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AICHA biedt niet alleen een inkijkje in het leven van hoofdpersoon Aya, maar legt ook
de zenuwen van de Tunesische samenleving bloot. Wat zou jij doen als je opeens de
kans krijgt om met een schone lei een nieuw leven op te bouwen?

Aya (Fatma Sfar) is in de twintig en werkt in een hotel aan de rand van de Sahara.
Ze woont bij haar ouders en heeft weinig perspectief op een hoopvolle toekomst.
Dan verongelukt het busje waarmee ze iedere dag naar werk reist, en is ze de enige
overlevende van de crash. Aya ziet dit als een kans om een nieuw leven te beginnen
en vlucht naar Tunis. Als ze daar tijdens een avondje uit betrokken raakt bij een
politieonderzoek, lijkt haar nieuwe leven in Tunis onmogelijk te worden.

AICHA ging in premiére op het Filmfestival van Venetié als onderdeel van de Orizzonti-
competitie. Na UN FILS geeft regisseur Mehdi M. Barsoui opnieuw een intrigerende kijk
op een onstuimige samenleving in Tunesié.




Biography

Bornin 1984 in Tunis, Mehdi graduated in editing from the Higher Institute of Multimedia
Arts in Tunis. He then went to Iltaly to complete his training and graduated as a
director from DAMS in Bologna. He has directed three short films, which have received
recognition and awards at several international festivals. His first feature film A Son
started its international career in the official selection at the 76th edition of the Venice
Film Festival, where it received two awards, under which Best Actor for Sami Bouajila.
Distributed in twenty countries and winning multiple awards all over the world, A Son
is the first Tunisian film to win a French César Award. Aicha is his second feature film.
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INTERVIEW WITH

Mehdi M. Barsaoui

A portrait of a woman, a radioscopy of a country, how did the idea for Aicha come
about?

In 2019, a news story shook public opinionin Tunisia. A young woman who’d miraculously
survived a bus crash decided to pretend to be dead to test her parent’s love. Making
the decision to leave everything behind, overnight, without premeditation, to go into
hiding, leaving behind her family, her past, her wounds... | found that fascinating, heroic
and profoundly sad all at once... How do you become that desperate? How, in a country
that sanctifies parental authority, where you must obey your parents’ body and soul,
could you inflict such suffering on them? And most importantly, why? It was in trying
to answer these questions that | first got the idea for the film. The young woman in
guestion only lasted 3 days with her secret in real life, but the story stayed with me,
haunting me until the day | found out | was going to be a father to a little girl. A light
bulb went off. Parenthood relentlessly projects you into the future, pushing you to lay
the foundations of the principles and values you want to pass on to your children. | also
quickly started wondering about the environment in which | was going to welcome my
daughter because, behind Tunisia’s beautiful image as one of the most modern and free
countries in the Arab world lies a complex side, full of paradoxes and contradictions,
where most of the population is merely surviving instead of living. The simulacrum
of death to live rather than survive inspired film’s title: Aicha, which, in literal Arabic,
means alive. That was the basis of the film.

How did you go about writing the script?

In different stages. Having taken a lot of liberties with the original news story, | had to
start from scratch with this character to build her trajectory. As | went about defining
this female character’s motivations to motivate her quest for reconstruction, the reality
of Tunisia caught up with me. Between frustration, social injustice, family pressure, and
social and religious diktats, this character personified a tormented, cheated Tunisian
youth whose wings had been clipped... A youth deprived of their free will in favor of
ancestral beliefs and desires. Full of dreams and a thirst for freedom, sacrificed on the
altar of a country’s social, religious and eco nomic ideology... In her quest for freedom,
my character is confronted with various obstacles: family authority and the submissive
relationship, misogyny, sexism and, more generally, the place of women in society - but
most importantly, the corruption and oppression of the police, their omnipresence and
omnipotence over the population. So, it’s a layered, stratified script that evolves as the
character progresses.

Social issues, intimacy, politics, the police, suspense... multiple themes collide in the
film.

The narrative dictates the rules. When | was sketching out the premise of the film, |
wasn’t thinking about genre at all. It was the character that interested me, and the



choices that would arise from the simulacrum of death. As the script evolved, the
character changed, and the genre along with her. It was the script that inspired the
genre, establishing the rhythm and the staging. Tozeur isn’t filmed like Tunis. Aya isn’t
filmed like Amira who isn’t filmed like Aicha. It was exciting to direct, but | had to be
constantly vigilant to ensure the coherence of the story and the character’s evolution.
| owe a lot to my team, who were a huge support throughout this process, and also to
the protagonist, Fatma Sfar, who understood everything about the characters she was

going to play.

Let’s talk about the choice of Fatma Sfar who plays Aya in all her facets.

Fatma was the obvious choice. I'm not a fan of the screen tests where actors are asked
to do scenes taken from the script, which are often misinterpreted and acted out in
cold, impersonal offices with no soul - | found it frustrating. So, the casting director
and | came up with a new way of holding auditions while giving the actresses the
freedom to choose. The first step of the film’s casting process was therefore based on
an improvisation exercise we set up. The women auditioning for the role didn’t know
much about the story, only that they had to stand up to a policeman for as long as
they could while concealing their identity for as long as possible. They were allowed
to say and do anything - they were completely free. It was exciting because you could
see right away how talented each of them was at getting out of trouble. Fatma stood
out in that exercise and then nailed it in the more classical tests. | was struck by her
magnetism. | knew she was the one.

And what about Nidhal Saadi who plays the role of the deputy police chief? He’s a
huge star in Tunisia.

That’s right. Nidhal is a star in Tunisia, known mainly from TV series. | didn’t know him
personally; it was my casting director who introduced us. | was a little hesitant at first
because Nidhal is very different from the Fares I'd imagined while writing the script.
He has an athletic body and an incredible energy whereas I'd imagined Fares as rather
dull, taciturn and paunchy. During the improvisation exercises we did together, | was
blown away by how credible he was in the role of the policeman. He didn’t think twice
about putting on 20 kilos for the film, abandoning his handsome-guy image to play
a policeman who’s let himself go and isn’t too bothered about his looks. Fares is a
complex character whose motivations remain unclear right up to the end, and choosing
Nidhal to play him added depth to the character, preventing him from falling into the
cliché of the dehumanized, unscrupulous cop you can spot from his first expression.

Aya is plural in the film. How did you manage her metamorphosis?

Aya goes through several phases before trying to become the woman she’s always
wanted to be. It’s a trajectory that’s definitely scripted, but one that’s also supported
by a lot of directorial detail. Everything was thought out with the character’s evolution
in mind. From the props to the different costumes, including makeup, hairstyle, setting,
lighting, the way the character carries herself, walks, looks... All these details were
meticulously worked out with the various department heads and the protagonist to
make Aya’s metamorphosis from Amira to Aicha as credible as possible. With Antoine
Héberlé, the film’s cinematographer, we also opted for two completely different ways
of filming the character. Whereas in Tozeur at the start of the film we've got a camera



that’s clearly organic but rather passive, seeing, capturing and following the character
in her very dull everyday life, in Tunis, the camera changes with Aya’s gaze as she
becomes Amira. The camera becomes less contemplative and starts to direct the gaze,
becoming active, like the character. The colors become more flamboyant and the
dullness of the beginning gives way to brilliant colors.

The scenery plays a major role in the film.

Absolutely. Tozeur and Tunis are characters in their own right. They not only provide
context forthe narrative’s evolutionbutalso play averyimportantroleinthe protagonist’s
psychology. While Aya’s Tozeur represents the immobility, passivity and monotony of a
dull everyday life, Tunis is exactly the opposite, with its immensity, energy and vitality.
Aya idealizes Tunis, fantasizes about it. It’'s a city where the impossible becomes
possible, allowing her to live out her dream. The backdrops are a sort of murky cast of
characters, blurring the lines and confusing the issues. The cities evolve over the course
of the film, and not always in the right direction. Location scouting has always been
an exciting step for me; it anchors the characters in an environment that automatically
rubs off on their actions. The choice of sets also influences the mise-en-scene. It’s a
crucial stage in the making of a film.

You make no judgements about your characters.

That’s what | try to do from the moment | start writing the script - to approach it as a
bias. To portray the characters in all their facets, whether they’re positive or negative. It
was important for me to avoid a certain kind of Manichaeism, which isn’t very interesting
in cinema. We’re looking for complex, nuanced characters whose trajectories we can’t
guess. | remain convinced that we’re all inhabited by dualities, and it’s these dualities that
interest me. | also like to thwart the audience’s expectations, with Lobna, for example,
portrayed as a quiet girl who commands Aya’s admiration but who ultimately proves to
be very different. | also like to depict benevolent monsters, far from suspicion, to make
things less conventional in my view.




The film deals with corruption within certain institutions. Where is Tunisia, 13 years
after the 2011 uprising?

There’s no denying that what we experienced in 2011 was one of the most beautiful
things to happen in contemporary Tunisian history. 2011 allowed Tunisian youth to
acquire a political conscience and take back the republic. Some days are less happy
than others because we still have a long way to go towards full democracy. There
have been abuses, and abuses continue to this day, which is why we denounce them.
It’s important to be able to denounce them and have the means to do so through art
and film, for example. 2011 was a pivotal year in the history of Tunisia, and | don’t think
we’ll soon forget it. It’s in the name of a very hardwon freedom of expression that we
must continue the fight, denouncing while we still can, for our successful democratic
transition so that we can pass on to our children the hope of a better future and a
better society.

The film is often shot in close-up, in scope format. What prompted that choice?
Antoine Héberlé (the cinematographer) and | made that choice very early on during
the scriptwriting phase. | started having Antoine read the various versions to get him
involved beforehand so he could immerse himself in the writing, and we quickly agreed
on the use of scope, which, combined with close-ups, enables us to amplify every look
and every emotion. In wide-angle shots, scope also allows us to play with perspectives,
isolating our characters in the setting, offering a multitude of graphic compositions
and giving us the chance to tell the story of the staging through the frame. | like scope
because it lends a certain vitality to the staging by offering a wide view, a cut-out in
the shot, without necessarily going through editing.

Let’s talk about editing, since you’re an editor by training.

Yes, | come from an editing background, but | don’t edit my own films. | rely on Camille
Toubkis, with whom | previously worked on my first film, A Son. To be honest, the
editing phase is my favorite part of making a film. Being confronted with one’s material,
with no way of escaping, gluing together the little bits of shots in an artisanal way
- | find it fascinating. Camille and | took our time to explore all possible avenues so
we could be sure about the choices we made. Editing is the definitive writing of the
film, the final touch we add to our story. And editing Aicha was tedious. The tricky
part was finding the right balance between the different trajectories addressed in the
script. First, the personal and intimate trajectory of our protagonist, combined with the
political trajectory of the police case, and finally the resolution of the plot. To find that
balance, we were forced to make choices and ask ourselves questions, which nourishes
the film and helps it take on its final shape. It’s always a crucial phase, and one from
which we emerge a little exhausted but happy to meet our film.

You opted for a rather open ending. Why did you choose that last image?

It’s what Aya becomes that interests me, not what she’s going to become. I’'m kind of
playing with words a little, but it’s the realization of the person she wants to become
that was important to me. What she does with her new life is up to her. In fact, another
film could open there. | wanted to stay on that momentum, on her first step into her
new life, her first step into her new life as Aicha, free and, more than ever, “alive”.



However, we were dependent on the moods, naps and bottle-feeding schedules of
the multitude of babies cast to play Lucille from birth to age two.... As their time on
set was very limited, as soon as one of them arrived, we had to be ready to seize the
moment. The cinematographer, Elin Kirschfink, sometimes sat on a cube with wheels,
which enabled her to reposition herself immediately to adapt to their movements. For
someone like me, who tends to want to control everything, the excitement of having a
baby on set is paradoxically quite enjoyable.

On the set, did the direction of the actors take up all the space?

Pretty much, yes... In preparation, | pre-cut all the sequences in situ with my DP, first
assistant Mathieu Vaillant and script supervisor Anais Sergeant: we act out the scenes,
taking turns embodying the characters, looking for what feels right from an emotional
point of view, and how to transcend it all through the image.... then | give the team a
very complete document containing all my influences (films, music, costumes, etc.), as
well as a sort of storyboard made up of photos taken during this pre-cutting process.
With everyone knowing exactly what they have to do when they arrive on set, | can
concentrate primarily on my actors. Not only does this save time and energy, it also
allows my closest collaborators to become fully involved in the production, and it's an
understatement to say that the film owes them a great deal...

What requirements did you have in terms of staging?

To tell the truth, | never really know what a film is going to be like when I've finished
writing it. My intentions take shape as the film is being made, with everyone involved.
But the more time goes by, the more | aspire to a form of discretion in directing. Also,
the presence of the children on the set reinforced the idea of a necessary lightness from
a technical point of view. The film is essentially made up of fields/counter-fields, with a
fairly stable hand-held camera that's flexible enough to accommodate the unexpected.
For The Young Lovers, we favored long focal lengths to give the couple a sense of
intimacy by filming them "from afar”. On this project, | wanted the camera to become
part of the family, to act as a link, not to be detached from the characters, in reference
to the title, and of course not to constrain the actors in any way.

And then | discovered later, when editing, that the film was much more musical than
I'd imagined...

What were your musical goals for the film?

To complement the songs included in the script, | always put together a playlist
beforehand, which | share with the cast and crew. It's not unusual for some of the
tracks to end up in the film... In this case, Voce Abusou, Don't get me wrong, but also
a number of tracks from the Balkan music group (Les yeux noirs) by the composer of
the soundtrack, Eric Slabiak. It was the character of Emillia (of Romanian origin), who
initially inspired these Eastern European atmospheres, but as the film was edited, they
took over throughout... When the music appears light, it carries a hint of melancholy;
conversely, even when it seems deeply dramatic or plaintive, it often transitions into a
touch of cheerfulness. This duality was crucial in preventing the film, which is burdened
from the outset by the announcement of the mother’s death, from sinking into despair
and instead ensuring it remains anchored in the celebration of life.
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