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Not every cinematic event is measured by the number of films it screens or the prestige of the
guests it welcomes. Some cultural initiatives, however, are defined by the strength of the ideas
they embody and by their ability to open new horizons for cinema, not merely as an
entertainment industry, but as an intellectual and cultural practice that continually reexamines
our relationship with images, humanity, and the world itself.

Such is the case with the inaugural edition of the Saudi Independent Cinema Salon, hosted at
ESRA Paris, the Graduate School of Film, Audiovisual and Digital Arts, on 9 July 2026.
The initiative was founded by filmmaker and visual artist Gigi Hozimah, alongside Benjamin
Azoulay, co-founder of the Salon, Vice President of ESRA Paris, and a committed advocate for
international cultural exchange who firmly believes in culture's power to build bridges between
peoples.

From the moment the project was announced, it became clear that its ambition was never to
create yet another event for the international festival calendar. Rather, its purpose was to
establish a space for dialogue where cinema would become a catalyst for reflection and
discussion, rather than merely a work to be exhibited.

The choice of Paris was far from incidental. Since the middle of the twentieth century, the
French capital has been inseparable from the birth of Auteur Cinema, a concept championed by
French critics and filmmakers who argued that a film should express the personal vision of its
director, just as a novel bears the unmistakable signature of its author. It was from this
perspective that Gigi Hozimah envisioned Paris as the ideal home for a salon dedicated to Saudi
auteur cinema, a place whose cultural symbolism would allow the Saudi cinematic experience to
engage directly with one of the world's most influential intellectual traditions in modern film
history.

Saudi cinema has undergone a remarkable transformation over the past decade, not only in terms
of production but also in the artistic language it has developed. Alongside commercially oriented
productions, a new generation of filmmakers has emerged, choosing to express deeply personal
visions through films that explore questions of identity, memory, human relationships, and social
transformation. These are precisely the qualities that define what is internationally recognized as
Auteur Cinema. The Saudi Independent Cinema Salon was therefore created to offer these
voices the platform they deserve, far removed from the pressures of competition and the
demands of the marketplace.



The programme presented at ESRA Paris was conceived as far more than a series of screenings.
It featured a selection of Saudi short films, followed by the screening of '"And Then Comes
Winter," the feature film written and directed by Gigi Hozimah. The programme also included
discussions that enabled French and Arab audiences to engage directly with filmmakers.
Complementing the cinematic programme was an exhibition of Gigi Hozimah's original visual
artworks, expanding the notion of the cinematic image and reaffirming that cinema does not
exist apart from the visual arts, but continually draws inspiration from them while reinventing
them through its own language.

Within this context, Gigi Hozimah's contribution as the founder of the Salon deserves particular
recognition. Her achievement extends far beyond organizing a cinematic event; it reflects a
thoughtful cultural vision that recognizes the necessity of creating independent platforms
dedicated to dialogue around Arab cinema in Europe. She embraced the belief that a film does
not end when the screening is over. Rather, its true life begins when it becomes the subject of
discussion, interpretation, and multiple readings. It is this philosophy that gave the Salon its
unique identity, transforming it into a laboratory of ideas rather than merely a celebratory event.

Equally significant was the role played by Benjamin Azoulay, whose contribution proved
instrumental in transforming this vision into a tangible reality. Through the development of
international cultural partnerships, the strengthening of the Salon's institutional presence, and his
commitment to the highest professional and organizational standards, he helped shape an event
distinguished by both artistic integrity and cultural excellence. This collaboration demonstrates
that successful cross-cultural initiatives are born from the harmonious union of creative vision
and organizational expertise, sustained by the shared conviction that culture possesses the power
to transcend geographical boundaries and linguistic differences.

The true significance of the Salon lies not simply in presenting Saudi films in Paris, but in
transforming the way these films are perceived. Rather than being viewed as local productions or
works confined to a particular social context, they are now discussed within an international
cultural environment that celebrates diversity while engaging with broader questions of
cinematic language, artistic expression, and the human condition. This is precisely where the
strength of cultural initiatives becomes most apparent: they do not merely cultivate new
audiences, they create entirely new frameworks for understanding.

Perhaps the Salon's greatest achievement lies in restoring the relevance of the cultural salon itself
at a time when digital platforms and the rapid consumption of images increasingly dominate
contemporary life. The direct encounter between filmmakers and audiences, the conversations
that follow each screening, and the exchange of perspectives among artists, scholars, and
students restore cinema to its essential human dimension, reminding us that cinema is an art born
through dialogue, and one that continues to flourish through dialogue.

The inaugural edition of the Saudi Independent Cinema Salon should therefore be understood
not as the culmination of a project, but as its beginning. It lays the foundations for a new cultural
tradition that has the potential to become an important annual gathering in Europe for those
wishing to discover Saudi independent cinema through the authentic voices and artistic visions
of its filmmakers, free from stereotypes and preconceived narratives.



In an era when film festivals increasingly resemble one another in their pursuit of visibility and
media attention, this Salon has deliberately chosen a different path ; one that regards cinema as a
space for reflection, dialogue as the natural continuation of the film itself, and culture as a
universal language capable of transcending borders. Its success, therefore, cannot be measured
simply by attendance figures, but by the intellectual legacy it leaves behind and by the questions
it continues to inspire long after the screen has gone dark. For true cinema does not end with its
final scene; it begins its deepest journey in the consciousness of its audience.



