigue, and his obstinacy - over such a long period. There is, in Mafrouza, it seems to me, a 
deep affinity with what Pasolini called "the sacredness of the real". The movement of existence 
takes on a sacred aspect that the film-maker captures not only in terms of daily life, but also 
raises to monumental dimensions. 
 
Each person in the film, by way of a thousand vicissitudes, embodies the joy of existing, a belief 
in the sacredness of life that to me seems distinct from any idea of destiny, of 'mektoub', of 
fatalism or of abandonment to "God who will do the right thing." For me, this is closer to 
Nietzsche than to any religious sentiment: an acceptance of the fact of existing along with the 
lucidity of its ephemeral and precarious character. Hence everyone's capacity to turn 
everything into song, dance, or a tale - storytelling in the true sense of the word. Adel 
gradually transforms into a courtly poet, a troubadour. At the end of Mafrouza/Coeur, the 
seductive bad boy, who is looks for fights, hates orders, more or less gives up, and gets 
scarred at one point, takes on an elegiac dimension when he speaks of his deceased girlfriend. 
One has the impression that they are all the - secular -  pupils of Sheikh Khattab, who in fact 
gives a discourse on his rhetorical method at the end of the film: "You have to know how to 
construct a narrative, captivate the audience, raise their anticipation." You have to possess the 
art of telling, because otherwise there's no point, especially when there's a camera. 
 
The nature of the relationship between the film-maker, the camera and the people she is 
filming itself evolves as the film goes on. This is not a rapid dip that takes place only once: 
things happen with a progressiveness, with stasis and setbacks, by way of fits and starts. The 
integration is in no way idyllic, nor is it progressive or linear. There is neither the cold critical 
distance of the observer, nor the carelessness and familiarity of the camera under the nose or 
around the neck... I recall Rohmer's preface to Balzac's La Rabouilleuse (The Black Sheep), where 
he turns to rehabilitate the devalued notion of the 'natural.' For him, the natural in a work 
stems from an authorial position that is neither overly exaggerated presence, nor clinical or 
voyeuristic distance. Neither a spy nor a close friend, instead taking a place amidst the other 
characters like an adoptive brother. This is precisely what I felt in seeing the Mafrouza series. 
Emmanuelle Demoris becomes a kind of adoptive sister, by way of a slow process, with 
questions that are more or less benevolent, resistances that tumble before our eyes, relapses, 
and finally, in the last episode, a sense of sadness experienced by all at seeing the shared 
adventure come to an end. In terms of the overall construction, this process is absolutely 
linked to the question of time. This is why, even if each part can be viewed in isolation, it is 
essential to encounter the larger arc of the series, to experience the duration of the shoot and 
that of the film in its entirety. And the feeling of time passing is not only given by the visible 
rhythm of the seasons, one after another, but is more subtly distilled, by way of people who 
themselves are transformed between the beginning and the end. Whatever the tea ceremony 
is for, whatever the occasion or the moment, the sugar has to dissolve. 
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MAFROUZA 
PRESS REVIEWS 

 
 
 
Twelve hours? We barely notice the time passing. A documentary? Rather, this is an 
extraordinary cinematic experience. And while we're at it, let's note the means by which the 
film explodes any gloomy presuppositions on the subject: Warmth, beauty, music, humour, 
intelligence, pride, sharing, impudence. One might also mention, from the outset, the 
exceptional nature of what is shown: the people, incarnated in all their suffering and their joy, 
in their impertinence and their dignity, that which the general system of images does not 
acknowledge; life itself, celebrated with a carnivalesque frenzy, a disorder of devotion and 
truculence, all the way to the waste in a social rubbish dump. All this in short is what makes 
Mafrouza a world film, a monster film, a shock film, a film the likes of which we have almost 
never seen. 

 

Jacques Mandelbaum LE MONDE  
 

 
The five episodes establish a documentary style that is unheard of and magnificent.  
The twelve hours spent the furrows of poverty, in this necropolis populated by large lives, 
have priceless political value.  

Philippe Azoury LIBERATION 
 

 
Intimate and societal, political and poetic, raw and romantic, tangible and symbolic, comic 
and tragic, rude and sensual, embracing the global and the specific, the home and the world, 
social injustice and the energy of life; an ode to the spirit of resistance, Mafrouza is simply an 
essential film.    

Serge Kaganski LES INROCKUPTIBLES  
 
 

 
As we’ve moved decisively into an era of hasty content and shoddy Youtube aesthetics, a 
film with this many intertwining lives and stories, requiring far-sighted considerations made in 
both shooting and editing, is a downright miracle. 
 

 

Gabe Klinger CINEMASCOPE (USA) 
 

 
From of these inhabitants, forgotten by the world and often cheated by opportunistic fiction 
films, the film-maker has constructed epic characters. She has restored their dignity by 
raising them to the to the rank of fictional characters or human figures from the great epics. 
Two elements give the characters and the film their epic scale: the time (the time is taken in 
order for all the characters to appear in all their complexity) and the integration demonstrated 
by the director in the neighbourhood and among the inhabitants. And the high value of the 
film is that it talks about characters in the midst of life, existence and destiny, and we thus 
discover models of struggle against death, poverty, destruction, absurdity, and nothingness. 
This could be anywhere: Egypt, São Paulo, Calcutta. What matters is that it is happening 
today everywhere and at every point, and this gives us some hope. The important thing is 
that, as Abou Hosny attempts to teach us, only fighting gives life its greatest value and 
makes us say that life is worth living.  

Salah Hashem AL QUAHIRA (Egypte) 
 

 



A unique dive into a strange world that becomes oddly familiar to us. Its duration is its 
strength. As time passes, we watch characters emerge. The more the director takes part in 
their universe and gently introduces her camera, the more they offer and enjoy 
themselves,sometimes playing with what is true and false. What they are telling us is the 
reality of their everyday lives, their relationship with religion, with marriage, with survival, and 
with courage. Mafrouza  is a hymn to life, an astonishing and reinvigorating cinematic 
experience. 
 

Isabelle Danel PREMIERE 
 
The honour of living is the true subject of Mafrouza, an honour displayed in laughter or 
gesture, in glances and facts. We can believe in the humour and dignity-without-rage of 
many of the protagonists of this humanist fable, modelled on life itself. When watching 
Mafrouza, our familiarity is complete, intense and fraternal. We would like to name each and 
every person, protagonists and institutions included, who played a part in the development of 
this generous and free work. At the very least, we should mention:  Adel Abu Farrag Ragheb 
El Bassoussi, Mohamed Khattab, Ghada Mahmoud Ali Omran, Mohamed Anouar Amin, Om 
Bassiouni, Mahmoud Ahmed Ahmed, Hassan Stohi. 
 

Salim Jay LE SOIR (Maroc) 
 

 

How can you not go crazy for Hassan, the little thug with fabulous banter and a bruised 
heart? How can you not be won over by Sheikh Khattab, the humanist grocer-imam who 
conceives of his preaching as a television series? 

 

Samuel Douhaire TELERAMA 
 

 

The duration of the film itself inevitably leads to attachment because it is the only thing that 
can give rise to complicity between the people in the film and the spectator. The whole point 
of the film is to be carried along by this mural that is both intimate (where the doors of houses 
open to us) and collective (where, within the labyrinth of alleys, relationships of 
neighbourliness are woven). It is also the reappearance of people from one part to the next 
and what has taken place between the parts - a divorce, a birth, a scar that appears on the 
face - that builds the  fictional thread of the film and gives the documentary the magnitude of 
a true saga. 
 

Nicolas Azalbert LES CAHIERS DU CINEMA 
 
There will be as many novels as encounters, but a slim link makes the unity of this 
patchwork: the irrepressible life force. The capacity for inventiveness that is here revealed, 
be it the verbal inventiveness of young men singing at a marriage, the physical inventiveness 
of a woman managing to bake her bread in the rain, or the discovery of a 'courtly' poet within 
a confirmed macho figure. And all this in a city of the dead. What a lesson it is! 
 
And the most important thing here is less what is said (although rarely has such a gaze been 
placed on ordinary daily lives) than in the way the film-maker and her camera are involved in 
neighbourhood life. She does not hide: she is one of them, setting up shop with them just like 
the woman who, in order to cook her bread, must build an over in what was the space 
between two tombs. To bake bread -  setting up the oven with the necessary technique, with 
rubble, some sand, stones but no bricks, since they might explode - is  to resist. Is an act of 
life. It is like singing together on 'boys night' at a wedding, the head of the choir plunging into 
the shoulders of his comrades, or speaking a poem, drawing a bird in the sand that a foot will 
later erase. So, all these characters, who we leave behind in one episode to find again in 
another, do not act: they are there, full of the verve and the joy of appearing without artifice. 
And, among them we find ‘Iman’ (Emmanuelle), as she is known to her hosts. She does not 
show herself, however; she remains hidden by her camera, but this camera, too, plays a part 
in the game that puts everyone, filmer and filmed, on the same footing. It is a rare sight. 

Emile Breton L’HUMANITÉ 



 
Mafrouza is the opposite of poverty pornography, or of well-intentioned socio-ethnographic 
pedagogy. Everyone we see and discover in the presence of the camera is a conscious 
subject, with an individual story. The film places us in a relationship with each.  And on the 
bridge between the viewer and the place shown by the camera, which is never entirely 
crossed, Mafrouza arrives at a point that few other films have ever reached. 

Ekkehard Knörer TAZ-DIE TAGESZEITUNG (Allemagne)  
 
The relationships are built up over time, with the necessary conquest of mutual trust. 
Because the director does not hide her presence, peoples' reactions become a narrative 
element. This is one of the strongest challenges for Demoris in terms of the notions of  'truth' 
or 'invisibility' that prevail in the cinema of the real, understood as reportage, or, worse still, 
as submissive to its subject, in this case poverty. Here, on the contrary, despite the rubbish, 
the lack of structure, of water and of everything else, the image is that of everyday life, of a 
life that is a struggle, with love, anguish, passion, and inwardness.  

 

Cristina Piccino IL MANIFESTO (ltalie) 
 
In a dream world where television might take real risks, Mafrouza would be a great summer 
saga - there are tales of love and pretty thugs, neighbourhood rumours and passionate 
songs, and, with the entrance of some fundamentalists, a very political battle over control of 
the neighbourhood towards the end. On the one hand, we have a descriptive power that 
feeds on the complexities of reality, on the other, one of the most beautiful treatises on the 
passions that we have seen in recent years on the big screen. 
 
One thing is obvious: the immersion of Emmanuelle Demoris, engaged in "a relationship of 
love in the widest sense" with what she films, pushes away the grids of Western readings, 
with topics labelled "sensitive" (the place of women, religious extremism, etc.).. This is where 
the duration plays its part: aligning blocks of words, collected from backyards and kitchens in 
precarious dwellings, the director allows the poor but lucid inhabitants, who are never blinded 
(by the discourses of religious fundamentalism) to be heard. 

Ludovic Lamant MEDIAPART 
 

 
The film-fleuve explodes every kind of cliché. Of course, the everyday is often a struggle in 
Mafrouza, but in this world of odds and ends, it is not forbidden to cobble together the life you 
desire. We leave this unexpected encounter stronger, with a desire, whispered by the 
inhabitants of Mafrouza: to reinvent the real. 

Marjolaine Jarry TELE-OBS 
 

 
One cannot list all the magical moments that bloom periodically throughout this twelve-hour 
film-fleuve, during which you never get bored for even a second, and after which you will 
regret leaving the characters. 
 
This film is a scathing reply to the pervasive stereotypes of ethnicity, of essential otherness, 
of difference that freezes a collective identity. We are in Alexandria, these people fascinate 
us because their relationship to the world is often different from ours, always giving food for 
thought to our dormant inner amateur ethnologist. But, at the same time, these people are 
simply modern, diverse individuals, like you and me. Much poorer, of course, and noticeably 
warmer and more friendly. This lack of overhang is the treasure of the film. This film event is 
not only beautiful, but necessary.  

Pierre Veltz ESPRIT 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



It is not here a question of filming poverty and social exclusion. The characters of Mafrouza do 
not inspire pity. On the contrary. What Demoris discovers - and this is the meaning of the film,  
the fact we can learn from them - is to be not only be their family, but also their equals. In fact, 
the community in which Demoris decided to settle is a concentration of civilization, remaining a 
sophisticated, secular, and urbane culture after the attack of globalization and its counterpoint, 
religious fanaticism. What we see in Cairo is what we have learned in Buenos Aires, Paris and 
Tokyo, thanks to neighbourhood life: the world is sometimes a place where ideas circulate, 
where ideas are traded amongst the working classes. And it is rare that the viewer gets the 
impression that those who appear on the screen are part of the family. And this is never the 
case in the  rich mileu that is the Arab world, which cinema has consistently ignored, except for 
the most aggressive and the most picturesque elements. The key  to Mafrouza  is the total 
absence of the picturesque. Demoris seems to have gone to Mafrouza because she realized 
that, like ourselves, she has always belonged there. 

Quintin LA LECTORIA PROVISORIA (Argentine) 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
* * * 

 


