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rom Baghd

to Hollywood

Director James Longley spent two years making
a documentary of daily life in Irag, seen through

the eyes of both Shias and Sunnis. Now 1t's tipped.
for an Oscar. Stephen Applebaum reports

hile making
the Sundance
hit Iraq in
Fragments,
James Long-
ley received
. death
threats. This film, along with Al Gore’s
An Inconvenient Truth, is now among
the 15 finalists for a best documen-
tary Oscar nomination. Both films
have been acclaimed by critics and
won numerous other awards. Both
bring important subjects to life with
striking immediacy. Longley, though,
believes that Gore’s heavy-hitter has
more chance of bagging the Oscar. “It
has abig studio behind it and it made
$30m in US box office, whereas my
film has made less than $100,000 in
US box office.”

Still, I would not write-off Irag
in Fragments (one of four shortlisted
Iraq documentaries) just yet.
Gorgeously shot.and sometimes
startling in its intimacy, the film pre-
sents three compelling up-close-and-
personal portraits of everyday life
following the US-led invasion in March
2003, as seen through the eyes of
ordinary Iraqis. Sunnis, Shias and
Kurds all speak in their own voices,
offering personal points of view large-
ly absent from the mainstream media
in Longley’s native America. Filmed
over two years, the documentary
attempts to give “a more detailed
impression of what's happening in the
country and how the people feel,” he
explains. “Ithink it’s filling a void that

is not filled by daily journalism.”
The film takes us from Baghdad
to the Shia stronghold of Nasiriyah
in the south, and a Kurdish farming
community in the north. Longley orig-
inally wanted to film a single family
before, during and after the war.
However, he discovered during visits
to Iraq in September/October 2002
and February 2003 that his kind of
film-making, involving interaction
with ordinary people over long peri-
ods of time, was incompatible with
Saddam Hussein's regime. “You could
either film people who were vetted
by the regime or film people and then
hope that they wouldn’t be interro-
gated by the Baathist intelligence
services, which of course they would
have been,” he says. “So it made it
impossible to really start a docu-
mentary in the way  had hoped.”
Instead he filmed what journalists
were permitted to film, such as a visit
by a US congressman opposed to the
war and locations where weapons of

mass destruction were supposedly
being manufactured. “The Bush
administration would say, “Thereisa
site out in wherever where they’re
making tubes for uranium enrich-
ment’ and then the Saddam govern-
ment the next day would ship 400
journalists out there in buses and
you’d have permission to film a steel
factory or whatever.”

‘When Longley left Baghdad at the
end of February 2003, there were still
Iragis who did not believe the US
would invade. “To the last minute they

felt unsure about what was going to

happen,” he recalls. The atmosphere
inthe city had grown strange and fore-
boding; the air was filled with wild ru-
mours. “Asyou canimagine in a coun-
try where alot of people that you saw
around you are connected with the
regime, and they have the sense that
maybe the regime wasinitslast days,
there was this extremely paranoid
and panicky kind of feeling.”

Longley watched the invasion on
television in Egypt and then returned
to Iraq when Saddam’s regime had
been toppled. Getting back in was
easy, novisa was required. “In the ab-
sence of government everything be-
comes very simple,” he smiles.

The film-maker admitsthathe knew
very little about the country whenhe
first went there. But while not want-
ing to advocate an approach started
from a position of ignorance, he ar-
gues that the occupation made Irag
aspecial case. “Alot of what had been
written about Iraq was really regime-
centric and had to dowith how it func-
tioned under Saddam’s government.
Even if you had studied the country
inthat context it wouldn’t have done
you a lot of good after the invasion.”

Longley installed himselfin a seedy
apartment in southern Baghdad and
then set out with a translator to doc-
ument the country. Although he would
increasingly fear for his safety, he says
initially a lot of Traqgis were more afraid
than he was. Under Saddam, every-
one knew what was dangerous and
what was not. With the police and
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military now removed, crimes such . Hefilmed political strategymeetings,  in in Iraq was not something that I
as car-jacking, looting and mugging < rallies, marches, religiousceremonies.  was enjoying as a film-maker or asa
suddenly skyrocketed. “People were . Hewasevenallowedtoridealongon = human being in any respect,” says
afraid to come out of their houses and | analcohol raid, filming as Sadr mili-  Longley, who had already experienced
sometimes after three in the after- 1~ tia beatup; blindfold; and then haul~ bemgshotatdnrmgthemalnngofhls
noon all the shops would close down, : first documentary, Gaza Strip. “1 kept
and that lasted for some weeks and g&zhge?t:pfgt Olf esetlﬁgfgil;: :l}ll o ontelling nwself the next film I make
months, that paranoia.” o were going t oy :gt sscl)m o Hoevs; I’'m not going to do it in a war zone.”
A period of “guarded optimism” did it feel filming the scene? “B cing Evenin where he had pre-
followed, during which people start- in that kind of situation is disturbi viously felt safe, Longley started to
ed to believe that maybe the Ameri- I A tho 1 lilx(l) L d llpgl sense the anger of locals. Eventually
cans would invest in rebuilding Iraq. suPposft’ inle sl ebeﬂon fiiain the situation became so dire that in
“But then hope for that gradually Your sanity, humanity, whatever. On October 2004 heleft Baghdad for the
began to wane as months and months {ﬁe otherha'nd, ifth ('10 shoot S(;me- north, and never returned. It was not
passed and nothing had been done in ib 15 front of eZl oIl it% b Bb just his own life that was at risk, but
terms of the rejuvenation of the basic ®or voutods anyy":&ng th en, isn't it?” also those of the people with whom
social services and infrastructure.” It tﬁ’:n becomes “one of those inter- he collaborated. l;&llagkl;]:;lmyal:i his
Disillusionment and cynicism thus translator onashort emadein
T esting moral quandaries”. Tl Gl bt the Christint

colour the documentary’s opening
story (what might be termed the Sunni
chapter) about an 11-year-old auto-
mechanic in Baghdad. Torn between
work and school, Mohammed
Haithem's experienceis fairly common
r inacountry

where only about 30 per
| cent of children are now in regular

The film conveys a sense of mount-
ing danger and chaos. The tipping
point came in April 2004, says Longley,
with the blockade and bombing of Fal-
lujah, confirmation of rumours about
abuses at Abu Ghraib prison, and the
Shia uprising in Najaf. “It doesn't take
very many incidents to turn an entire

education, according to Longley. What
mostly fascinated the director, though,

socxetyuamstym,”hesays. “and in
there were thousands

for working-class Sunnis has deteri-
orated since Saddam was

that he loves him as well,” says

' gley‘butalsoxt’sthnshndofdespot-

ncrelatxonsbxp.lthmkxtanowedme
layerto this
,  storywhere it also becomes about the

|

| toppled.
{ “Mdmnmedloveshmmdbe&ves

|

+ togiveamore

was his relationship with his boss, a
| sort of father figure who hits and
- taunts him, and complains how life

=

the caseof Iraq

-and thousands of incidents about
which knew. All the things
that were not done well or not done
at all, combined with the things that
were Ithink by the spring
0f 2004 had basically addedup tothe
general population of Iraq no longer
wanting the United States to be in
their country at all.”

* Foreigners were being kidnapped

and beheaded. “I began to receive

g\mbwal.eutrelahonsbiptopowerﬂlat

- the radical Shia cleric Muqtada al-
- Sadr’sfollowers’bid for power in the

film's second story. They are flexing
theh-mmclesaﬂ:eryearsofoppres-
sionunder Saddam, and burning with

political and religious zeal. Longley
got extraordinary access to the move-
ment after a chance meeting in Najaf
with Sheik Aws al-Kafaji, then head
of the Sadr operation in Nasiriyah.

death threats, in some cases at the
locations where [ was filming, where
people would tell me, ‘Masked gun-
men havebeen here and told usifyou
come here again they will kill you and
kill us’” Longley even found himself
hauled before the Islamic court in
Najaf, accused of filming the bodies
of Mehdi Militia fighters in the Najaf
cemetery, though he had intention-
ally left his camera in his hotel room

that day, expecting trouble.
“The situation that I found myself

Science Monitor correspondent he was
working with was kidnapped.

When Longley edited Iraq in
Fragments, it broke down alox}ng
religious and ethnic lines. Even so,
stresses that he is not advocating
splitting up the country.

“The fact is Iraqis have been living
together for a very long time,” he says.
“They are capable of doing so again.
1 think a lot of what was done by the
United States when they entered
the country served to fan the flames
of sectarian division and ethnic divi-
sion, and allowed people to see it as
their chance to gain power based
on sects, based on ethnicity instead
of encouraging them to develop®
government based on actual political
parties that had political platforms
instead of dividing themselves by their
religious affiliations.”

Longley laughs when I ask him what
should now happen. “I think the Unit-
ed States should leave the country
and pay Iraq reparations, in the same
way Iraq paid Kuwait reparations
after they invaded them. But we all
know that the United States is n@
going to do that soit’s a moot point.

‘Iraq in Fragments' is released on
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Award winner: director James
Longley RICK WILKING/REUTERS

Daiydangers:ﬁlmedtwoyaan,‘lraqh 'ap;iod'
of war, occupation and ethnic tension as told people living through it
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