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Abdullatif Abdul-Hamid

Born in Lattakia, in 1954, Abdellatif Abdul-Hamid worked as an actor, musician and singer in the theaters
of his hometown prior to pursuing studies in film directing. Two years after enrolling in the University of
Lattakia to study Arabic literature, he earned a scholarship to study at the Russian State Institute of
Cinematography (VGIK), from where he graduated in 1981.

He has directed two short documentaries for the National Film Organization in Syria, Umniyat (Wishes,
1983) and Aydina (Our Hands, 1982). He worked as an assistant director to Mohammad Malas on AAilam
al-Madina (Dreams of the City, 1983). He also played the lead role in Oussama Mohammad's Nujum al-
Nahar, (Stars in Broad Daylight, 1988). Among Syrian filmmakers his work has garnered the widest
popular appeal in Syria and the Arab world. His filmography includes, Layali Ibn Awah (Nights of the
Jackals, 1989), Rassa’el Shafahiyyah (Verbal Letters, 1991), Su'ud al-Matar (The Rise of Rain, 1994),
Qamaran wa Zaytouna (Two Moons and an Olive, 1998), Nassim al-Rouh (Soul Breeze, 2001), Ma
Yatlubuhu al-Musstami ‘un (At Our Listeners' Request, 2003). He has just completed his seventh fiction
feature, due for release in 2006. He has authored the scripts of all his films, as well as the script for a
television serial entitled Usbu ‘an wa Khamsat Shuhur (Two Weeks and Five Months, 1985).

His films have earned numerous awards in the Arab world, beginning with the Damascus Film Festival, the
Journées Cinématographiques de Carthage (Tunisia), and Rabat International Film Festival (Morocco).
They have also received critical acclaim worldwide: Verbal Letters received the Golden Olive at the
Valencia Mediterranean Film Festival in 1992 and A¢ Our Listeners' Request received the Special
Acknowledgement at the Asiatica Film Mediale in Italy in 2003 “for the lyricism with which he was
capable of describing the tricks of fortune and the reality of war.”

Omar Amiralay

Born in Damascus in 1944 to the son of a high-ranking officer in the Ottoman military and a Lebanese
mother, Omar Amiralay headed to Paris in 1965 to pursue studies in drama and theater at the Théatre des
Nations. Gradually he began to lean towards cinema and enrolled at the Institut des Hautes Etudes
Cinématographiques, or IDHEC (now known as FEMIS) in 1967. He was deeply suspicious of fiction
cinema, and after a year at the institute he began to question whether film was really his vocation. When the
1968 student revolt erupted, Amiralay joined the hordes of protestors, and began to film. His fate was
sealed; he never returned to the IDHEC and instead began to make documentary films.

He returned to Damascus eager to instigate a new documentary cinema. His first film, Film-Muhawalah
‘An Sadd al-Furat (Film-Essay on the Euphrates Dam, 1970) was an enthusiastic documentation of the
Ba‘thist regime's construction of the Assad dam on the Euphrates river that promised to bring radical
improvement to surrounding villages. His second documentary film, conceived with Sa‘adallah Wannus,
one of Syria's most celebrated modernist playwrights and essayists, was radically different. Titled al-Hayat
al-Yaomiyyah fi Qarya Suriyya (Everyday Life in a Syrian Village, 1974) it was a scathing critique of the
government's failure to provide basic amenities to the poor. The film, produced by the National Film
Organization, was banned and remains so to this day. His third film, a/-Dajaj (The Chickens, 1977), was
produced for Syrian television and continued in the same critical vein, this time documenting the plight of
poor peasants suffering as a result of failed ventures in chicken farming promised by the state to bring
prosperity.

Amiralay's new approach to documentary filmmaking gradually became recognized in the Arab world and
Europe. He was commissioned to direct a documentary on the socialist revolution in Yemen ‘An Thawra
(About a Revolution, 1978), and the civil war in Lebanon Masa ‘ibu Qawm ‘Inda Qawm Fouad (The
Misfortunes of Some Are the Fortunes of Others, 1982). The latter remains one of the most compelling



documentary films about that war. A number of films followed, most commissioned by television channels
in France, including: Ra’ihat al-Janna (A Scent of Paradise, 1982) on Palestinian refugees during the
Israeli siege of Beirut; al-Hubb al-Maow 'ud (The Sarcophagus of Love, 1984) on contemporary social
conditions of women in Egypt; al- ‘Aduu al-Hamim or L'Enemi intime (The Intimate Enemy, 1985) on the
rise of radical Islamic fundamentalism amongst immigrants of Arab origin in France; A [l'attention de
Madame le Premier Ministre Bénazir Bhutto (For the Attention of Madame the Prime Minister Benazir
Bhutto, 1989-1994) on the expectations carried by Benazir Bhutto's appointment as prime minister; Par un
jour de violence ordinaire, mon ami Michel Seurat, (On a Day of Ordinary Violence, my Friend Michel
Seurat, 1996), a tribute to the French sociologist, Michel Seurat, kidnapped and slain by Al-Jihad al-Islami
in Lebanon; Hunalika Ashiya’ Kathira Kana Yumken an Yatahadath ‘Anha al-Mare’ (There Are So Many
Things Still to Say..., 1997), the last testimony from Sa‘adallah Wannus recorded a few months before his
passing; Tabaq al-Sardin (A Plate of Sardines—Or The First Time I Heard of Israel, 1997), a reflection and
conversation with filmmaker Mohammad Malas on the subjective recording of the conflict with Israel;
Rajol al-Hitha’ al-Thahabi (The Man with the Golden Soles, 2000), a documentary on slain Lebanese
Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri; and finally, Tufan Fi Bilad el-Ba ‘th (A Flood in Baath Country, 2003), in
which the filmmaker returns to the Assad dam on the Euphrates river, filmed in his first documentary to
interview the enforcers of the Baath regime's dogma, a school master and a parliamentary representative.
The film caused uproar and controversy because it presents a damning portrait of the ideological
bankruptcy of the Ba‘th, and of the regime's annihilation of the basic precepts of citizenship.

Omar Amiralay has been a close friend and collaborator with fellow Syrian filmmakers, including
Mohammad Malas and Oussama Mohammad, with whom he co-authored two documentaries on the
pioneer of cinema in Syria, Nazih Shahbandar, and the pioneer modernist visual artist and writer, Fateh el-
Moudares.

Currently, he is a driving force in the establishment of the Arab Film Institute, a novel venture in the Arab
world to establish a

From very early on, Amiralay's films earned a number of awards worldwide, beginning with Leipzig (1971)
for Film-Essay on the Euphrates Dam. His cinema has become canon for generations of documentary
filmmakers in the Arab world. The most recent edition of the Cinéma du Réel festival at Paris' Centre
Pompidou dedicated an hommage to his work in March 2006.

Ammar el-Beik

Ammar el-Beik was born in Damascus. In 1990, he enrolled at the School for Business Administration at
the University of Damascus, but left the program and went to work at Studio Haig, an atelier that
specializes in the repair of cameras for still photography and cinema. He also began to work with
photography and participated in numerous exhibitions and competitions worldwide. His first video,
Boulevard al-Assad was produced in 2001, as the outcome of a workshop titled “Transit Visa” organized in
Beirut. He made a number of short films, including Uthuni Tastati* An Tasma* (My Ear Can See, 2001),
Inahum Kanu Huna (They Were Here, 2001), ‘Indama Ulawwin Samakati (When I Color My Fish, 2002)
co-directed with Hanadi el-‘Omari. In 2002 he also directed his first long film, an experimental
documentary titled Clakette (Clapper). El-Beik has also worked as a cinematographer and editor on a
number of documentaries and fiction features, including Lebanese filmmaker Mahmoud Hojeij's The Silent
Majority in 2002. He was assistant director to Mohammad Malas for Bab el-Magam (Passion, 2004).
Recently he collaborated closely with Hala al-Abdallah Yakoub on her first feature length film, Repérages
de l'amour et de la mort (Location Scouting for Love and Death) as director, cinematographer, and editor.
The film is in post-production and projected for release in the fall of 2006. He is currently working on the
script for his first fiction feature. El-Beik's short filmography has earned him a few awards, among them for
They Were Here received the Jury Prize at the Ismai‘liya International Festival (Egypt) in 2001 and When [
Color My Fish received the Jury Prize at the Brisbane International Film Festival (Australia) in 2002.

Hussam Chadat

Born in 1966 in Syria, Chadat studied Film and Television at the Munich Film Academy and acting at the
Academy for Dramatic Arts in Damascus. He has directed several short films, including Sunkiss (1994),
The Wedding (1998), Sheherazade's Daughters (1999), and If Life Becomes Cinema (2000).

Diana el-Jeiroudi



Born in Damascus in 1977, raised in Syria and Iraq, el-Jeiroudi graduated from the University of Damascus
with a degree in English literature. With a group of dynamic filmmakers, actors and producers, she started
Proaction Films, the only independent film production outfit operating in Syria today, where she works in
production. The Pot (Al-Qaroura, 2005), her first foray in directing, has traveled to a number of festivals
for film and experimental video.

Mohammad Malas

Born in the now destroyed village of Quneytra (in the Israeli-occupied Golan), in 1945, Mohammad Malas
first earned a teaching diploma and worked in Damascus for three years as a teacher while enrolled in the
Philosophy Department at the University of Damascus. In 1968 he earned a scholarship to study film
directing at the Russian State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK). He directed three short films while
there, Hulm Madina Saghira (The Dream of a Small City, 1972), The Seventh Day (Al-Yawm as-Sabi",
1973), and Kullon Fi Makanihi Wa Koll Shay’ ‘Ala Ma Yuram Sayyed al-Dhabit (Everybody is in his Place
and Everything is under Control, Sir Officer, 1974). The latter, his graduation project, explores the
experience of prison in Egypt, in which he collaborated with renowned Egyptian novelist, Sun‘allah
Ibrahim, who also starred in the film. He returned to Damascus in 1974 to work for the Syrian Television,
where he produced short films like al-Quneitra '74 (1974) and al-Zhakira (The Memory, 1977). He co-
authored the script of his first fiction feature, Ahlam al-Madina (Dreams of the City, 1983) with Samir
Zikra. His second fiction feature, al-Layl (The Night, 1992) was co-authored with Oussama Mohammad. In
between, he directed a number of documentary films, beginning with al-Manam (The Dream, 1982), shot in
the Shatila Palestinian refugee camp in Beirut, only a few months before the massacre. He co-directed with
Omar Amiralay and Oussama Mohammad two documentaries, Nurun wa Thilal (Shadows and Light , the
Last of the Pioneers: Nazih Shahbandar, 1995), a portrait of Syrian cinema pioneer Nazih Shahbandar on
the occasion of the Centennial of Cinema in 1995; and Moudaress, a portrait of the veteran modern artist,
Fateh Moudaress, in 1996. In 1998, he shared scriptwriting and direction duties with Hala al-Abdallah
Yakoub, on a documentary on political prisoners in Syria, Tahta al-Raml, Fawqa al-Shams (On the Sand,
Under the Sun on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of the United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. His most recent film is a fiction feature, Bab el-Maqgam (Passion, 2005). He has published
articles and essays widely, and wrote a novel, [‘lanat ‘An Madina Kanat Tai‘sh Tahta al-Harb
(Advertisements about a City that Lived under the War, Beirut: Dar Ibn Rushd, 1979 and Damascus: Dar
al-Ahali, 1990). He has also published a number of screenplays and film diaries including: A/ Manam;
Mufakkirat film (The Dream; a Film Diary, Beirut: Dar al-Adab, 1990), The Night (Damascus: Dar
Kanaan, 2003), and the film diary for Everybody is in his Place and Everything Is under Control, Sir
Officer (Beirut: Dar al-Mada, 2003).

Malas has received numerous awards in the Arab world and around the world. Dreams of the City earned
eleven awards including the Golden Tanit at the Journées Cinématographiques de Carthage, Tunisia (1984),
The Golden Olive at the Valencia Festival of Mediterranean Cinema in Spain (1984). The Night earned five
awards, including the Golden Tanit in Carthage (1992) and the Silver Olive at Valencia.

Oussama Mohammad

Born in Lattakiya in 1954, Oussama Mohammad graduated from the Russian State Institute of
Cinematography (VGIK) in 1979. There, he directed a short documentary, titled Khutwa Khutwa (Step by
Step, 1978). He returned to Syria and directed a short documentary for the General Organization for
Cinema titled Al-Yawm Kul Yawm (Today Everyday, 1980). He worked as assistant director to Mohammad
Malas on Ahlam al-Madina (Dreams of the City, 1983) and directed his first fiction feature Nujum al-Nahar
(Stars in Broad Daylight) in 1988. Deemed by many to be the most scathing critique of contemporary
Syrian society trapped in the iron grip of the Baath regime, the film has never been allowed a public
screening in Syria. Although not officially banned, the film has been shelved by diktat (explain), and sits in
storage under threat of irremediable physical deterioration. The film was selected at the Cannes Film
Festival's Quinzaine des Réalisateurs, and earned the filmmaker great critical praise, including the Golden
Olive at the Valencia Festival in the same year.

In 1992, he co-authored the script for al-Lay! (The Night, 1992) with Mohammad Malas and co-directed
with Omar Amiralay and Malas the documentaries Shadows and Light (1991) and Fateh Mudaris (1994).
He was unable to make his second feature until 2002. Sunduq al-Dunya (Sacrifices, 2002) was meant as an
hommage to Andrei Tarkovsky's The Sacrifice, the exiled Soviet master's last film, and was selected for the



Cannes Film Festival's section Un Certain Regard in 2002. Complex and visually stunning, the film has
confirmed its maker as one of the Soviet film school's graduates most individual and masterful filmmakers.

Meyar al-Roumi

Meyar al-Roumi graduated from the FEMIS (Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Métiers de 1’Image et du
Son), in Paris in 2001. He has worked as a director of photography on a number of documentary and fiction
films in France and in Syria, to cite a few: Flood in Baath Country (Omar Amiralay, 2003), Blue-Grey
(Mohammad al-Roumi, 2004), Contre la Montée (Damien Bertrand, 2003), Transit (Bani Khoshnoudi,
2004), Affaire de luxe (David Unger, 2001), Epicerie fine (Nathalie Hertzberg, 2000). He has also directed
a number of documentaries, including, 4 Silent Cinema (Un cinéma muet, 2001), Waiting for the Day
(Thilal al-Ayyam al-Ramadiyya, 2003) and Le Club de l'avenir (Nadi el-Mustagbal, 2006).

Mohammad al-Roumi

Born in Aleppo in 1945, Mohamad al-Rumi spent his childhood in North Mesopotamia (who wrote that?).
After his graduation from the University of Damascus with a degree in Fine Arts, he began a career in
photography, working with archeological missions in the Euphrates Valley, his childhood environment.
Blue Grey (Azraq Ramadi, 2004) is his first film.

Samir Zikra

Born in Beirut in 1945 but raised in Aleppo, author, screenwriter and director, Samir Zikra graduated from
the Russian State Institute of Cinematography (VGIK) in 1973. During his studies in Moscow between the
years 1968 and 1973, he directed a number of short fiction films including, al-Sakran Yanfi (The Drunk
Denies) based on a story by Negib Mahfouz, and al-Matar Sabi ‘in (Airport 70) adapted from a story by
Arthur Hailey.

The 1973 war with Israel erupted while Zikra was doing his military service and he directed a number of
documentary films on that experience between the years 1974 and 1976, including Lan Nansa (We Will Not
Forget), al-Shuhud (The Witnesses), al-Bahr Jabhatuna al-Gharbiyya (The Sea Our Western Front). In
1977, he co-authored the script for Bagaya Suwar (Fragments, 1979) with Nabil Maleh (who directed the
film), based on a novel by Syrian author, Hanna Mina. In 1980, he directed a documentary on the everyday
struggles of women in contemporary Syrian society, titled ‘Anha (On Her). In 1981, he directed his first
fiction feature, Hadithat el-Nisf Mitr (The Half-Meter Incident), adapted from a novel by the same title
written by Sabri Moussa. The film is considered a watershed for a generation of new filmmakers in Syria,
heralding the turn to auteur cinema while presenting an unapologetic social and political reading of Syrian
society. The film received wide critical acclaim within the region and internationally. It was selected at the
Venice Film Festival (Italy), Berlinale (Germany), Journées Cinématographiques de Carthage (Tunisia) and
Valencia Mediterranean Film Festival (Spain), where it earned the bronze Olive. In 1983, he co-authored
the script for Mohammad Malas's first fiction feature, Ahlam al-Madina (Dreams of the City, 1983). In
1986, he directed his second fiction feature, Waqa ehal- ‘Amm al-Mugbal (Chronicles of the Coming Year,
1985). It too traveled widely on the festival circuit earning awards and acclaim.

Zikra worked in television, until he returned to cinema to direct the historical epic, Turab al-Ghuraba’
(Land for a Stranger), in 1998. The film, inspired by a novel of the same name by Faysal Khartash,
recounted the life of one of the late Ottoman Levant's most influential thinkers, Abdel-Rahman al-
Kawakibi. The film earned the first prize at the Cairo International Film Festival, in addition to other
awards elsewhere in the region. Zikra has just released his most recent feature, ‘Alagat ‘Amah (Public
Relations, 2005).

Hisham el-Zouki

Born in Damascus, Hisham el-Zouki first studied English Literature at the University of Damascus. He
moved to Oslo, Norway, where in 1999, he completed his studies at The Film and Television Academy. He
has worked on several film productions in Norway, including Stu and Fri oss fra det onde (Free Us from
the Evil). He has directed several short films, including, Nostalgia (1998), The Door (1999), Ghetto (2000),
Eternally Aliens (2002), and Just a City (2003). His film The Door was screened at several festivals around
the world, it was awarded several prizes, including “best film” (immigrant section) at Avezzano, Italy, in
2000. Eternally Aliens won first prize for short documentary at the Rotterdam Arab Film Festival in 2002.
Just a City won second prize for short documentary at the same festival in 2003.



