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I thought to myself that [a] woman has been deprived of an image: She cannot be photographed; she does not even own her image. Since she is shut away, her gaze is on the inside. She can only look at the outside if she is veiled, and then, only with one eye. I decided then, that I would make my camera the eye of the veiled woman.

Assia Djebar was born by the name of Fatima-Zohra Imalayen in 1936 in Cherchell, a small Berber city in Chenoua, a mountainous region on the Northern coast of Algeria, just west of Algiers. Her father was a teacher of French and his children were sent to the French language school. She always expressed regret about not being able to speak the Berber language, Amazigh. Djebar had her hesitations about writing in French, the language of her homeland’s colonisers, but also saw it as a source of liberty and emancipation, because it allowed her to educate herself. Her studies continued in Paris, at the Lycée Fenelon, and she became the first Maghrebi woman to be accepted to the École Normale Supérieure. As a student in Paris in the 1950s, she joined the student protests against the occupation of Algeria and for Algerian independence. During the war for independence, Djebar contributed to the Front libération nationale (FLN) newspaper El-Moujahid. Her personal experiences as a woman involved in the Algerian war for independence heavily influenced her stories, novels and papers, as well as her two films, La Nouba des Femmes du Mont Chenoua (1978) and La Zerda, Ou les Chants de l’Oubli (1982). Djebar wrote her first novel when she was twenty years old. La Soif (The Mischief) was published in 1957. It is the story of a young woman, half Algerian, half French, living a frivolous and selfish life in what was modern-day Algeria. Since this moment she used her pen name, fearing that her father wouldn't approve of her writing, Assia Djebar wrote more than 15 books, including novels, poems and plays. Central themes in her work are the role of Muslim women in society, the disappointment of Algerian independence, migration and the longing for home. In 1974, she returned to Algiers to teach French literature and cinema for the French department of the University of Algiers. During this period Assia Djebar began to consider the role that cinema had played in the political emancipation of Algerian society. The potential of filmmaking was able to open up her stories to a newer and wider audience, and particularly to a female audience. So she produced La Nouba and La Zerda with Radio Télévision Algérie (RTA) with the idea to retell history from a woman’s perspective.

Cinema offers a chance to conquer the social ground to which access has been denied and to give voice to the voiceless.

With La Nouba, Djebar focuses on women’s positions in her home country and in Islam. She challenges the documentary tradition with a docu-fiction, transgressing style and form. Rather than representing women as the symbol of the respected motherland and holder of the load of tradition, as it is the case in several films made by men, La Nouba looks at Algerian women and their social and political status in history, specifically during the war for independence. Her first film was the first one by a woman in Algeria. For the first time, women’s histories were inserted into Algerian history and, for the first time, rural women were given a voice.

La Zerda (1982), which won the special prize for the best historical film at the Berlinale in 1982, is a film remembering the French occupation of Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco featuring archive footage and voice-overs. It analyses the colonial, exotic gaze, which is opposed in the poetic, forceful voice-over. “La mémoire est corps de femme” - memory is body of woman. A montage of black and white images shot by French photographers between 1912 and 1942 is edited together in a way that extricates cinematic and political injustices. The film is divided into four movements or songs: Song of Insubordination, Song of Intransigence, Song of Insolation, Song of Emigration. These songs represent different periods of history. The conflict between sound and images, and the non-synchronous sound, parallels the conflict between the apparent content of the images and the explicit content of the spoken words. La Zerda is a feast, a celebration, which, as the voice-over states at the start of the film, is being observed at a distance by the French, and under inquiry of the exotic gaze, it loses its power. La Zerda includes four movements, each representing a forgotten song – or a song of oblivion: the Song of Insubordination, the Song of Intransigence, the Song of Insolation, and the Song of Emigration. With the word ‘oblivion’ in La Zerda, Djebar refers to forgotten histories, and the silencing of colonised voices during the French occupation. The patriarchal repression, coming to terms with the colonial past, is one of the main objectives of Maghrebi women's cinema.

Djebar finally returned to France because “there were only men in the streets of Algiers,” she told the newspaper Le Monde. She began a life of shuttling between the two countries. 

Elvira Notari and Assia Djebar are two figures far from a common historical and geopolitical point of view, but their experiences are so close to each other. As women, they gave voice to the female world and as women they lived the silence experience imposed upon them, even in different forms. As we have been experiencing during this festival, Notari’s cinema is involved in the trouble of women; her films were particularly sensitive to women's conditions. In the early years of the 20th century, important steps leading up to a beginning transformation of the condition, the role and the image of women were taken. The cinema of Elvira Notari contributed to create a female spectatorship. She shows women from all sides. Her female characters are autonomous popular women who transgress the traditional domestic space in order to occupy the public space as well. They are women who refuse to conform to societal codes of behaviour. Notari plays with the symbolism of windows and balconies and with the duality between interior and exterior, sacred and profane, with the city as an object of desire in front of domestic confinement. Her female characters never appear as passive subjects, but rather as mothers and rebels against conventionality, Notari’s heroines try to escape the destiny that society imposes upon them, even though they are often condemned to an end that does not allow them to completely free themselves. Her films oppose fascist policies and expose poverty, neglect, and abuse. In her films, dialect and the vulgar language of the common people is used freely. Her cinema documents an alternative cinematic history of personal filmmaking and an important cultural moment of Neapolitan filmic counter-history. As Giuliano Bruno wrote, “The constitution and analysis of Elvira Notari's authorial text are part of the general effort to rewrite history by empowering the female subject, texts, and readings. At this particular historical juncture, and as long as women such as Elvira Notari remain obscure(d), such a cultural and political project is vital. Insofar as she was somewhat exceptional in her early and productive engagement in the male-dominated field of filmmaking, giving room to the authorial subject is a "political" act. In some way, continuing to write this counter-history as it is happening during these days in Frankfurt means continuing in a wider vision the work of Assia Djebar, giving voice to silence imposed upon women throu(gh)out history.”
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