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1. General Introduction and Background to the Festival.

The 6th Annual Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace, MESP 2009, was in four phases, namely, 

31/1 – 19/2/2009: Middle Eastern Film Festival

19/2 - 27/2/2009: MESP 2009 Pre Events

28/2 - 15/3/2009: MESP 2009 Main Events

17/1 - 16/3/2009: Exhibitions and Displays
and brought together people from a wide range of spiritual backgrounds, people working with peace, conflict, reconciliation and justice, educators, teachers, scholars and students, people from artistic and cultural backgrounds, people working with health, wellbeing and healing experiences and concerns, people from diverse cultures, traditions and communities, and people from across Scotland and internationally. More generally, everyone participated in an individual and non-representative capacity, to allow people to draw upon their own experiences and to share their unique visions and perspectives, and people of all backgrounds who respect the Festival ethos were warmly welcome to participate in this spiritual, educational, artistic and cultural and international festival which celebrates peace and mutual understanding. There were also pre events in the weeks before, including a Middle Eastern Film Festival at the Filmhouse, and a series of exhibitions and displays.

Among the highlights were six talk/forum events as follows:

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Scotland-Middle East Identity Lecture.

Speaker: Leena Nammari.

Title: A Space to Breathe.

Forum on Scotland-Middle East Identity: Experiences, Challenges and Achievements.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Lecture on Global Affairs. 

Speaker: John Rogers.

Title: Alternative Views to the Current Global Economy -

the Impact of Spirituality, Psychology and Group Process.

Forum on Global Values, Global Spirituality and Global Consciousness.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Arts Lecture. 

Speaker: Richard Holloway.

Title:  The Art of Resistance.

Forum on the Role of the Arts in Times of Conflict, and in Response to Conflict.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Education Lecture.

Speaker: Ibrahim Issa.

Title: Peace and Democratic Education at the Hope Flowers School, Bethlehem.

Forum on Educational Approaches to Peace, Conflict, Reconciliation and Justice.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Spirituality, Health, Wellbeing and Healing Lecture.

Speaker: Rev Prof Stephen G. Wright.

Title: The Waste Land - Spirituality, Health and Healing.

Forum on Spirituality, Health, Wellbeing and Healing.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Environmental Responsibility and Climate Change Lecture.

Speaker: Prof Alastair McIntosh.

Title: Gilgamesh and Siduri's Wisdom: a Study of Climate Change and the Ancients.

Forum on Spiritual, Educational and Cultural Responses to Climate Change.

The 2009 Middle East Festival had a greater emphasis on day, afternoon and evening  workshops, since workshops offer greater scope for experiential sharing and participation, and this appears to be one of the preferred formats among those who are attracted to the Festival. 

The two organizations who organize this Festival, namely, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, (NB: the EICSP has taken over the work previously done by the former EICWS) and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, have contributed major in-kind support for this Festival, and without their major networking, planning, management, and coordinating role this Festival would not have been possible. The Festival is a joint initiative of these two organizations, among their projects and initiatives, and is co-directed by Neill Walker, on behalf of EICSP, and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, on behalf of EIAL.
2. Festival Ethos.

During the 1970s and 80s, many people were involved in the citizen diplomacy movement that sought to bring citizens of the UK and USA in contact with citizens of the USSR. As those who participated discovered then, what we don’t yet know about each other may be much more important than what we do know, or think we know. Stereotypes break down in the actual presence of another person like ourselves. Citizen diplomacy also created the context for later political change. This diplomacy began when those who engaged in it were willing to really meet the “enemy,” deliberately laying aside the preconceived ideas they held of each other.

Throughout the history of the Middle Eastern spiritual traditions, the mystics and prophets have often offered points of view contrary to the prevailing mainstream. From Meister Eckhart and John of the Cross in the Christian tradition to the Sufis al-Hallaj and Suhrawardi in the Islamic to the historical prophets of the Hebrew bible, they have often suffered for it. In modern times, prophets and mystics continue to offer their voices for new, non-violent solutions to conflict, even when these opinions subject them to criticism or danger.

One of the purposes of the Festival and Conference has been to show that a great range of opinion exists not only between traditions but also within each. The idea that any one group or person can claim to speak for the totality of any religion or spiritual tradition seems greatly outdated in a multi-cultural society, and many scholars of religious studies or comparative spirituality today prefer to speak, for instance, of multiple Christianities, Judaisms and Islams. The media’s tendency to want to stereotype any particular tradition or religion or to quote a single “Christian,” “Jewish,” or “Islamic” opinion on any issue has often hampered more than helped religious and interreligious understanding.

As organizers we are seeking to engage a progressively wider and more diverse range of contributors who have been working with spiritual tools in the fields of non-violent conflict resolution and world peace. No speaker represents the totality of any tradition. Likewise, no religious group or organization, or the Festival organization or sponsors, should be identified with the opinions of any speaker, whose opinions remain his/her own. One of the primary principles of the Festival is that all mystical and prophetic voices for non-violence and peace should be allowed a hearing, without censorship or prior vetting by any religious group or organization.

Many complex political and ethical issues face religious leaders and organizations today. Speakers may hold various personal points of view on these subjects; however, we have asked that they focus their talks and presentations on spirituality and spiritual approaches for peace, as there are many other forums in which to discuss other, better known political and ethical issues. The Festival and Conference themselves take no fixed position on any political, ethical or cultural question. We intend to create a forum in which we can listen to each other deeply and learn with an open mind and heart.

The Festival grew out of a small conference of Jewish and Muslim peacemakers from the Middle East which, coincidentally, took place on the day war broke out in Iraq on 20 March 2003.

Our inaugural Festival and Conference in March 2004 brought together at least three different kinds of presentations. First, we learned from each other about our shared traditions, as well as those that form the unique voice of any one of us. Second, we heard from those who have been active in peacemaking on a spiritual basis on the ground in the Middle East. Among those we heard from included Rodef Shalom Eliyahu McLean and Sheikh Abdul Aziz Bukhari, who have promoted ancient Middle Eastern rituals of forgiveness and reconciliation (called Sulha) in their peace work in Israel and Palestine. Third, we invited participants to share in the musical and devotional spiritual practice presented, in order to gain an experiential view of the traditions we discussed. Simply knowing facts (or presumed facts) about another does not become real meeting without such an experience. The spiritual practices shared by participants included chant, shared prayer, sacred movement, meditation and Dances of Universal Peace.

The 2005 and the 2006 Festival and Conference continued to focus on these three aspects of spiritual peacemaking, in potential and in action, in order to supplement the many other forums available for interfaith dialogue. In particular, the 2005 Conference focused on the “missing voices” often represented by mystical and prophetic voices for peace, and the 2006 Conference focused on Spirituality of the Heart.

The 2005 Festival included participation from Baha'i, Brahma Kumaris, several Buddhist traditions, most of the Christian denominations in Scotland and some international Christian traditions such as the Melkite Catholic Church, Druze (through the work of the Interfaith Encounter Association), Hindu, Sunni and Shia Islam, Ismaili, Orthodox Judaism, Reform Judaism, the Edinburgh Liberal Jewish Community, the Jewish Renewal Movement from USA, Sikhism, several traditions of 

Sufism, Zoroastrianism, as well as people from interfaith organisations and of further spiritual movements, such as the Dances of Universal Peace, Whirling Dervishes, Mevlevi Tariqat, the World Peace Prayer Society, Subud (we had an international delegation from Subud at the Festival), Sahaj Marg, Anthroposophy, Shamanism, Goddess Spirituality, Paganism, Amma Spirituality, Radhasoami/Universal, Esoteric Christian, Christian Healing, Sanatana Dharma, Gnostic, FFWPU and others, reflecting an impressive spiritual diversity among the participants, which was further enriched by ethnic, cultural and national diversities.

In the 2006 Middle East Festival Professor Tariq Ramadan and Greek Orthodox Bishop Kallistos Ware led the field of speakers. Professor Tariq Ramadan gave the 2006 Middle East Festival Lecture on ‘Islam and the West in a Quest for a Just and Peaceful World,’ and Bishop Kallistos Ware participated in the conference, Pathways of the Heart, and gave the 2006 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture, ‘Acquiring Inner Peace: Prayer of the Heart in Orthodox Spirituality.’ These in turn followed on from the 2005 Middle East Festival Lecture which was given by the three times Nobel Peace Prize nominee, Abuna Elias Chacour, on ‘Spiritual Approaches to Middle East Peace.’

Jean Vanier, Chief Rabbi David Rosen, Sister Joan Chittister, Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji and Prof Bart McGettrick led the field of speakers in the 2007 Middle East Festival.
Jean Vanier participated in a five-day visit as part of the 2007 Middle East Festival, during which he gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Lecture on the subject of ‘Spirituality and the Civilisation of Love’ to an audience of some 1,100 people at the Usher Hall, sponsored by the City of Edinburgh Council; led a three-day Retreat in the City at the Gillis Centre: ‘Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you’ to an audience of some 170 people per day; led an Education Event at St David’s High School titled ‘Spirituality and Global Citizenship’ to an audience of some 300 young people and guests; led a Prison Event at HM Edinburgh Prison, at the invitation of Her Majesty's Chief Inspector of Prisons for Scotland, titled ‘From Brokenness to Wholeness’; was Guest of Honour at a dinner hosted by the Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland; and did a thirty minute programme on BBC Radio Scotland. This visit has been widely received as a great success, and was a great inspiration for many who participated. The visit was a very good example of partnership and collaboration working very effectively, and we are grateful to our partners for their support.

Chief Rabbi David Rosen gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture titled ‘Religion and Peacemaking in the Middle East,’ with a panel of respondents consisting of Sister Joan Chittister, Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, and participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community. Chief Rabbi David Rosen was also Guest of Honour at a dinner hosted by the Edinburgh Hebrew Congregation, and Guest of Honour at the Middle East Festival Conference Dinner, sponsored by Sir Tom Farmer, and attended by the Communities Minister of the Scottish Executive, Rhona Brankin MSP. Chief Rabbi David Rosen also gave Time for Reflection at the Scottish Parliament as part of his visit to the 2007 Middle East Festival.

Sister Joan Chittister and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz jointly hosted a Tent of Abraham Forum during the 2007 Middle East Festival. Sister Joan Chittister also participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community at the University of Edinburgh Chaplaincy Centre, and met members of the Heart of Flesh Group who meet there. Sister Joan Chittister also did a thirty minute programme on BBC Radio Scotland.

Bhai Sahib Bhai Mohinder Singh Ji participated in the two-day conference on Spirituality and Community at the University of Edinburgh Chaplaincy Centre, and was one of the panel of respondents to the 2007 Middle East Festival Conference Lecture by Chief Rabbi David Rosen.

Prof Bart McGettrick gave the 2007 Middle East Festival Education Lecture titled ‘Searching for Spirituality Through Education in the Middle East.’

The two-day conference, Spirituality and Community, was part of a four-day series of events, Pathways to Peace, which included Pathways to Peace Through Spiritual Dance (involving Traditional Sufi Movement, Sacred Circle Dance, Dances of Universal Peace and Aramaic Dance), Pathways to Peace Through Spiritual and Musical Practice, and the two-day Spirituality and Community Conference.

The 2007 Middle East Festival One World Peace Concert was arguably the most successful thus far, and had some 400 people in attendance. Internationally distinguished musicians and artists participating in MESP 2007 included Abdullah Chhadeh, Naghmeh Musical Ensemble, Adel Salameh and Naziha Azzouz, Canty, Nadhum Ali, Razia Sultanova, Lucineh Hovanissian, and Davod Azad.

The following motion was put to the Scottish Parliament in support of the 2007 Middle East Festival:

S2M-5411 Linda Fabiani: 4th Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace—That the Parliament supports the 4th Edinburgh International Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace which will take place from Wednesday 7 February to Sunday 11 March 2007; supports the festival’s aim to celebrate the diversity contained within the religious, spiritual, educational, cultural, ethnic and international traditions of the Middle East as well as in Scotland; welcomes the opening up of the festival this year to events in other parts of Scotland, and congratulates the organisers, the Edinburgh International Centre for World Spiritualities and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, for bringing together people from across all the principal faith and spiritual traditions of Scotland and creating a forum for dialogue and mutual understanding among the religious and spiritual traditions, particularly at a time when negative media images and war in the Middle East are increasingly polarising opinions and exacerbating divisions among our communities.

The Festival positively affirms the diversity contained within the spiritual, educational, artistic and cultural, ethnic, national and international traditions of Scotland and the Middle East. The Festival avoids taking fixed positions on political, ethical or cultural questions, and allows for challenging and evaluative perspectives as well as affirmative and celebratory opportunities. We intend to create a forum in which we can listen to one another deeply and learn with an open mind and heart. 

The Festival brings together at least three different kinds of presentations. First, we hope to learn from each other about our shared traditions, as well as those that form the unique voice of any one of us. Second, we will hear from those who have been active in peacemaking on a spiritual and secular basis on the ground in the Middle East. Third, we invite participants to share in the musical and spiritual practice presented, in order to gain an experiential view of the traditions that we discuss. 

One of the Festival’s overriding aims is to contribute to peace and mutual understanding through dialogue, spiritual and artistic practice, and improved mutual understanding among the spiritual, secular and cultural traditions that have arisen in what is now known as the Middle East, and more generally among those who have found a home in Scotland and the UK. Accordingly, the Festival seeks to engage a progressively wider and more diverse range of participants who have been active in spiritual, secular and artistic and cultural approaches to non-violent conflict resolution and world peace. No speaker represents, or can represent, the totality of any tradition, and indeed, experiential, evaluative and visionary perspectives are particularly welcome.

Festival participants are invited to shape their own experience during the Festival, and to take personal responsibility for participating as peacemakers and community builders. In particular, participants are invited to take personal responsibility for processing any conflicts or obstacles to peace that they experience, and for self-evaluating their own participation as peacemakers and community builders for the benefit of their wider life experience.

Conflict and obstacles to peace are of central importance in the lives of peacemakers and community builders. They hold seeds for our spiritual, personal and creative development and can provide energy to sustain such development. The Festival provides many opportunities to engage spiritually, creatively and non-violently with conflict and obstacles to peace in supportive and non-judgmental environments, allowing participants the opportunity to transform conflicts and obstacles to peace into new perspectives, insights and actions.
The Festival is managed as a charitable event for wide public benefit, and all events in the Festival should reflect, and all participants in the Festival should respect, the Festival Equal Opportunities Policy.

Twelve thematic strands to the Festival are now explicit, to allow a range of entry routes into the Festival, and to allow a range of participation identities, namely:
1. Spirituality, Interspirituality and Intraspirituality; 

2. Peace, Conflict, Reconciliation and Justice;

3. Education and Learning;
4. Arts and Culture;
5. Health, Wellbeing and Healing;
6. Equality, Diversity and Communities;

7. Environmental Responsibility and Climate Change;

8. Engagement with Science and Medicine;

9. Engagement with Communication Media;

10. Engagement with Business and Industry;

11. Engagement with Government, Parliament, NGOs and Civic Society;

12. Celebrating Scotland, the UK and the Middle East.
3. Festival Sponsorship and Support.

The Festival organisers would like to acknowledge and thank those organisations and individuals who have offered financial and in-kind support to this Festival.

Financial and in-kind support towards the Festival in general has come from the Scottish Government, the City of Edinburgh Council, Scottish Screen, Awards for All, the List, EAE, Direct Distribution, the Kalliopeia Foundation, the Shalem Institute, the Pump House Trust, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, Scottish Charity SC038996, and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL. Support for individual events were listed beside the event itself in the Festival Brochure.

In the case of the Middle Eastern Film Festival, the Organisers and Partners were 2009 Middle East Festival, MESP 2009, Edinburgh Iranian Festival 2009, the Filmhouse, the Persian Society of the University of Edinburgh and the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies of the University of Edinburgh, supported by the Scottish Iranian Community and the British Council, with funding from Scottish Screen. This project was organised by Neill Walker (on behalf of MESP 2009), committee members (on behalf of Edinburgh Iranian Festival 2009) and James McKenzie (on behalf of the Filmhouse), and was managed by Neill Walker (on behalf of the EICSP). The film programmers were James McKenzie, Maryam Ghorbankarimi and Stephanie Tait.

In-kind support has come from organizations and individuals who we have worked with to organize specific Festival events. These organizations and individuals are listed beside the specific events that they have been involved with in the Festival Brochure. Further in-kind support has come from a range of hosting and supporting organizations and individuals.
The two organizations who organize this Festival, namely, the Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP, (NB: the EICSP has taken over the work previously done by the EICWS) and the Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, have contributed major in-kind support for this Festival, and without their major networking, planning, management, and coordinating role this Festival would not have been possible. The Festival is a joint initiative of these two organizations, among their projects and initiatives, and is co-directed by Neill Walker, on behalf of EICSP, and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, on behalf of EIAL.
4. Approach Taken to Organising the Festival.

There were over eighty events in the Festival in 2005, an increase of at least three times over the offerings of the 2004 Festival in terms of content. Spiritual practice was woven into many Festival events to allow the spiritualities under consideration to be present to direct experience. The Festival in 2006 had some 140 events, and achieved a consistently very high quality, and was well attended throughout. The 2007 Festival had some 120 events, with many of the events achieving a very high quality. The 2008 Festival was a transition event, in which we shortened the duration of the Festival, and including pre-events we offered some 50 events. The 2009 Festival had some 85 events, including pre events, the Middle Eastern Film Festival at the Filmhouse, and the series of exhibitions and displays.

The Festival takes no fixed position on any political, ethical or cultural question. The intention was to create a forum in which we can listen to one other deeply and learn with an open mind and heart. Without doubt, the Festival was very successful in respecting this approach, and the Festival events were held with a generous and respectful sense of sharing and engagement among the diverse participants involved.

Relative to the 12 strands of the Festival there was a submission process, open to all, for individuals and organisations to submit proposals for consideration for possible events in the Festival, and for suggesting possible speakers or facilitators. There was also an invitation process whereby the Festival organisers invited participation.

The Festival organisers took a lead in organising most of the Festival events, and some events were organised in collaboration with partner organizations, such as the Middle Eastern Film Festival. The externally organized events were predominately scheduled as pre-events. This mix of approaches worked well, and avoided clashes of events, and allowed for a rich diversity of events and approaches. The diversity of events which resulted was widely appreciated.

5. Diversity of Participation in the Festival and Attendance at the Festival.

Everyone participates in the Festival on an individual and non-representative basis, and this allows participants to make presentations and share experiences which reflect their own unique insights and perspectives. This approach can also allow for a rich diversity of approaches and perspectives, e.g., from people associated with one faith or spiritual tradition, and it can allow for a reflection of diversity within faith or spiritual traditions. This approach is also essential in the day workshops, where people tend to share deeply from their own life experiences. This also ensures that the opinions shared by participants are not identified with the Festival, the Festival sponsors, the Festival organisers, or with a given faith or spiritual community, but are clearly understood as individual and non-representative contributions.

Some of the most memorable sharing took place in the day workshops, with participants sharing deeply from their own life experiences, and listening deeply and supportively to the sharing of others. There was also a sense among some participants that the Festival provides ‘temporary community,’ and this is greatly appreciated by many participants.

The 2009 Festival had a similar level of spiritual and cultural diversity among the participants as did recent Festivals. 

Some participants identified themselves as having an inter-spiritual spiritual identity, drawing upon more than one spiritual tradition for inspiration.

Some participants identified themselves as having a spiritual identity based upon a spiritual practice outwith any faith or religious framework of belief.

Some participants identified themselves as having a secular identity, and some identified with a secular spiritual identity.

The Festival welcomes a diverse range of modes of participation in an attempt to reflect and celebrate individual insights and experiences, to allow for hidden or marginalised voices, and to celebrate diversity and difference. We also seek to establish common ground where it exists.

We invited everyone to participate as peacemakers and community builders. Indeed, Festival participants are invited to shape their own experience during the Festival, and to take personal responsibility for participating as peacemakers and community builders. In particular, participants are invited to take personal responsibility for processing any conflicts or obstacles to peace that they experience, and for self-evaluating their own participation as peacemakers and community builders for the benefit of their wider life experience.

Conflict and obstacles to peace are of central importance in the lives of peacemakers and community builders. They hold seeds for our spiritual, personal and creative development and can provide energy to sustain such development. The Festival provides many opportunities to engage spiritually, creatively and non-violently with conflict and obstacles to peace in supportive and non-judgmental environments, allowing participants the opportunity to transform conflicts and obstacles to peace into new perspectives, insights and actions.
Some participated in the Festival at an educational level rather than from a faith or spiritual perspective.

Some participated through artistic and cultural forms of expression, and there was a wide spectrum of artistic and cultural forms of expression in the Festival, including dance and movement, drama, poetry, film, music, storytelling, visual arts, printmaking, photography, etc.

Some participated as scholars, academics, educators, students, education officers, lifelong learning students, or as interested members of the general public. The Festival explores different access routes into the Festival so that people can participate on the basis of a wide range of identities.

Some participated as health professionals, carers, therapists, counsellors, chaplains, etc, and others identified themselves through various conditions of illness or through situations of need.

Some participated through specific thematic concerns, such as concerns for environmental responsibility and climate change.

There was also a wide range of nationalities, ethnicities, and cultures reflected among participants in the Festival, and among Festival speakers and facilitators.

We also had participation from journalists, and we had the List as a Media Partner, and we achieved probably our best level of mainstream media coverage this year.

We were able to engage with the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government, and we had a reception at the Scottish Parliament, hosted by Christina McKelvie MSP, and with Michael Russell, Minister for Culture, External Affairs and the Constitutionas, among the speakers, as well as showing an Exhibition on Peacemakers of Israel/Palestine at the Scottish Parliament, and Ibrahim Issa, one of the visiting Jerusalem Peacemakers, gave Time for Reflection at the Scottish Parliament.

We were also able to engage with NGOs and organizations of civic society in Scotland, and we had participation from people from these organizations.

With the recession in the background, we engaged with some issues  associated with the current global financial system, and possible alternative approaches to it.

The Festival was also successful in attracting attendance from a rich diversity of participants who are now resident in Scotland, but originally from other countries, and we had a good participation from local people originally from the Middle East. Within Scotland, people participated in the Festival from across the country.

Many of the events were very well received and found to be spiritually nourishing and uplifting. Many of the Festival events have received very positive feedback, both written and verbal. As always, feedback will help us to refine the process where appropriate and practical.

6. Some Highlighted Events Associated with the Festival.

Middle Eastern Film Festival

Organisers and Partners: 2009 Middle East Festival, MESP 2009, Edinburgh Iranian Festival 2009, the Filmhouse, the Persian Society of the University of Edinburgh and the Department of Islamic and Middle Eastern Studies of the University of Edinburgh, supported by the Scottish Iranian Community and the British Council, with funding from Scottish Screen.

This project was organised by Neill Walker (on behalf of MESP 2009), committee members (on behalf of Edinburgh Iranian Festival 2009) and James McKenzie (on behalf of the Filmhouse), and was managed by Neill Walker (on behalf of the EICSP). The film programmers were James McKenzie, Maryam Ghorbankarimi and Stephanie Tait.

The purpose of the Middle Eastern Film Festival is to provide a focus for the study and promotion of Middle Eastern cinema. The geographic area covered by the Festival broadly covers that outlined in Oliver Leahman’s ‘Companion Encyclopedia of Middle Eastern and North African Film,’ which includes Central Asia, North Africa, Turkey, Israel, Egypt, Palestine, Lebanon, Syria, Iran and Iraq.

The Iranian films represented the three generations of films and filmmakers in the post revolutionary years in Iran showcasing the wide breadth of talent and innovation that exists in Iranian cinema. These included films by some well-known directors who have helped build Iranian cinema's reputation along with some films by lesser-known directors who have been unjustly overlooked, and finally some films by new Iranian talents who have emerged in the last couple of years. Other Middle Eastern films in the Festival featured the best of contemporary Middle Eastern cinema.

This Middle Eastern Film Festival introduced and educated new audiences about Middle Eastern films and culture, bringing together Iranian and other communities, providing networking opportunities for filmmakers, and it allowed for film introductions and question and answer sessions accompanying some of the film screenings.

Nowadays the Middle East is never far from the news and yet comparatively little is known about the richness and complexity of Middle Eastern cinema. The Middle Eastern Film Festival seeks to address this oversight by focusing on the output of particular national cinemas.

This year it was the turn of Iranian cinema, with an ambitious programme of films that paid homage to Iran’s strong neorealist traditions, whilst also providing a space for other genres and for Iran’s new wave of young directors.

The opening film “As Simple as That” was one of the busiest screenings, with the director Reza Mirkarimi present. He arrived from Iran on Friday January 30th and was taken directly to the Screen Academy Scotland Production Center for the Masterclass, where he presented clips from all of his films and talked about his personal experience whilst working on various projects. The following day his film sold out two hours before its screening. Mr. Mirkarimi ended up giving up his seat to a young film student who was too late to obtain a ticket for the film, only watching the first couple of minutes, standing by the door, to check the quality of the print. When later asked if he minded that he missed watching the film with the audience, he said that he couldn’t watch it with the public because even though the film has been to many festivals around the world he still gets nervous watching the film as with an audience for the first time, asking himself what if this time the film won’t connect with them. He needn’t have worried. The Q and A session was so popular that it extended into the café area. At the request of the students who attended the Masterclass, and thanks to Jim Dunnigan at the Edinburgh Film Guild, it was possible to hold a free screening, on the Sunday, of his previous film “So Close so Far” in the small preview cinema at the back of the Filmhouse.

The Festival continued with two of the most famous Iranian classics, Bahram Beizai’s “Bashu, the little stranger” and Abbas Kiarostami’s “Where is the Friend’s house?”. Despite the unexpected snow paralyzing many sections of the city, both screenings sold out. These screenings were followed by a selection of films by directors equally influential but lesser known to a Western audience. Directors such as Rakhshan Bani-Etemad’s “Nargess” and Tahmineh Milani’s “Two Women,” two of Iran’s first female directors. Another highlight of the Festival was the screening of “The Scent of Josef’s Shirt,” by Ebrahim Hatamikia, a particularly fine example of the little-known Iranian war genre.

The Festival had a second special guest, Roxana Pope, who is half Iranian half British and is based in Edinburgh. Her latest short film “Red Burka,” shot in Minab, a city in the south of Iran by the Persian Gulf, was screened prior to the docu-fiction “Tehran Has no More Pomegranates” by Massoud Bakhshi. This film was switched into Filmhouse 1 due to its popularity and opened a series of films by the young generation of Iranian filmmakers. Watching these films in juxtaposition with the older films helped map the path that Iranian cinema has taken over the years. On the one hand there was Rafi Pitts’ “It’s Winter” that, whilst continuing the neorealist tradition of Amir Naderi and Kiarostami, it also achieved a unique language of its own. On the other hand there was Bayram Fazly’s timeless, unique and surreal “Have You Another Apple?”, a film that has broken away from the neorealist style traditionally associated with Iranian cinema.

Tehran was the unparalleled star of this Festival, not only because two of the films bore its name in their title, but also because most chose Tehran as their city back drop. “Tehran Has no More Pomegranates” gave a satirical history of Tehran from its inception as the capital city of the Qajar dynasty to the present day. “Lonely Tunes of Tehran” focused on two newly immigrated men from the country who are struggling to survive in this megacity. “Fireworks Wednesday” focused on the degradation of the family unit only hours before the New Year, a time that is supposed to bring the family closer together. “As Simple as That” depicts a day in the life of a housewife in Tehran, a city where everyone is from somewhere else. An apartment building is the main location of the film, where all the neighbors speak with different accents and have different traditions and ways of doing things. 

The Festival closed with a triptych of remarkable feature length directorial debuts, with Seyfi Teoman’s beautiful and lyrical Turkish drama, “Summer Book” bookended between two exceptional Lebanese films: Michel Kammoun’s gritty but playful comedy “Falafel” and Chadi Zeneddine’s surreal journey through war-torn Beirut, “Falling From Earth.”

The success of this year’s Festival was down, in part, to the support of Edinburgh’s Iranian community and the hard work of a number of dedicated individuals, in particular Maryam Ghorbankarimi who, in conjunction with Stephanie Tait and James McKenzie, curated the programme and Neill Walker, co-director of the Middle Eastern Festival of Peace and Spirituality, who came up with the original idea and whose driving ambition made it all happen. But more than anything it was down to the public who voted with their feet (eleven out of the sixteen screenings selling-out and the rest playing close to their capacity), and therefore it is particularly apt that we leave the last word to a particularly enthusiastic member of the Filmhouse audience:

"I have been following the ongoing Middle Eastern Film Festival at the Filmhouse, and I would like to congratulate you on the fabulous choice of films. As a student of Middle-Eastern cinema, I found the film screenings quite complementary to my reading of the narrative growth in Iranian cinema, and it’s indeed great that the Festival also had older films like Nargess and Scent of Joseph's Shirt, which were coming out of Iran for the first time apart of course from the evergreen classics like Bashu, Runner, etc.”
Peacemakers of Israel/Palestine Exhibition

The Middle East Festival has commissioned this unique exhibition illustrating the work of peacemakers in Israel and Palestine who are working on a cross community basis. This has involved photojournalist Angela Catlin, and journalist Billy Briggs making a 10-day visit to Israel/Palestine, in December 2008, to photograph and interview the peacemaker groups, resulting in an exhibition and feature articles. 

The Exhibition was shown at the Scottish Parliament, Tuesday 10 - Thursday 12 February 2009, and there was a Middle East Festival Reception and Exhibition Viewing of the Peacemakers of Israel/Palestine Exhibition, Wednesday 11 February 2009, hosted by Christina McKelvie MSP, and with Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz, James McKenzie, Billy Briggs and Michael Russell, Minister for Culture, External Affairs and the Constitutionas, speaking at the event. The Exhibition was then shown at Out of the Blue, Edinburgh, from 23 February – Monday 2 March 2009. Further venues across Scotland and the UK will host the exhibition in future.

The development of the exhibition was made possible by an Awards for All grant.

Highland Turkey Exhibition at the Filmhouse

Based in Edinburgh, photographer Aliki Sapountzi focused on the Turkish and Kurdish community of Scotland, re-awakening distant links to ancestral heredity, displacement and relocation; reflected both in the Turkish and Kurdish communities and the photographer herself. To enrich the visual backdrop, photographs of Turkish and Kurdish Scots have been juxtaposed with images of contemporary street life in Istanbul to impart a contextual reference as to the flavour of life back “home.”

"In the process of researching the material for this new exhibition I remembered my Turkish connections and ancestry. As with many Greeks, one of my grandfathers was from Istanbul and the other from Izmir (Smyrna). In my mother's special box of memorabilia, I found her father's 1910 passport from when he had moved to Greece, together with a visa document permitting him to travel to Paris; all issued by the Ottoman Empire in Athens and written both in French and Arabic. I found it fascinating! Not even a century has past by. How can I distinguish who is Greek and who is Turkish? Are we not all inter-related?

Aliki Sapountzi was born in Athens, Greece in 1947. She studied photography at École de la Photographie, Geneva (1965-1967) and the former Regent Street Polytechnic - University of Westminster, London (1967-1969). Since then she has worked freelance in London and Brighton mainly in socio-documentary and travel photography; focusing particularly on the human birthing process (especially underwater birth, which at the time was a controversial subject), and the little-known Steiner Education.

In 1994 she moved to Edinburgh with her three children where she now lives and works as a film-maker and stills photographer. Her dedication to a subject - whether socio-documentary, corporate or arts-based - enables her to meet day-to-day and long-term challenges in a creative and imaginative way. With an eye for detail and extensive experience, Sapountzi achieves high quality work with striking results.

This exhibition was seen by a large number of people during its showing at the Filmhouse, and was very well received and appreciated.

Talk/Forum Events

Among the highlights were six talk/forum events as follows:

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Scotland-Middle East Identity Lecture.

Speaker: Leena Nammari.

Title: A Space to Breathe.

Forum on Scotland-Middle East Identity: Experiences, Challenges and Achievements.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Lecture on Global Affairs. 

Speaker: John Rogers.

Title: Alternative Views to the Current Global Economy -

the Impact of Spirituality, Psychology and Group Process.

Forum on Global Values, Global Spirituality and Global Consciousness.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Arts Lecture. 

Speaker: Richard Holloway.

Title:  The Art of Resistance.

Forum on the Role of the Arts in Times of Conflict, and in Response to Conflict.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Education Lecture.

Speaker: Ibrahim Issa.

Title: Peace and Democratic Education at the Hope Flowers School, Bethlehem.

Forum on Educational Approaches to Peace, Conflict, Reconciliation and Justice.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Spirituality, Health, Wellbeing and Healing Lecture.

Speaker: Rev Prof Stephen G. Wright.

Title: The Waste Land - Spirituality, Health and Healing.

Forum on Spirituality, Health, Wellbeing and Healing.

2009: Event: 2009 Middle East Festival Environmental Responsibility and Climate Change Lecture.

Speaker: Prof Alastair McIntosh.

Title: Gilgamesh and Siduri's Wisdom: a Study of Climate Change and the Ancients.

Forum on Spiritual, Educational and Cultural Responses to Climate Change.

Workshops

We were able to offer a wide range of workshops in the Festival this year, from quite intimate experiences of sharing to larger workshops on some of the more popular themes.

Jerusalem Peacemaker’s Visit

We enjoyed a visit by two Jerusalen Peacemakers, Ibrahim Issa and Sheikh Ghassan Manasra, to illustrate spiritual peacemaking work taking place on the ground in the Middle East. Among other engagements, Ibrahim Issa gave Time for Reflection at the Scottish Parliament.

Middle East Festival Hosted Meal

We were able to offer a Middle East Festival Hosted Meal, at the Cornerstone Café. The Middle East Festival Hosted Meal celebrates the people participating in the Festival by providing a chance for everyone to get better acquainted in an informal, relaxed atmosphere.

Allanton World Peace Sanctuary Middle East Festival Event

 On the 19 February 2009 there was an Flag Ceremony held in the Peace Room at Allanton House to support the 2009 Festival of Middle Eastern Spirituality and Peace. This is the fourth year that Allanton have supported MESP by having a Flag Ceremony and this year was the most successful. Allanton Sanctuary linked up with Dumfries Interfaith and Dumfries and Galloway Multicultural Association to help organise the programme. There were 50 people present including children. We started with live music, a Muslim call to prayer, a Nasrudin Story and then the Flag Ceremony in which everyone took part. Afterwards there was a sharing of the common values in religion and a candlelit walk to the labyrinth followed by the most delicious vegetarian Middle Eastern feast. Everyone really enjoyed themselves.

Disturbances in the Field

Disturbances in the Field was a hit and greatly appreciated by the audiences as well as the whole company.  Many members of the audience were attracted to it because it sounded "different."  After seeing a performance, several described it as a “Buddhist play.”  

Disturbances in the Field presented the archetypal quest for inner peace and the various “disturbances” that prevent us from experiencing it. With a theatre production as part of MESP, we offered audiences an opportunity to move beyond the rational mind of consensus reality and experience the world as it is on stage in the moment, beyond pre-conceptions and expectations, full of uncertainty, playful absurdity and perennial questions about where and who we are and why we’re here.

In presenting a performance, the intention was to enter the collective unconscious, like a dream, by means of a thought provoking, entertaining kind of wake up call to greater awareness of our spiritual nature and our natural creativity. The piece ultimately says yes to the human spirit in the midst of its own pre-conceptions and self-created malaise.

Disturbances in the Field was made possible with funding from Awards for All, and there were three shows in Edinburgh, and two shows in Glasgow as part of the Festival.

Other Highlights

There were many other highlights, including evening concerts and storytelling events, further exhibitions and displays, further talks, peace walks, etc, and memorable and moving occasions in the Festival, and the above are listed for illustration purposes. 

7. Promotion of the Festival.

A number of approaches were adopted for promoting the Festival this year:

MESP 2009 Festival Brochure, A5 18,000, 4pp cover and 52pp text, were distributed very widely across Edinburgh, Lothians, Fife, Borders, Dumfries and Galloway, Glasgow, Perth and Kinross, Tayside and wider Scotland;

Two, 3,000 A5 Full-Colour Two-Sided Flyers were distributed widely across Edinburgh;

1,600 A3 and 150 A4 Festival Posters were put out across Edinburgh, Lothians and across wider Scotland;

Salisbury Centre Brochure Advert on MESP 2009;

Middle Eastern Film Festival in two issues of the Filmhouse Brochure;

Middle Eastern Film Festival in the Edinburgh Iran Festival 2009 Brochure;

Middle Eastern Film Festival Posters and Flyers – developed by the Filmhouse;
Use of Distribution Companies, EAE, Hanging Rock and Direct Distribution, for the distribution of some Festival Brochures and for some A3 Festival Posters;

Extensive themed email publicity on specific Festival events;

Promotion of the Festival through the new Festival Website, www.mesp.org.uk;

Promotion of the Festival through the EICSP Facebook Group;

Promotion of the Festival through a series of themed press releases;

Promotion of specific Festival events in the publicity of collaborating organizations;

Promotion of the Festival through mainstream publications, and through having the List as a Media Partner;

Promotion of the Festival through articles associated with the Middle Eastern Film Festival;

Promotion of the Festival through articles associated with the Peacemakers of Israel/Palestine Exhibition;

Promotion of the Festival through word-of-mouth and personal contacts.

8. Media Coverage of the Festival.

The Festival was widely covered online. There was extensive website coverage of the Festival, and in associated newsletters. All of the coverage that we are aware of has accurately and positively covered the Festival.

Without doubt, we have achieved the best mainstream coverage of the Festival this year. Among those publications which have either covered the Festival or run feature articles on the Festival are the following:

The Evening News, the List, the Edinburgh Guide, the Guardian, BBC Radio Scotland, the Skinny, the BBC website, The Herald Magazine,  AllMediaScotland, the Big Issue Scotland, Life and Work, Scottish Screen Roughcuts, the Baptist Times, among others.

9. Some Feedback.

To illustrate, with a few examples, some of the feedback on some of the Festival events, here are some quotes from participants on their experiences, for illustrative purposes:

Thanks for allowing me the opportunity to help out Neill, and well done with organising so many inspiring events.

Scott Young

I had a beautiful inspiring time with the Middle Eastern Festival.

Fiona Reilly

What fabulous events! Went to the Elements last night at St Bride's and enjoyed it lots, all the best! 

Maria Conte 

Very many thanks though for letting us take part. Our 2 events complemented the original exhibition very well and brought us to the attention of lots of new people.  

Jenny Carr, the Scotland-Russia Institute

It was our pleasure to once again be part of the Festival and we did enjoy ourselves too.

Soraya Ramjane, the International Sufi School

It was an interesting group to take part in. I hope to keep in contact with the others: their work can help inform us as our centre develops. 

John Dornan, Education Coordinator, Lanarkshire Global Education Centre

Thanks Neil. It was a very interesting discussion.

John Wilkes, Chief Executive, the Scottish Refugee Council

With pleasure Neill. It was a very informative evening for me and I learnt from the evening.

Rowena Arshad, Director of the Centre for Education for Racial Equality in Scotland (CERES)

It was a pleasure, and we admire your devotion to bringing peace and healing into the world. May you be blessed with health and prosperity always.

Hanna Sofia and Tirtza Singer

Cheers Neill, and thank you friend for keeping it all together...

An all round wonderful experience for everyone, good work brother....

Wilson Noble

I really enjoyed the experience of being involved in the 2009 Middle East Festival. 

I got some e-mails from people who have enjoyed my music and songs.

Mohamed Nafee Mohammed

I very much enjoyed my time in Edinburgh. It was a great pleasure to contribute to the Festival and take part in some of the events, to be able to spend some time with you and meet some really nice people.

Susanne Olbrich

Thank you so much for the opportunity to be a part of yesterday's workshop. It was excellent.

Rita Davies.
Very relaxing.

Pauline Haynes

Loved the chanting.

John Mckay

The Spiritual and Musical Practice Day was a wonderful day.

Soraya emanates such warmth of heart that I immediately benefited from her glowing presence.

Pete Smith

In the Evening of Sufi Devotions and Ecstatic Music event, there was a wonderful energy in the Meeting Room that evening, a profound sense of unity among us all. That was a beautiful event – nourishing, inspiring and healing.

Deirdre ní Mhathúna
10. Some Conclusions.

We were able to put on a richly varied program of events, and most of these events were found to be spiritually nourishing by those who participated, as well as intellectually stimulating and of significant educational value.

People were able to discover spiritual traditions which were new to them, to learn more deeply about spiritual traditions with which they had some familiarity, to participate in spiritual and artistic practice, to share deeply from their own life experiences, and the Festival itself was experienced by some as a ‘temporary community,’ a place of meeting and sharing, and for many the Festival was a source of inspiration and nourishment.

The Festival in 2009, including pre-events, and the Middle Eastern Film Festival, and the exhibitions and displays had some 85 events, and consolidated many of the successes from previous years.

The 2009 Middle East Festival has been a significant success in terms of the consistent quality of the events, and the very appreciative feedback that has been received from those who attended.

The Festival Brochure was widely praised and found to be easy to use by most people, though there are always diverse viewpoints on such matters, and each year we take into account feedback from previous years in this respect.

The new Festival Website was found to be easy to use by most people, and the inclusion of online bookings will be further developed.

The registration and booking process was found to be quite straightforward.

We introduced some Festival Passes this year, and some people took up this offer.

The Festival Schedule was comfortably manageable. We were able to keep the costs of events at a very accessible level, and we adopted a flexible policy on registrations to accommodate to people’s circumstances. We also had some bursaries for people on very low income, and for the volunteers.

All of the identified media coverage accurately represented the Festival ethos. The Festival is being accurately and positively reported in the media, and the series of carefully identified thematic press releases that we put out is greatly helping this process. We had our best media coverage to date in the mainstream media.

In the 2009 Festival there were 12 thematic strands to the Festival to allow different entry routes and participation identities. There was participation in the Festival from USA, Africa, across the UK, countries across wider Europe, and the Middle East. Within Scotland, people participated in the Festival from most corners of the country.

Learnings will be incorporated into our Guidelines for Events Submission for the 2010 Middle East Festival.

The 2009 Festival further clarified its role as a vehicle for local and international community building between diverse spiritual traditions, cultures and communities and between the internal and external experiences of the individual.

For many participants the 2009 Festival provided a ‘temporary community,’ and in many events, and particularly so the day workshops, we were successful in providing a supportive, caring, non-judgemental environment in which we engaged in interactive exercises, role play, rituals, deep listening and sharing about our experiences and awareness of wisdom relating to the basic elements of peacemaking and community building. Elements which some found to be important included:

Welcoming (hospitality, appreciation, rituals)

Respect/celebrating differences, acceptance/understanding and allowing/holding space

Openness of heart and mind, trust, listening, compassion, and awareness of each other

Skills or tools of peacemaking in a humane way, letting go, challenging, transforming …
The Festival has again been successfully managed within budget.
11. Thanks.

The Festival organisers would like to offer thanks to everyone who has participated in the 2009 Middle East Festival, and to those who have supported the Festival. From speakers and facilitators, volunteers, sponsors and hosts, venues and the general public, friends and participants, we offer our thanks and appreciation.
12. Festival Contacts.

Festival and Conference Directors:

Neill Walker and Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz. 

Neill Walker:

Edinburgh International Centre for Spirituality and Peace, EICSP,

Scottish Charity SC038996,

4 William Black Place, 

South Queensferry, 

Edinburgh, EH30 9PZ.

Scotland. UK.

T: +44 (0) 131 331 4469

E: mesp2008@hotmail.co.uk

W: www.eicsp.org, www.mesp.org.uk 

Dr Neil Douglas-Klotz:

Edinburgh Institute for Advanced Learning, EIAL, 

3/8 Abbey Street, 

Edinburgh, EH75SJ.

Scotland, UK.

Office: +44 (0) 7005 802 580

Fax: +44 (0) 7005 802 581

Mobile: +44 (0) 7766 704879 

E: ndk@eial.org

W: www.eial.org  
