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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

November 12, 2008.  It is with deep sadness that Cosmic Picture and SK Films announce the tragic death of Chems Eddine Zinoun, the marvelous lead actor in the upcoming film JOURNEY TO MECCA: In the Footsteps of Ibn Battuta. Mr. Zinoun died in a car accident yesterday in Casablanca, Morocco, where he lived.

Mr. Zinoun comes from an illustrious artistic family in Morocco and was well known as a dancer and dance teacher. He had recently shifted his career to acting, and after a number of smaller roles, he was cast earlier this year in the lead role of Ibn Battuta in JOURNEY TO MECCA. The film was shot in Saudi Arabia and Morocco and its world premiere is set to occur in Abu Dhabi in December 12th of this year.
“Chems is a light whose tragic and untimely death cannot be extinguished. His gentle and kind spirit will live on in all of us, and we pray that his heartfelt and powerful portrayal of Ibn Battuta in the film will touch audiences around the world as deeply as he inspired those who were fortunate enough to work with him. We mourn the loss of an exceptional man, an extraordinary actor and a wonderful friend,” said Cosmic Picture Producers, Taran Davies and Dominic Cunningham-Reid.
“Chems became a friend, before he ever became Ibn Battuta in our wonderful film.  I knew he was our Ibn Battuta from the moment he first walked into the Casablanca production offices to audition for a different and smaller role, but he became my friend before he won the lead part,” says Director Bruce Neibaur. “During the days he spent tackling the audition material, he shared a great deal about his life with me.  He was a young man acquainted with some hardship and the knowledge and metal of what it takes to create and to strive for perfection.  I've never encountered anyone in my 30 plus years of directing dramatic material, who had more challenges to fulfill a role and who worked harder to meet those challenges.  If the film is a success, it will be because Chems was our Ibn Battuta.”

To play Ibn Battuta was a huge break for Mr. Zinoun. Battuta is one of the great secular Islamic heroes and one of the most extraordinary travelers in history. In 1325, he left his home in Tangier, Morocco, alone, to make the perilous journey to Mecca to perform the Hajj. He did not return home for almost 30 years, visiting over 40 countries and traveling three times further than Marco Polo. The journal of his travels – The Rihla – is one of the greatest travel documents ever recorded and is still used today as a vital source of cultural, architectural, social, political and geographic history of many countries.

The producers set out to make a truly important film for both the Muslim and non-Muslim world, honouring the great Ibn Battuta as well as celebrating the Hajj, which Ibn Battuta returned to Mecca at least five times in his years of travel to perform. 

“We are heartbroken about the loss of Chems.  He was a very special and loving man who won everyone’s respect and hearts,” says Producer and SK Films CEO Jonathan Barker.  “We were blessed to be given Chems as our lead actor. He inhabited and devoured the role of Ibn Battuta and delivered a powerful performance. He rose to the many challenges in the most remarkable, passionate and disciplined way. As a proud Moroccan, he considered playing the role of one of the greatest Moroccan heroes a genuine privilege. I had a wonderful dinner with him recently sharing many laughs and warm stories, including how proud he was of his father and family.  I asked him how he felt about being in a film that would be actively shown for many decades around the world.  He said he felt grateful and honoured to be in this film - especially if it meant more understanding of the richness of his culture and more respect between the West and the East, and between Muslims and non-Muslims.”

Line producer Daniel Ferguson spent considerable time with Chems and formed a close bond with him. “Chems reached deep within himself to find the essence of Ibn Battuta. He had poise and presence beyond his years. He spoke with his eyes as much as with his voice. His appetite and good nature were contagious and through his enormous passion and his constant humor, he touched everyone on the set.  On the last day of shooting, we filmed a scene in which Ibn Battuta has his head shaved to celebrate a new beginning.  At the moment we wrapped, so many of us watched the role disappear and a dear friend emerge.  When my daughter Irma was born last week, Chems left me the most wonderful message, welcoming her into the world. Though she will never meet him, I will make sure she grows up to know the man behind the 14th century Tangerine costume -- the man whose grace, wit and perseverance inspired more people more than he will ever know.”
Hassam Ghancy who played the Highwayman in the film and a fellow Moroccan, developed a close friendship with Chems.  “I am without words to express the deepness of my sorrow.  We become like brothers in the film’s story and stayed like brothers when the film ended. Far above the desert sands, I salute his great spirit and will miss Le Danseur Berbère greatly.”
The entire cast, crew, and production team send their condolences to his family in this time of loss and grieving.  
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