
DISCOVERING SYRIAN CINEMA

I FIRST DISCOVERED SYRIAN CINEMA FOR MYSELF 
back in the early 80s. I had just begun to attend international film 

festivals such as Rotterdam and Cannes, and the Syrian cinema was, 

likewise, a kind of newcomer to the scene. Samir Zikra’s The Half Meter 

Incident (sadly not included in this series) impressed me with its sly 

humour and candour about the 1967 Six Day War; but what really 

caught my — and many other people’s — attention was Mohammad 

Malas’s Dreams of the City. Exquisitely made and directed, the film 

offered one of the most skilful weavings of personal story and historical 

consciousness that I had ever seen.

Over the next few years Syria would reappear at festivals with works 

such as Abdellatif Abdul-Hamid’s The Night of the Jackals and Oussama 

Mohammad’s Stars in Broad Daylight, but then in 1992 came Malas’s 

second film, The Night.  Simply a masterpiece, The Night seemed the 

perfect next step beyond Dreams of the City; its innovative blending 

of personal and historical narratives was even more provocative, and 

his style was further enhanced by various surrealist touches. Clearly, 

something was going on in the Syrian cinema.

Happily, in 1995 I had the opportunity to visit Syria in the course 

of watching films for what became the Film Society’s “Centennial of 

Arab Cinema” in November 1996. Beyond having the chance to see 

again friends such as Mohammad Malas, Omar Amiralay and Oussama 

Mohammad (both close collaborators with Malas on The Night, as well 

as fine filmmakers in their own right), I also got to see and review a 

large part of Syrian production from the mid-80s to the mid-90s, and 

to discover the impressive breadth that characterized that cinema. What 

first strikes one about Syrian films is simply just how well made they are.

ARAB CINEMA’S BEST-KEPT SECRET 
IS FINALLY GETTING THE NORTH AMERICAN RETROSPECTIVE IT 

DESERVES. THIS SHOWCASE, WHICH TOOK TEN YEARS TO ORGANIZE, 

WILL INTRODUCE VIEWERS TO AN ARRAY OF VIRTUALLY UNKNOWN 

AUTEURS (SUCH AS MOHAMMAD MALAS AND OUSSAMA MOHAMMAD) 

WHOSE INDIVIDUALLY IDIOSYNCRATIC WORK NONETHELESS FORMS A 

BONA FIDE NATIONAL ART FORM.   The first North American retrospective of a stellar period of Syrian 

cinema, from the 1980s through today, “The Road to Damascus” is 

a particularly timely and relevant program.  The exhibition covers an 

impressive breadth of subjects. There are love stories, family dramas, 

historical epics, and political critiques. They offer up a range of 

emotions from outrage to joy, despair to hilarity. Included are works 

by Russian-trained master filmmakers, as well as independent works 

from a budding generation of filmmakers who have just begun to 

develop their own voice, their own vision of cinema and of Syria.  

                                                      - Film Society of Lincoln Center

THE ROAD TO 

DAMASCUS

Many of the filmmakers — including Malas and Oussama 

Mohammad — studied filmmaking at VGIK, the great Soviet film 

school in Moscow. All are fine exemplars of the VGIK “style,” an 

approach that opts for carefully composed, almost iconographic 

shots — the opposite perhaps of the more fluid, hand-held style 

adopted widely after the explosion of the French New Wave. For 

their narratives, Syrian filmmakers often rely on allegory, the 

microcosm of a single family serving as stand-in for the nation. 

The films also don’t shy away from making big statements. 

Historical events are never far off screen, and they often permeate 

even the most intimate of personal relations.

With an annual production never exceeding more than four or five 

feature films a year, many filmmakers are forced to wait years 

between projects (almost 15 years passed between Oussama 

Mohammad’s first and second features); consequently, filmmakers 

are intensely aware that each film, each shot, really has to count. 

Working under what can only be described as very difficult 

conditions — ranging from the watchful eyes of the censors to 

the lack of a real industrial infrastructure for film production — 

Syrian filmmakers have nevertheless managed to create a powerful 

and provocative cinema, with films brimming with both personal 

expression as well as perceptive social analysis that are often 

startling in their courage and commitment. 

      
 - Richard Peña, Program Director, Film Society of Lincoln Center

The Night
(al-Leyl) 
SYRIA 1992. DIRECTOR: MOHAMMAD MALAS
CAST: SABAH EL-JAZAIRI, FARES HELOU, RAFIQ SBEI’I, RIAD CHARHROUR, OMAR MALAS

A provocative blending of personal 
and political cinema, Syrian 
filmmaker Mohammad Malas’s semi-
autobiographical second feature is set 
in his native Quneytra, a border town, 
largely destroyed in the wars of 1967 
and 1973, that lies in the Golan Heights. 
An attempt to understand the troubled 
past of a family and a nation, the film 
has a young man (the director’s alter 
ego) reliving childhood memories as he 
visits the grave of his father. The father 

was a volunteer in the Arab armies that rose up in Palestine in the Great Revolt of 1936; he was 
also, to his family’s everlasting shame, regarded as the local madman. Set against the turbulent 
events that convulsed Syria in the 1930s and 40s, The Night was one of the first Syrian films to 
be widely seen in the West (it was selected for the Berlin, Rotterdam, and New York film festivals). 
It won lavish praise from Variety for its accomplishment and its fascinating Arab perspective on 
the creation of the state of Israel. Malas’s first feature, Dreams of the City (screening July 9) was 
equally visually stunning. “The film has a rare authority . . . Malas’s pictorial style — something 
of a stylistic watershed in contemporary Arab cinema — is unique” (Variety). Colour, 35mm, in 
Arabic with English subtitles. 116 mins.

THURSDAY, JULY 6 – 7:15 PM

SUNDAY, JULY 9 – 9:30 PM 

“Neglected – ignored 
even – Syrian cinema 

merits special attention 
for its originality, 

quality, and boldness.” 
Cécile Boëx, Film Comment

“An adventurous film series.”
                                                                                 Stephen Holden, New York Times 

MORE >
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Sacrifices
(Sunduq ad-Dunya) 
SYRIA/FRANCE 2002. DIRECTOR: OUSSAMA MOHAMMAD 
CAST: RAFIQ SBEI’I, MAHA AL-SALEH, NIHAL AL-KHATIB, AMAL ‘OMRAN, CARESSE BASHAR

Sacrifices, Oussama Mohammad’s extraordinary 
second feature — made almost 15 years after 
his much-acclaimed, still-banned Stars in Broad 
Daylight (screening July 7) — is a striking, 
sumptuous work that pays stunning homage to 
Russian master Andrei Tarkovsky and his final 
film, The Sacrifice. (Mohammad, like many of 
Syria’s finest directors, was trained at VGIK, 
the Soviet film school in Moscow.) Mystical, 
meditative, and rendered in breathtaking images 
and compositions, this strange, otherworldly 
fable centres on an extended family living in an 

Alawite mountain village. When the powerful family patriarch dies without designating an heir, his children 
and grandchildren, thrown into uncertainty, begin contending for the family name. Sacrifices is awash in 
startling evocations of the elemental and primal (birth, death, eggs, breast milk, mud). In one unforgettable 
scene, freckles migrate from a young girl’s face to a boy’s shoulder. Selected for Un Certain Regard at 
Cannes, “Sacrifices indicates a particular shift in Syrian cinema toward a complex, metaphorical language 
— a recurrent recourse to metaphor, the fantastic, the absurd, the comic . . . This phenomenon can be 
explained by the strengthening of censorship since the mid-1990s” (Cécile Boëx, Film Comment). Colour, 
35mm, in Arabic with English subtitles. 113 mins.

THURSDAY, JULY 6 – 9:30 PM

FRIDAY, JULY 7 – 7:15 PM

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

Stars in Broad Daylight
(Nujum an-Nahar)
SYRIA 1988. DIRECTOR: OUSSAMA MOHAMMAD 
CAST: ZUHEIR ABDUL-KARIM, MAHA AL-SALEH, ABDULLATIF ABDUL-HAMID, SABAH AL-SALEM

“Funny, violent, and blunt . . . perhaps the 
greatest film to come out of Syria” (Lawrence 
Wright, The New Yorker).  Oussama Mohammad’s 
dynamic debut feature was showcased at the 
Directors’ Fortnight at Cannes in 1988, but has 
never been allowed a public screening in Syria.  “A 
double wedding in an Alawite village turns to high 
drama when one of the two brides runs away and 
the other refuses to go on with her marriage. The 
drama unveils the fragile balance knitting together 
a family: the patriarchal and abusive father now 
replaced by the successful but corrupt eldest son, 

the pathologically enraged second son, and the youngest, rendered deaf by a violent blow his father dealt 
him when a child.  Ultimately tragic, the film is rife with biting humour and sharp political critique as it 
exposes how the violence of arbitrary and absolute power in a patriarchal society seeps into the unit of a 
family. Stars in Broad Daylight . . . is deemed by many to be the most scathing critique of contemporary 
Syrian society trapped in the iron grip of the Ba’ath regime.  Although not officially banned, the film has 
been shelved by diktat, and sits in storage under threat of irremediable physical deterioration” (ArteEast).  
Mohammad’s second feature, 14 years later, was Sacrifices (screening July 6 & 7).  Colour, Beta SP video, 
in Arabic with English subtitles. 115 mins.

FRIDAY, JULY 7 – 9:25 PM

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

Under the Ceiling
(Tahta al-Saqf)
SYRIA 2004. DIRECTOR: NIDAL DIBS 
CAST: RAMI HANNA, FARES HELOU, SULAFA MIMAR, AMAL ‘OMRAN, HALA ‘OMRAN

“Nidal Dibs’s film is the first to portray the 
angst of the forty-something generation of urban 
professionals in Syria.  Forty years of stories fall 
from the ceiling leaking in Marwan’s room. Under 
that ceiling, his closest friend and hero suddenly 
dies, leaving a widow, Lina, whom Marwan was 
once in love with. In a city exhausted by the legacy 
of its past, the two protagonists are faced with new 
possibilities. They are weighed by the weight of lost 
dreams and thwarted revolutions. Will they remain 
trapped, re-invent their story or find a new life for 
themselves? Under the Ceiling is the filmmaker’s 

first fiction feature, after his first short, Oh Night, received critical acclaim in Syria and worldwide” 
(ArteEast).  “Time-traveling without the benefit of segues . . . Under the Ceiling is a poetic collage mixing 
present-day and decades-spanning reveries, most of them transpiring in an atmospheric apartment with a 
leaky ceiling . . . Attractively enigmatic scenes signal the arrival of a director to watch” (Ronnie Scheib, 
Variety). Colour, 35mm, in Arabic with English subtitles. 90 mins.

SATURDAY, JULY 8 – 5:30 PM

THURSDAY, JULY 13 – 7:15 PM 

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

Dreams of the City 
(Ahlam al-Madina) 
SYRIA 1983. DIRECTOR: MOHAMMAD MALAS 
CAST: RAFIQ SBEI’I, YASMIN KHLAT, BASEL AL-ABYAD, TALHAT HAMDI

“‘Mother, come and see how beautiful 
Damascus is!’ cries little Omar to his mother, 
a young woman drained by mourning.  Partially 
autobiographical, Mohammad Malas’s Dreams 
of the City marked a turning point in Syrian 
cinema; it represented not only the emergence 
of a kind of ‘auteur’ cinema, focused on a 
director’s personal vision, but also a new, 
unsentimental and at times critical look at the 
lives of the popular classes. A young widow and 
her two sons are forced to move from their native 
Quneytra to Damascus, where her brutish father 

offers little emotional or financial support, forcing all of them to fend for themselves. Against the backdrop 
of successive military coups that punctuated the turbulent 50s in Syria, Adib, the eldest of the two boys, 
comes of age in the overwhelming urban magic of Damascus. Images of mosques, the faces of strangers 
and the greenery that embroiders Damascus swirl by as Adib witnesses each dizzying and violent day in the 
city.  This multiple award-winner, perhaps more than any other single film, truly put Syria on the map of 
international cinema” (Film Society of Lincoln Center).  Malas’s masterly second feature, The Night, also 
screens in this series (July 6 & 9).  Colour, DigiBeta video, in Arabic with English subtitles. 120 mins.

SUNDAY, JULY 9 – 7:15 PM

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

Verbal Letters
(Rasa’el Shafahiyyah)
SYRIA 1991. DIRECTOR: ABDELLATIF ABDUL-HAMID 
CAST: FAYEZ QAZAQ, RANA JAMMOUL, RAMI RAMADAN, ASSAD FIDDAH, ZUHEIR RAMADAN

“Syrian writer-director Abdullatif Abdul-Hamid’s 
Verbal Letters is a crowd-pleasing farce that 
mixes surreal and gutter humour only to conclude 
on a surprisingly tender, dignified note” (Lisa 
Nesselson, Variety).  “Set in the bright orange 
groves of a small village in the Syrian countryside, 
Verbal Letters has earned the filmmaker frequent 
comparisons to French author Marcel Pagnol. 
Inspired from the story of Cyrano de Bergerac, this 
film is about love, friendship, loyalty and the magic 
of the first kiss. A young man with an oversized 
nose is too embarrassed to approach the beautiful 

young Salma, with whom he has fallen desperately in love. He dispatches his most trusted friend to carry 
to her spoken letters of love. The film is an ode of tenderness and humour to childhood, coming of age, the 
enchantment of the first love, and the pains of learning multiplication tables” (ArteEast).   Adbul-Hamid’s 
other features include the 1989 classic Night of the Jackal (screened in Pacific Cinémathèque’s “New Arab 
Cinema” program in 1992) and 2003’s At Our Listener’s Request (screening July 8 & 10).  He also appears 
as one of the leads in Oussama Mohammad’s Stars in Broad Daylight (screening July 3).  Colour, 35mm, in 
Arabic with English subtitles. 105 mins.

MONDAY, JULY 10 – 7:30 PM

WEDNESDAY, JULY 12 – 9:30 PM

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

At Our Listeners’ Request 
(aka For the Pleasure of Our Listeners)  
(Ma Yatlubuhu al-Musstami’ûn) 
SYRIA 2003. DIRECTOR: ABDELLATIF ABDUL-HAMID 
CAST: FAYEZ QAZAQ, JAMAL QOBBESH, MOHSEN GHAZI, MA’MOUN AL-KHATIB, NIBAL JAZAIRI 

“Tuesday in small-town Syria in 1969 means only 
one thing: gathering at the local grandee’s house 
to hear the popular radio show ‘At Our Listeners’ 
Request.’ Filled with a nostalgic soundtrack of 
classic Arabic ballads, the weekly broadcast brings 
together a remarkable assortment of oddball 
characters, each of whom pursues their own 
dreams and romances. One week, though, the radio 
program tells them more than they bargained for: 
news of the Apollo moon landing, as well as reports 
of continuing fighting on the border with Israel. 
When the town’s young hero is drafted, the radio’s 

songs become even more reflective of the popular mood. A director whose films have a wide following both 
in Syria and in the Arab world, Abdullatif Abdul-Hamid [whose Verbal Letters also screens in this series] 
here creates one of his most touching and poignant works” (Film Society of Lincoln Center).  “Released to 
wide acclaim both in Syria and beyond . . . The film is an homage to the ‘radio days’ of the Arab world, when 
the medium brought the world closer together and conquered the imaginations of all, with songs of love and 
longing” (ArteEast).  Colour, 35mm, in Arabic with English subtitles. 89 mins.

SATURDAY, JULY 8 – 7:30 PM

MONDAY, JULY 10 – 9:30 PM 

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

The Extras 
(al-Comparss)
SYRIA 1993. DIRECTOR: NABIL EL-MALEH 
CAST: SAMAR SAMI, BASSAM KOUSSA, MOHAMMAD EL-SHAIKH NAJIB, WAFA’ MOUSELLI

“Shown at many international film festivals, and 
the winner of numerous awards, Nabil el-Maleh’s 
fourth feature is the story of aspiring actor and 
garage mechanic Salem. Salem has eyes for the 
pretty young widow Nada, who seems just as 
interested in him, yet other sets of eyes — namely 
those of Nada’s protective brothers — are never 
far away. When a friend of Salem’s lends him an 
apartment so that he can arrange a tryst with Nada, 
the couple can finally enjoy a few hours of being 
alone together — or can they? Director Maleh 
manages to create a work that’s both a tender love 

story as well as a critical look at marginalization and the people who modern societies deem superfluous” 
(Film Society of Lincoln Center).  “An often funny and ultimately devastating viewing experience propelled 
by two standout performances” (Variety). “Without a doubt the most fully achieved example of [Syrian 
cinema’s] effort to describe individuals’ inability to take control of their social and emotional destiny [under 
authoritarianism]” (Cécile Boëx, Film Comment). “One of the high points of an adventurous film series  
. . . A mood of comic paranoia dominates the film, which is heavily laced with Salem’s flaming fantasies of 
steamy erotic delights and disastrous interruptions” (New York Times). Colour, 35mm, in Arabic with English 
subtitles. 105 mins.

SATURDAY, JULY 8 – 9:15 PM 

WEDNESDAY, JULY 12 – 7:30 PM 

VANCOUVER PREMIERE!

A Land for a Stranger
(Turab al-Ghuraba’) 
SYRIA 1998. DIRECTOR: SAMIR ZIKRAH 
CAST: BASSAM KOUSSA, OUSSAMA ASHOUR, IMAN AL-GHOURI, NAJWA KUNDUKJI, FAYEZ ABOU DAN

“One of the most ambitious productions in 
Syrian film history, the historical epic A Land 
for a Stranger depicts the latter years of the life 
of Abdel-Rahman al-Kawakibi (1852-1902), an 
important intellectual figure in the late Ottoman 
world. A native of Aleppo, al-Kawakibi authored 
Characteristics of Tyranny, a strident critique 
of what he saw as the then-emerging tendency 
towards a rigid religious fundamentalism in the 
Muslim world. His calls for radical democratic and 
egalitarian political reforms brought him to the 
attention of the Ottoman authorities, and he was 

forced to seek refuge in Egypt.  Today, al-Kawakibi’s work is considered among the cornerstones of modern 
Arab political and philosophical writing. Samir Zikra (The Half-Meter Incident) takes up the story in the 
last years of al-Kawakibi’s life, when the signs of the Ottoman Empire’s impending demise have become 
increasingly obvious and the debate as to what might replace it have become increasingly urgent” (Film 
Society of Lincoln Center). “A rich tapestry of Syrian culture and history” (Variety). Colour, 35mm, in Arabic 
with English subtitles. 150 mins. 

SUNDAY, JULY 9 – 4:00 PM

THURSDAY, JULY 13 – 9:00 PM

“The paradox of Syrian cinema is that so many of these   

 state-financed pictures really are provocations — 

beautiful, strange, uncanny provocations.” 
Stuart Klawans, The Nation


